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Chapter 1
 THE WAIT
 

“What?” I asked.

“Nothing. I just want to keep my eyes, thank you.”

I suppose that was called for. After all, just two days earlier I’d nearly gouged them out. Who could blame Chase now for the way he was cowering beneath the hospital sheets?

“I’m not going to attack you, Chase.”

“Then why are you here?” 

He winced as he shifted slightly. Beneath the obvious pain, I could sense his irritation at my presence.

Strangely, I was the only one who had visited him all day—besides the police officer outside his door. So it didn’t make sense that he was annoyed at me. A little gratitude would’ve been nice.

“Well,” I took a step closer to his bedside, “I just want to make sure you’re all right.”

“Sophie, yesterday you would’ve driven me off the road if I hadn’t done it myself.”

Confused, and not sure I’d heard him correctly, I stepped even closer. It looked like he wanted to scoot further away, but he couldn’t. The nurse said he’d broken his collarbone, two ribs, an arm, and his nose, punctured a lung, and suffered a concussion. He could barely move, but every hard line in his face told me that he wanted me gone.

“Did you say ‘drove yourself off the road’?”

He rolled his eyes and turned away, wincing again.

“Chase? Did you just say yourself?”

“Just go away, Sophie.”

My thighs were touching the side of the bedrails now. “Chase, I’m not leaving here until you tell me what you said.”

I wasn’t about to let him off the hook that easily. He’d played a role in Wes’ disappearance and he was absolutely going to help me get him back. 

“I said . . . myself.”

“That’s what I thought you said, but you didn’t tell me that yesterday. You said—”

“I didn’t say anything yesterday.”

I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. Just a day ago he had written on a piece of paper that Tim, Andy’s grandson, had driven him off the road. I hadn’t coerced him into telling me. He’d been barely conscious. There is no way he could’ve made that up. Why was he backpedaling now?

“Well, you wrote something else yesterday. You said—”

Frustrated, he cut me off, “I just remembered it wrong.”

“Oh, for Pete’s sake, Chase. Stop it.” I tried to keep my voice down. If he called the nurse, this interrogation was over. “You were not remembering it wrong.” I moved around to the side he was facing and saw his eyes watering. “You don’t misremember someone running you off the road.”

He winced again, and I had a pretty good idea it was from the memory and not the pain this time. “You know what you saw, Chase. Why are you changing it now?”

“You don’t know what you’re talking about. Just go away.”

I shook my head, anger building. Maybe he was afraid that Tim would come back to finish him off. That was it.

“Chase, you don’t have to worry. The police are outside your door. They’re not going to let anyone else hurt you, but you have to tell the truth.”

He let out a small laugh that immediately caused him to grab his side and squeeze his eyes shut.

“Sophie, those cops are not here to protect me. They’re here to arrest me when I get out.”

“What? . . . Why?”

“You know why. Ms. Mary, remember?”

A strange burning sensation filled my chest. Accusing Chase of murdering Ms. Mary was one thing, but actually believing it was another. I had hated him before. He annoyed me like no other, but in the last twenty-four hours I had fully convinced myself that Andy’s grandson, Tim, and those government ops people had used him. Manipulated him into getting information in exchange for a cold-blood serum high. Yes, he was bad, but not a murderer. 

Then again, who was I to say? All I knew was that Wes was still gone and the forty-eight hours he had asked me to wait before calling the police had passed. Dr. Lyon had convinced me to give him another day to make a connection, so I waited.

I was a wreck, miserable, nearly sick to death with worry, and one of the main people responsible for it was lying right in front of me. 

Why couldn’t I believe he had killed a poor, innocent Healey’s employee just so he could get a job there, essentially putting him close to Wes and me? Sounded like a no-brainer, but something in me didn’t believe it, and my instincts about people were pretty good. Especially when they wrote down the name of the person who had tried to run them off the road.

Even so, I had to clarify. “Are you saying you murdered innocent, loving Ms. Mary?”

He turned his head back the other way.

“Chase? Just say it if you did.”

“I already said it, okay. I told the cops, now leave me alone,” he growled.

“But you told me—”

“I didn’t tell you anything. I wrote something when I was delirious. I tried to kill myself, because I felt terrible about what I did to that lady, and then I tried to blame it on someone else. End of story.”

“No, it isn’t, because you didn’t try to blame Ms. Mary’s death on someone else. That’s not what you wrote, you wrote—”

“Would you just leave, please? You’re making it worse.”

I opened my mouth to counter, but nothing came out. I didn’t want to care about what happened to Chase. I just wanted Wes home, and the more I stood there looking at the back of Chase’s head, the more irritated I became at his evasiveness.

I let out a grumble, walked back around to the other side of the bed, and leaned right into his face. “Chase, I am going to be real clear here. I don’t really like you. Especially since you helped those people find a way to take Wes. But more than my dislike for you, I have a real dislike for people who use others for their own gain. People who intimidate others and ruin lives.

“Yes, you’re scum, but not the scum of the earth who kill old ladies and try to run people off the road. And I don’t believe for one second that whoever is scaring you right now is going to want you alive. They’ll probably try tokill you no matter what you say, so you might as well tell the truth.”

A tear traveled down his bruised cheek. Wanting to give him another chance to come clean, I made him an offer. “I know people. Important people who can protect you. If you just help us.” He seemed to be softening until I added that he could help Wes, and then he laughed.

“I don’t want to help that jerk.”

“What?”

“You heard me.”

I stood up straight. “You don’t even know Wes.”

He rolled his eyes. “I know that he sold a drug to the military and it’s killing soldiers. And I know he won’t sell them the antidote because he wants more money. So I don’t care what happens to that money hungry a—” 

“Wes would never do that!” I shot back.

He half laughed and half coughed. “Yeah, right.”

“You listen to me.” I grabbed his gown at his chest with just enough firmness to get his attention. “You are clueless. Wes didn’t sell anything to them. Those lunatics have been trying to steal some miracle strength-boosting drug for years. They concocted their own drug through stolen information and they messed up those soldiers. And now they don’t want to buy anything to save them. They want to steal more information so they can make a newer, better drug for war. And not only for American soldiers, you dope. They want to sell it to the highest bidder. Wes wants to find cures for people, not kill them. Not like your friends. And you fell for it. They used you.” 

I could tell he was searching my eyes for some sort of weakness in my story, so I spoke fast. “Do you really think they would want to take Wes against his will to buy something from him? Come on. And do you think they would run you off the road if they were only trying to make a purchase? And Ms. Mary? Seriously, these people are evil. Ugh!”

I let go and snatched my purse off the floor.

“Chase. I don’t have much time. And I swear, I’m not going to let any of this go away, so if you want to make things right, you’d better say so now.”

When he didn’t reply, I shook my head and turned to leave, realizing I didn’t expect Chase to ever help me. Maybe I just needed closure. Needed to look him in the eye and have him admit that he was wrong. Maybe if he did, then I could believe things were going to be all right, that the bad guys would turn good and apologize for having made a terrible decision.

Yeah, it was a dream world, but it didn’t hurt to hope for it. I had put my hand on the knob and given it a strong turn when the silence was broken.

“Sophie.” I paused with my hand still on the door. “Please.”

“What?” I didn’t bother to turn around. At that point I was on a new path, and it didn’t include foolish thoughts of Chase’s help.

“I can’t talk loudly . . . please.”

My shoulders dropped as a tingling sensation crept up my back, calling me to turn around. I fought it, trying to push it away and force myself to open the door, but just couldn’t. I wanted everything to be fixed and needed him to help me. Needed something, anything. I let go of the handle and made my way back over to him.

He closed his eyes and slowly opened them again, sighing. “Okay, Tim did try to kill me and he’ll do it to you, too. He’s crazy. If you know what’s good for you, you’ll stop snooping around. Just let it go.”

Is that what he stopped me for? To warn me about Tim? 

He had no idea.

“Chase, Tim’s grandfather already kidnapped me, broke my hand, and used my face for slapping practice. Then, he drained me of nearly all my blood, so he could mix some serum that your friends are trying to ‘buy’. Oh yeah, and a feeling I have tells me I probably won’t live past nineteen anyway. So Tim doesn’t scare me. I just want Wes home.”

He looked shocked by my revelations, but instead of addressing them, he turned away and quietly mumbled, “These people aren’t to be messed with. You see what they did to me.”

“Yeah, and I see that you’re going to rot in jail because you’re afraid to tell the truth about Tim.”

He tried to sit up, but cringed in pain as he held his ribs. “I don’t have anyone. I have nowhere to go. I won’t make it out there anyway. I’m better off in jail.”

“You’re making a mistake.” 

“Well, that’s a chance I’ll take.”

“Fine,” I said, as he turned back to get a glimpse of my stoic expression. “I’m sorry, Chase. I just don’t have any more time or energy to go in circles about this. I have to figure out how to get Wes out of this mess.”

He looked at me for a moment. “Fine.”

Without even saying goodbye, I turned around and walked out, with nowhere to go.

After driving around for an hour, I decided to go to Wes’.

Driving up and down the slopes of his driveway seemed to match how I felt. One minute I was a mess, and the next I was full of hope. Then the next was awful again. No matter how twisted my emotions were, the sight of Wes’ house somehow brought a strong sense of warmth. 

The house was completely still on the hillside, but it screamed his name to me. The echo traveled around inside my head, wrapping itself around my senses, compelling me to answer it back.

“Yes,” I whispered, slowly pulling to a stop behind his truck. “I miss him, too.”

Several moments went by before I gathered the courage to guide myself up his steps. Still in possession of his keys from our trip, I slid the house key into the lock and pushed open the door and flinched. The shock of an ear-piercing siren sent my heart cartwheeling, causing me to jump backward. 

By the time I realized it was just his house alarm, it had been blaring for nearly fifteen seconds. I was tempted to leave, then remembered I wasn’t trespassing. If anyone was permitted to be there, it was me, and if I left, the police would show up.

Making the decision to prevent that and to continue on, I hurried into the house, trying to remember the code. 

He’d given it to me in case of an emergency, but I’d never thought there would actually be a need for it, so I hadn’t paid much attention. Now, I wished I had. What was it? What was it? Think, Sophie.

Gosh! 15—, no, 1660?

Crap.

Dang it. I was staring at the keypad. My hands shaking, my heart racing. How many more seconds did I have before the cops would come?

I thought hard. I pictured his perfect face standing right there in the foyer with me, his perfect grin leaning into me as he spoke. Once I envisioned his calm voice talking to me, it flowed out like melted butter: 1663.

My fingers quickly punched in the numbers 1-6-6-3. I couldn’t believe it didn’t register when he’d told me the first time. Sixteen for 1916, and 63 for 1963. The two prior times he had loved me. 

I turned my back to the wall as the alarm ceased, repeating the code several more times. 1663,1663. By the tenth time, my legs had become weak and my body slid to the floor where I found myself at the bottom of the hill, again. 

I don’t know how many tears fell or how much time elapsed before my sadness turned to worry again. I reached in my purse and checked my phone. Four bars and no missed calls. I squeezed it tightly in my hands and made my way over to his sofa, cradling it, hoping for a swift end to my miserable waiting.






Chapter 2
 TWO DAYS EARLIER: DR. EVAN CARTER
 

The helicopter touched down at 10 p.m. Only three hours from the time my superiors had called my house with the news that Mr. Wilson would be arriving. This was a moment I had eagerly anticipated since my assignment to Unit 86.

From the day I was placed in charge of the recovery wing, I’d often wondered what the world had come to. My father had convinced me to follow in his footsteps and join the army, but I’ve never wanted anything to do with war. It was a compromise to serve as a doctor.

In my two previous tours, I’d saved more lives than anyone expected. I never lost a single soldier who was brought to me, no matter how wounded. 

It was extremely rewarding, and made me content with my profession, until my superiors called upon me for help with a group of soldiers who were suffering from painful drug withdrawals. I had reservations when I found out it was from experimental performance-enhancing injections, but they pressed on. 

They needed someone who had experience in the field of hematology and a security clearance. They insisted I’d be able to continue healing people while saving thousands of soldiers’ lives in the future. Then they offered me everything, including civilian status and a large stipend.

I didn’t care as much about the stipend, but the civilian status got my attention. It meant that I’d be free to go into civilian practice sooner than expected. 

So, for two years, I have worked nonstop, researching and observing soldiers, looking for a solution. I’ve become passionate about this project, and after monitoring the effects of withdrawal, I not only want the soldiers to get better, I want to prevent future suffering.

If there’s a medication that the soldiers can take to give them an edge against physical and chemical attacks, then I want to be a part of that. But I can’t figure it out. Something is missing. These men benefit for only short periods of time before their bodies reject it and go into shock, or worse.

Watching these young men suffer has eaten away at me, and now my superiors have told me that Weston Wilson III, great-nephew to the only doctor ever known to work with cold-blood infusions in humans, is coming to visit me with information to help.

I’m elated, curious, and quite frankly honored. It’s a meeting I have definitely been looking forward to.

I walked down the heavily secured corridor leading up to the landing pad. Once outside, I felt the chill of the bitter snowstorm that had been brewing since Friday. The icy flakes blew against my exposed skin. I cupped my hands around my mouth and blew warm breath into them. Between the cold and the air from the spinning rotor, my warm breath was useless. I turned my back against the wind until the helicopter lifted off and I heard footsteps approaching.

I was eager to turn back, but something in me was nervous. Could this kid really give me the answers I need? After all, he was connected to Dr. Oliver Thomas himself.

I inhaled deeply and turned, noticing immediately that something seemed off. It could’ve been the way four uniformed soldiers were escorting Mr. Wilson as if he was a flight risk. Or it could’ve been the aura he gave off. As they walked toward me, the four soldiers were hunched over, defensively fighting off the same bitter breeze that surrounded me. But Mr. Wilson was walking upright, seemingly unbothered by the icy air swirling around us. 

For a moment it made him appear angelic, even immune to nature’s angry weapons as he so impressively rose above them.

Actually, impressive was the wrong word. He was mesmerizing, giving off a sense that no education in the world could help me save the patients inside, but that strangely . . . he could. And he was there to meet with me. My insides swelled with curiosity.

I fought the cold wind and advanced toward them.

“Gentlemen!”

“Doctor.” 

Three soldiers, along with Staff Sergeant John Peirce stopped just short of running into me. 

“Shall we go?” I questioned, hoping for a return to warmth.

“Certainly.” It was then that I noticed Peirce had hold of Mr. Wilson’s elbow. 

Without giving the gesture further thought, I turned and hastily made my way indoors.

Once we were all inside, I turned to greet my guest more formally. To my surprise, Wilson’s eyes were locked on me. I almost had the urge to look away as an unknown feeling of guilt crept through me. I couldn’t grasp the source, because I was the one called from the warmth of my home to meet him at this hour.

Blinking away possible answers to the whens and whys, I extended my hand.

“Mr. Wilson. I’m Dr. Carter, head physician on board here. It’s nice of you to visit.”

His brows rose while his gaze traveled to my outstretched hand. He appeared completely confused by my greeting and even hesitant to shake my hand.

After a pause, he looked down to his own hand, which was covered in heavy-duty specialty gloves as if he had just finished climbing Mount Everest.

Shaking hands with such a thick glove would have been awkward, so I was relieved when he decided to take it off, even if it was more slowly than I appreciated. Locking palms, his handshake was firm and warm. Very warm, and with my cold hands, I became jealous.

“Weston,” he said.

Fighting distracting thoughts of where I could get a pair of those gloves, I stood mute for a few seconds before realizing he was waiting for a response. “Excuse me?” I asked, feeling like I’d missed a question.

“You can call me Weston,” he repeated, pulling back his hand. 

“Certainly. Weston. Well, I’m glad to finally meet with you and hear about your discoveries.”

With a slight narrowing of his eyes, he nodded.

“Please. Let’s meet in my office.”

I opened my palm toward the direction of my study, and once again, the group of five traveled huddled together. Sergeant Pierce’s hand was still on Weston’s arm.

Following them allowed me more time to digest my feelings. On one hand, I felt as if I were meeting a celebrity. He was the flesh and blood of Dr. Thomas andcurrent owner of the California Blood Research Lab. He could have the answers we needed. The answer to a huge breakthrough for the United States military. This was well worth meeting at this hour, but beneath a very shallow surface was the feeling that I was the only one actually looking forward to this.

When we reached my study, Sergeant Pierce turned and informed me in a near whisper that he’d need to come in with us.

“Why?” I asked, confused that the sergeant would want to listen in on a medical discussion. 

“It’s the sergeant major’s orders.” 

“Orders?”

“Those are my instructions. You’re more than welcome to call him.”

“That won’t be necessary.” I didn’t anticipate getting into anything heavy at such a late hour anyway, and if we did, it would go right over Sergeant Pierce’s head. “Alright. Let’s begin.”

I held the door open and watched as Sergeant Pierce tried to squeeze through the door, still beside Weston. 

“Would you like something to drink?” I offered, before heading to my desk.

Weston nearly laughed and shook his head. “I’ll pass.”

Between him not wanting to shake my hand and his aloofness, I was beginning to need a cup of coffee.

Pulling my gaze away from the empty pot on my mini bar, I refocused and attempted more hospitality. “Mr. Wilson. I’m sorry, I mean Weston, I want to thank you for this opportunity.”

Another muffled sound.

Studying him closely and fighting the thick air between us, I cut right to it. “Look, I’m a little confused as to the timing of your visit.”

Taking a long pause, he gathered his breath and leaned forward. “Dr. Carter, I’m afraid I don’t know why I’m here at this hour either.”

I jerked my head back and bounced my gaze from him to Sergeant Pierce, waiting for some clarification. 

Sergeant Pierce cleared his throat. “Alright. It’s late and I think Mr. Wilson needs rest. Tomorrow would probably be a more appropriate time to meet with him. After all, he’s just flown in.”

Although Weston said nothing, he shook his head slightly as if he could not believe we had the audacity to wake him at this hour. Needless to say, this was not how I imagined our first encounter.

“Certainly. That is probably best.” I turned my attention to Weston. “I’ll see you in the morning, then?”

“It appears so,” he answered.

“Good then. Where are you staying? Would you like a ride?”

Before he could reply, Sergeant Pierce spoke up, “Mr. Wilson is staying here tonight.”

“Here?” I countered quickly.

“Yes. Here. Orders again.”

“But it’s a hospital.” 

“It also has a top secret facility that no one has access to. He needs to stay here until he’s permitted to leave.”

Something about the way he said permitted rubbed me the wrong way, but he was right. No one was allowed on this level without special clearance. Not even family members of the patients. It only seemed natural that they not allow Mr. Wilson to come and go freely.

“Do you need me to find a room?” I offered.

Sergeant Pierce answered again. “Negative. One has already been set aside.”

Following that, he motioned for Weston to follow him without as much as a goodnight. 

With the last of my time wasted, I returned home for the night, suddenly not wanting to hear anything Mr. Wilson had to offer. That was my emotions talking, because in reality, I yearned to know everything hidden inside that mind of his.

The following morning I called the sergeant major. He picked up on the first ring. 

“Hello?”

“Sergeant Major, Dr. Carter here.”

“Yes. What can I do for you this morning, Doctor?”

“Well actually, Sir, I was hoping you could fill me in on Mr. Wilson’s visit. I was called to meet him last night, but frankly it was a waste of my time. I’m not exactly sure what I’m supposed to do with him today.”

He nearly laughed. “Doctor, you’ll get the information you need.”

The way he said “get” made me wonder exactly what my role was. As far as I knew, my job was to find, discover, learn, hypothesize, solve, create . . . Those were familiar words. “Get” was new to me, but I wasn’t about to argue with the sergeant major. 

“Alright, Sir, but in order for me to get the information we need, can you tell me exactly why Mr. Wilson is here?” I prodded.

“He’s here to give you whatever you need to advance your research, so do your job and get it. The lives of many loyal men depend on it.”

With that he hung up, leaving a sour taste in my mouth. 

As I arrived at the hospital, another helicopter was touching down. I sighed, remembering the day ahead. The intel I’d received on Friday was that more patients would be arriving this week. How could I tend to them and meet with Mr. Wilson at the same time?

The idea was giving me a migraine and I strongly hoped that my assistant, Larry, would have coffee ready, and to my satisfaction, he did. The calming aroma met me as soon as I approached the office door. 

“Dr. Carter?” Larry greeted me hesitantly outside the entrance. 

“Yes?”

“Sergeant Pierce, Sir.”

“In my office?”

He nodded. Unbelievable.

I walked in, greeted again by the three men who had flanked Mr. Wilson last night. Feeling encroached upon, I really wanted to speak about it but decided to look around for Mr. Wilson first. After coming up empty on a complete scan of my office, my gaze settled on John.

“What can I do for you, gentlemen?”

He stepped forward, squaring himself to me, still wearing his stealth fatigues. All of them were, and it made me wonder what sort of special ops mission they were on. Certainly standing, unwelcome in my office, didn’t qualify.

“Dr. Carter, I’m going to get straight to the point, since we don’t have much time. The kid was brought here upon our request. Not his. He would prefer not to be here, but our superiors have convinced him otherwise.”

“Convinced him otherwise how?” 

“Let’s just say the government has decided not to fund this ‘research’ grant much longer. They want answers and are convinced Mr. Wilson’s lab has them.”

My stomach twisted, understanding the attire, the confusion last night, the way I handled the situation. 

“You mean to tell me he is here against his will?”

“That’s not your area of concern. Your task is to find the remedy. And you have two days to get it from him. Tops. Understood?”

“What happens after two days?”

“We can’t keep him longer than that. He has agreed to talk to you so use the time you have wisely. Don’t blow it.”

Don’t blow it? What is wrong with these people? “What makes you think he is going to share anything with us now?”

“Just get what you need, Doctor.”

They all filed toward the door. 

“Well, where is he?” I called after.

“He’s in the debriefing room.”






Chapter 3
 THE SHARP EDGE OF PATIENCE
 

I was lying on Wes’ couch with my eyes closed when my phone rang, causing me to jump and nearly drop it. 

“Hello?” I answered eagerly.

“Hello Ms. Slone. This is Dr. Lyon.”

My one and only ally. The doctor who worked at Wes’ medical lab. The one who, according to Wes, Dr. Thomas had entrusted with caring for things after his death. I had no idea if I could trust this man, but something he had said made me believe he knew Wes’ real identity and also wanted him home nearly as much as I did.

I sat up and cleared my throat. “Yes?”

“I don’t have much yet, but wanted to let you know that I did make contact.”

“You did? With who?”

“With Tim Walters.”

Agh. I winced at hearing the name. The guy who was my attempted murderer’s grandson. The one who’d used Danny and Chase to get to me. The one who surely hates me.

“And?” I shot back a little too quickly.

“He’s not giving up much.”

“Well, what does that mean?”

“It means he’s not cooperating, but we were able to determine that he’s hiding something and that means we’re very confident that the secret ops group, Unit 86, has Wes, but we don’t have a location. We’ve made a call to someone we believe is connected to them.”

“And.”

He was quiet for a moment. “And they’re denying it.”

“Dr. Lyon. I think I should call the police.”

Nearly cutting me off, “I wouldn’t do that. Not yet.”

I was getting impatient and confused as to whether to listen to Wes or Dr. Lyon. Forty-eight hours had passed and, as Wes had told me, I could call the police.

“Please, Dr. Lyon, you don’t know anything for sure, and if Tim is not telling you anything, how can you be—” 

“Ms. Slone. Please. Give it one more day.”

“Why?” I half pleaded, half demanded.

“Because the gentleman I spoke with from Unit 86 assured me that he’d call with any information if he came across it.”

“So?”

“So, he wouldn’t offer any help if they didn’t have him. They’re stalling and that’s their way of buying time before they turn him over.”

“I don’t believe it.”

“One more day, Ms. Slone. If we make a media headline out of it now, any deal they’re planning to make will disappear. They’re now aware that we know where he is and they’re accountable. Give them time to come up with a solution.”

I wasn’t sure of anything when it came to secret operation recovery missions. I was clueless, alone, and afraid.

“What am I supposed to do in the meantime?”

“Just wait.”

That was the last thing I wanted. “And what about you? What are you going to do?”

“We’re going to talk to Tim again and let him know we made contact with Unit 86 and see if he starts talking. Then we’ll call the Unit again to follow up. At that time, if they don’t give Wes back, safe and unharmed, we’ll threaten to expose their whole operation.”

“This is killing me. Wes said forty-eight hours.”

“Give us one more day. We’re close. I know it doesn’t seem like it, but we are. They won’t harm him.”

The rest of the call was a blur. My mind was twirling and my heart was hurting. I just wanted it to end. 

Without an ounce of energy to think or move, I let myself fall back on the couch and pulled a throw pillow to my chest. Like a baby, I curled up and cried, again.

After lying around for the afternoon, I decided that I’d had enough tearful episodes for one lifetime. Then it hit me, this is my lifetime, and I don’t know how long it’s going to last. Six months ago, I had no worries. At least not any real ones. 

Before, I’d considered moving too many times as an actual hardship. Now, I knew what it felt like to have something perfect, only to fear losing it every minute of every day.

The more I thought about what I had gained by knowing Wes, the more angry I got at Andy and Tim for their selfish, misguided plans to bring someone down for their own gain.

How dare they?

I sat up and wiped my face and began to think about what needed to be done. Chase knew something, but was too much of a coward to say anything. What had happened to his mojo? He had no problem intimidating me and beating that guy at the fight club to a pulp. Even if he was on some sort of cold-blood drug concoction, his instincts were still there. He was fearless and had no problem picking fights before. So why couldn’t he channel that energy at the real bad guys? Ugh, I wished so badly that he would wise up and help me.

Even though I hoped for that, I didn’t count on it. That meant I needed to come up with my own plan. This Tim person wasn’t talking to Dr. Lyon, but that didn’t mean I couldn’t get him to talk.

Surely, he hated my guts and no doubt blamed me for his grandfather Andy’s death, but like Andy, he needed me. He wanted to be like Wes, and if I could convince him that I’d give him that, then maybe, just maybe he’d help me and not those military people. 

A feeling of purpose started to build within me. It’s not that I didn’t feel worth before, it’s just that when you watch a helicopter come down and scoop up your loved one, you feel pretty useless. But now, I felt like I could actually play a role in getting him back.

Who else could get close enough to Tim and actually ruffle his feathers? Sure, the whole idea was dangerous and even insane, and Wes would probably FREAK if he thought for a second that I would go and confront Andy’s grandson, but I saw no choice.

The longer I thought about it, the more courage I built up. I could do it. Find out where he is, talk to him, promise him what he wants in return for making sure Wes comes home. What could he do to me? I doubted he would kill me on the spot.

It was decided. I perked up a little and began making my plans. As I forced my brain into overdrive, a headache began to brew. Then, my stomach growled and for the first time since Wes was taken, I wanted to eat. 

I went into the kitchen and everything reminded me of him. Yes, it was his house, but the kitchen conjured up the strongest memories. So many times I’d watched him walk around this room making something as simple as a sandwich, with chopped veggies on the side. I used to roll my eyes at his health kicks, but now, I only wished to hug him from behind while he chopped away. I’d even eat the broccoli. 

I stood there, looking at the cherry cabinets and black countertops. It was so clean and uncluttered. It almost didn’t look lived in, and staring at it in its emptiness made it feel so cold. I was so used to Wes, always dressed warmly, and always giving me that perfect half smile. His presence alone heated up the space. 

Trying to keep it together, I fixed myself a sandwich and lemonade, eating it by myself in the dining room. The same room where Wes had first told me his secret.

I was alone, but felt whole somehow. As if everything we’d gone through boiled down to this moment. This place and time, where I decided not to let fate win. The first time I had been in this room was on the tour of the house. I had noticed that huge painting hanging on the wall. Vibrant, in every color imaginable, depicting the image of a couple with outstretched arms. When I first saw it, I tried to decide whether the arms were reaching for each other or being pulled apart. 

The second time I saw it, I decided they were being pulled apart and thinking that way brought me sadness. This time, eating alone, I studied the image and decided they were being brought back together. 

The tension the image gave off was, in my mind, symbolic of trying times, but that didn’t mean it had to end in separation. Not this picture. This picture was the snapshot of the two hands making their way back to each other. Just like Wes and me. That was what I saw, and that is what I believed as I drank the last of my lemonade.

Leaving Wes’, my mind constantly turned over ideas. Choosing not to call the police, wanting instead to give Dr. Lyon a chance to work his leads, didn’t mean I was going to stand idle.

After fifteen minutes of brainstorming, I reached my house. My mother was inside and already cooking dinner. That was odd.

I peeked my head into the kitchen. “Hey Mom, what’s up?” 

Her back was to me and she didn’t reply.

“Mom?” Her hips were moving slightly. I noticed her head bobbing back and forth and realized she was listening to music. The sight was so strange, I laughed for the first time since Wes was taken.

“Mom!” I shouted, moving further into the kitchen.

She turned and jumped back, snatching the buds from her ears. “Oh, hi honey.”

She looked embarrassed. “Mom . . . what is that?” I moved to inspect the source of the wires. “Did you get an iPod?”

“Um, yes,” she said straightening up. “Why, does that surprise you?”

I was smiling, shaking my head. “No, not at all. Well, maybe a little. Since when do you know how to work an iPod?”

“Well, Tom bought it for me and set it up this weekend.”

She was holding back a guilty smile. I got the feeling she and Tom had been playing house while I was away. I assessed the joy beaming from her eyes and couldn’t help but smile too.

“Can I see it?”

“Sure.” 

After a few minutes of unraveling herself from the wires, she handed it over. I scrolled through her songs and immediately felt like I was in the eighties. Duran Duran, U2, Bruce Springsteen. I smiled and handed it back. 

She stuck it in her pocket while I diverted my gaze over to the chopped onion and tomatoes on the counter. It looked like she was gearing up for something. “So what are you cooking?”

“Oh, well, I missed you, and with Wes gone, you seem a bit gloomy.” Little did she know that knives stabbed at my insides when she said that word gone but I held it together. “So I thought I’d make one of your favorites. Grandma’s homemade chili and cornbread.”

Yum, the thought of it did melt away some of the stinging knives, and my face must’ve shown my brewing comfort.

“See, I knew it would make you feel better.” She turned back toward her preparations. “And Tom’s coming over, too. He wants to help cheer you up.”

“Really?” I liked Tom. He seemed cool, but the idea of him caring about cheering me up took me by surprise.

“Yeah, he does.” She turned, looking over her shoulder, and offered a gentle nod with a smile.

I made my way over to the fridge in search of a bottled water to take upstairs. She chopped and kept talking.

“He really does like you, you know?”

I pulled the water out and shut the door. “Uh, okay.”

She turned completely around to face me, waving her knife in the air. “He does. And that’s important to me. You know, he’s been widowed for ten years, and ever since he lost his only son, he’s been alone. I think you bring him comfort, almost like the daughter he never had.”

That’s pressure. “Wow. Okay.”

“I’m just saying. That’s what I think. At any rate . . . “ She turned back to the victims of her utensil, “he’s coming and hopefully, between the two of us, we can fill the void until Wes comes home.”

I smiled. “Thanks. I’ll be upstairs for a while. Homework.”

Listening to her talk about Wes, one would think she knew why he was really gone, but she didn’t. She just thought he was on a small trip and would be back soon. She attributed my near depression to just plain missing him. Which I did, but my fears were so much deeper than that.

I felt the tears well up in my eyes again as I closed my bedroom door. The idea of homework was pushing lightly at my temples, and even stronger than that was Wes’ voice telling me to do it. He wouldn’t want me falling behind in school, but I had to ignore it. Sorry, Wes. Instead, I plopped on my bed and buried my head beneath the pillow.

Images of the two of us passed through my mind in slow motion until they faded away, into the darkness of my sleep.

“Sophie!” My name was distant, but I could tell it was a shout.

I squeezed my eye lids closed and then blinked a few, slow, groggy blinks. What time is it?

“It’s time to eat! Come on down, honey.”

I turned over, quickly reaching for my phone while the delicious smell raced up my nostrils. It was undeniably mouthwatering, but the sensation was overtaken by disappointment when I saw zero missed calls on my cell. 

I willed my legs to follow the source of the smell until I was in the dining room. My mom had set it up as if it were Thanksgiving.

Tom passed by me carrying a tray of cornbread. “Hey, Sophie.”

“Hey.”

“This looks delicious. Your mom outdid herself with this.”

I smiled, looking down at the visible corn chunks and melted cheddar cheese baked inside the cornbread, and just like my Nana, she cut it up in huge square portions. I gravitated toward the table, fighting off memories of the last time we’d eaten in this room.

It had been Christmas dinner and Wes was sitting in the empty seat, playing footsie with me under the table.

Bringing me back to reality, my mom set the chili pot on the table along with bowls of shredded cheese and sour cream. I wanted to dive into the pot and cover myself with the warm sauces and spiced meat. By far, the best comfort food on the planet. I devoured the first helping of both the chili and bread and went back for more.

My mom and Tom seemed pleased with my appetite, but spared me questions while I ate, keeping themselves at the center of the conversation. They conversed about work and the possibility of an upcoming summer vacation. Tom wanted to take her on a cruise, but she shyly put if off. I told her she should go. 

“But what about you?” she asked.

“I’ll be fine, Mom. Really, you guys deserve a trip.”

She couldn’t hold back her relief at my approval, and it was good to see that spark in her eyes. At that moment, I realized my mom and Tom were getting really serious. I knew that look and knew it well. There was no denying it . . . she loved him. 

Once I was finished, I thanked them for the meal and excused myself from the table, making my way back upstairs, feeling full and empty at the same time.






Chapter 4
 THE TRUTH: DR. EVAN CARTER
 

I quickly grabbed a legal pad and pen while juggling my coffee. As I headed toward the debriefing room, the legal pad began to seem inappropriate. Whatever I was about to encounter with Mr. Wilson would surely be too important for yellow striped paper. Suddenly I wished I had one of my journals. Seemed more professional.

Despite my hesitation, I didn’t turn back, not wanting to waste time. A yellow pad for the heir to Dr. Thomas’ medical empire would have to do. I rapped on the metal door only to be greeted by silence on the other end. The soldier on guard shrugged and tilted his head backward to motion me in.

Weston was waiting inside. Alone. Thank goodness. I seized the opportunity to tell him I was glad we finally had a few private moments to talk.

A soft smile began to form on his young face, but then he retracted it and shifted uncomfortably in his chair. Staring, I wondered just how old he was. On one hand he had the presence of one of my colleagues and on the other, he looked like a kid. 

It was bizarre. I couldn’t figure out how to approach the situation. Adding to the confusion, he appeared to be wearing the same black hooded sweatshirt and jeans he was in last night. 

I finally placed my load on the table and took my seat.

“Coffee?” I asked.

“No, thank you.”

His voice was much softer than it had been last night. I attributed it to the fact that the wind wasn’t blowing in our faces or to the fact that John and a few goon privates weren’t flanking us.

“So,” I took a much needed sip of caffeine to relax my unexplained nerves. “When I heard you were coming to meet with us, I must say I was thrilled, honored, even.”

He raised his brow, waiting for me to continue.

“I’ve been working very hard to find a cure for my patients’ symptoms and it’s been difficult.”

His expression relaxed, but he still waited silently.

“I’ve researched every method I can find, but nothing works. I feel so close to the answer, but we keep coming up short. So when I heard you were offering us some insight, I have to tell you, I was thrilled.”

Still nothing. Instead, he sat completely still with his hands folded neatly in his lap, so I continued, “Somehow, Mr. Wilson, I get the feeling you don’t share my enthusiasm.”

With a calm voice that hinted a level of defiance, he replied, “That’s because I don’t.”

His response surprised me. “Why not?”

He cleared his throat and leaned forward so his biceps were nearly touching the table. In a near whisper he said, “Would you be if you were picked up in the middle of your vacation by a helicopter and told you must give up information that you don’t have or else someone will cause harm to your loved ones?”

I opened my mouth to speak, but nothing came out. Weston leaned back in his seat and looked away.

Shock was building while I tried to form an intelligent reply. Finally, I whispered back, “You were taken last night? Against your will?” I’d suspected it, but didn’t really believe he would’ve been outright abducted. I’ve thought this operation capable of many things, but this was not one of them.

He turned his head back and locked in on me. I felt an immense amount of guilt and also a sense that I was missing something. 

With one simple gesture, he nodded.

I sucked in a deep breath, leaned back in my chair, and gulped down a swig of coffee.

Right about then, a knock sounded at the door. “Doctor?”

“Yes?”

The door opened to reveal a very agitated John. His gaze traveled back and forth between Weston and me, giving me the feeling that we shouldn’t have been left alone.

“I need to speak with you.”

“Alright.”

“Outside.”

Okay. “Excuse me for one second.”

I slid out and confronted John. “What the hell is going on?”

“Listen, Doc. The sergeant major is on his way, so time is short.”

“I don’t give a damn about time. He says we took him. Is that true?!”

“Look, Doc, we needed him and now you have him. Now do your job.”

“What the hell am I supposed to do with him? I agreed to help you guys, but not this!”

He hissed back in my face, “You don’t have a choice. And time is running out for you, too. Since you’ve been here, you have accomplished nothing. Do you think they’ll let you walk away without fulfilling your mission? Get a clue, Doc. You have two hours to make him talk or the sergeant major will.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

He hesitated and sighed. “It means we can’t keep him here much longer without people noticing that he’s missing. And remember what I said about not being able to walk away.”

Following that, he nearly spat through curled lips and walked off. 

I inhaled a deep breath, opened the door, and returned to my seat, feeling even more like an idiot when I saw my handy dandy legal pad. I didn’t know what the hell to do, so I started with an apology.

“Look. I’m really sorry. I didn’t have anything to do with the way things were handled. I thought you came voluntarily. I’m just a doctor trying to serve my patients.”

He stared at me again and shrugged. “It’s all right. If it weren’t you, it would be someone else, and I’d rather be talking to you anyway.”

“Why is that?”

“Because you’re the only medical professional I’ve seen since I’ve been here.”

“You mean the goons were not impressing you?”

He laughed. “No, I’d say not.” After a short pause he added, “So what now?”

The irony struck me that I was the one to decide, as if I were in control of this whole situation. But I guess it was up to me to somehow salvage this travesty. 

“Well, I’m going to be honest with you. John, out there, told me I have two hours to get the information I need from you. After that, a very unfriendly superior is coming to take over. I have no idea what that means.” Weston’s shoulders shuddered slightly. “So listen, if you can give me anything that I could use, I’ll do my best to end this and get you out of here as fast as possible.”

“Well, considering I’m locked in here, it would be nice to have my phone. You don’t happen to have one I could use do you?”

“No, actually I don’t. Cell phones are not allowed on this floor.”

“Of course not.” 

“I’m sorry. What else can I offer you?”

He thought for a few minutes while studying me intensely. “I need to see them.” 

“Who?”

“Your patients.”

“I don’t think that’s possible. You don’t have clearance.”

“I’m not sure what you need or even whether my labs have it, but I won’t know anything until I see them. We’ve had some controlled tests done and I’ve seen the videos of the tests. I’d need to see how your patients are behaving in order to know if anything we have would help.”

That seemed like a fair request, even if he did possibly have an underlying motive. “I’ll see what I can do.”

After twenty minutes of talking my way past John and his little squad, Weston and I were heading down the most heavily secured wing we have. Even though John tried to escort us, I refused to watch Weston squeeze through another doorway with John at his side, so I convinced him to leave us alone. After all, I had said, where’s he going to go? Nowhere. Not on this floor.

The first infirmary I took him to was the one we describe as the last level before heading home. We currently had four soldiers in there. Although nearly “cured”, if that’s ever possible for an addiction, they were still confined to a small area. 

Each were easily able to walk about and interact and such, but for the most part, they lie around, watching TV, shivering slightly.

I led Weston over to the closest patient. He was only eighteen. Young kid. A lot of heart.

“Hey, Doc. How’s it going?”

“Good, Private.” I picked up his chart. “How about you?”

“I’m fine. Looking forward to getting out of this place.”

“I bet you are.”

He reached up to rub his neck and his hand was noticeably shaking.

“Private, this gentleman is here to help you.”

Weston reached out his hand, from which the patient recoiled. “It’s part of the effects. He feels like his veins are crawling and he’s sensitive to any physical contact. We keep them here until that sensation and the shakes go away and then they’re free to go.”

“I see,” Weston said, still watching the patient intently. Unexpectedly, he leaned in and began speaking to him. “Does anything hurt?”

The patient looked at me with a hesitant expression, so I nodded for him to answer. 

“Um, not anymore. It did when I had my first injection. Then the icy burns went away for a few hours. Then I got an itching feeling until I could get another dose. Drove me crazy. Ask Doc. I was acting like a wild animal trying to get that damn itch out of my veins. The only thing that would help was more of the drug. When they stopped giving it to me, I went loco. I was attacking anything that moved, so they put me on a plane here. But now . . . it don’t hurt. Don’t really itch anymore either. Just tingles like shit. It’s weird.”

Weston appeared deep in thought and then spoke. “That’s good. Good that you’re almost better.”

I made some notations on his chart and placed it back on the hook. From there, I took Weston to the next wing. 

“These patients aren’t quite ready to interact with others on a full-time basis, so they have private rooms.”

He listened intently, but once we went into the room, his expression changed from curiosity to sadness. His reaction immediately transferred to me, making me feel guilty for what he was witnessing. I wasn’t the one who created this performance drug, and I wasn’t out there injecting it into the soldiers. But I had been wildly curious about it and my being here only proves I’m part of it. I could say I just want a cure, but the truth is, working to find one is only feeding the production of the drug. 

When I’m not forced to face the effects, it sounds like a good idea. Why not equip the soldiers with a tool they need to help them in combat? But no matter how quickly I tried to rationalize it, I couldn’t pull myself from Weston’s contagious sadness.

This patient was lying on his side, curled up, rocking back and forth. As we moved closer, we could hear his repeating chant. “Make it stop. Make it stop. Stop. Please.”

“What’s he experiencing?” Weston asked somberly.

“He’s going through a second phase of withdrawal. The itching sensation isn’t as severe. It’s more like tickling his entire insides. They describe it as feeling like bugs are crawling in their veins.

“It’s from the cold-blood extracts. When the particles travel through the body, they scrape the inside of the veins. That causes the initial burning sensation. After that, the body releases a natural numbing substance, giving temporary relief. Once the drug wears off, so does the body’s natural defense against it, but the body doesn’t heal the damaged veins. They’re sensitive and as the normal blood flows through them, it causes this sensation. 

“The only way to stop it is to inject more serum to trigger the body’s defense, or to numb them up with morphine. This stage is where we wean them off of the medication.”

“I see. Can we see the other patients?”

“I’m not sure if that’s a good idea.”

“I need to see them.”

After hesitating, I realized I had nothing to lose other than more of my self-respect.

“This area is also one patient per room, but unfortunately we have to keep them heavily secured and monitor them at all times.”

“Why?” he countered quickly.

When I open the main door he’ll know.

As soon as the soldiers standing guard checked my badge and the door swung open, we could hear the patients banging on the padded walls of their cells and shouting. The most audible soldier was swearing the vilest words imaginable.

“Geez,” Weston said hurrying over to the first door. Peeking into the window, he told me the whole operation was insane.

“I know. That’s why I was brought here. They want me to figure out how to stop it.”

“They can stop it by not injecting anything into them!”

“But that’s not going to happen, so I’m working to find ways to help them.”

“Why you?”

“Despite what you may think of me, I am the most qualified doctor the military has for this kind of work.”

“I bet you are.”

I couldn’t tell if he was being sarcastic or not, and for some reason I felt the need to explain myself more.

“I’ve always wanted to heal people. My father is a veteran, and once my mother died, it was just him and me. I knew he couldn’t afford to send me to medical school, and he wanted me to follow his path. So this way we’re both happy.”

He still had his gaze locked on the patient, shaking his head slightly. It was like he was ashamed of us, and I felt the need to keep explaining. 

“I’ve saved a lot of lives, and when my superior officer recommended me for a high-clearance physician position, I took it. They assured me I was needed and that I would finish early, with military honors. That’s how I ended up here.”

“How long are these guys here for?” 

“It takes about twenty weeks before they can be discharged.”

“Can I see the other patients?” 

“They’re all the same,” I said, quietly.

Ignoring me, he walked along the hall, peeking into every door. When he was finished, he turned and looked at me. “So what do you want from me?”

“Well, the goal is to stop the soldier’s suffering.”

“Seems like you’re doing a decent job of that.”

“Without it taking twenty weeks,” I clarified.

“What you are really saying is that you want to find a way to make this drug work without any repercussions.”

“Yes,” I admitted.

“And what happens when we have a bunch of drugged up super-soldiers running around? And what happens when other countries have them, too?”

At that point I was feeling uncomfortable again, and the insistent shouting of the patients was making it difficult to think. I convinced him to continue our conversation in the debriefing room.

Once seated, I leaned across the table, attempting to make our encounter a bit more personable. “Weston, listen. I’ve seen war. I don’t agree with it. But I’ve seen enough to want to get behind this project. If this drug will help them gain strength and endurance in combat, then why not?”

He leaned forward, eyeing me intensely. “Dr. . . . Carter, there is no such thing as hand-to-hand combat anymore. Wars are fought with guns and bombs. Soldiers don’t need this. Think about what you are saying. This will either bring back hand-to-hand combat, or it’s really wanted for something else, and you and your soldiers are being used.”

I leaned back, considering his words. Something in them stung. I’m not sure if it was the suggestion that I was being blindsided or if somewhere inside I’d already known.

“Are you saying the government wants this for some other reason?”

Shrugging, he leaned back also. “I don’t know anything other than the insanity you just showed me. The idea of injecting this into people for anyone’s gain is wrong.”

“Your great uncle tried something like this.”

The mention of Dr. Thomas caused Weston to look at me sharply. After a minute of assessing me, he spoke assertively.

“Dr. Thomas would be ashamed if he knew you were trying to create some super-human. If you knew anything about him, you’d know his purpose was to heal.”

I started to feel offended that he was placing himself on a pedestal.

“And what do you call your lab’s purpose? Rumor has it that you’re doing the same thing.”

He huffed and leaned forward again. The motion sent a shockwave through my body as the force of his energy shot into me. 

“What we are doing is trying to find a cure for people already suffering. People who are already dying.”

The urgent, but calm way he said it gave me a chill. It took a few minutes to gather my words and when I did, they sounded mediocre.

“We are trying to help people, too.”

“You are not. Doctor, snap out of it. They’re trying to alter people. You don’t want to alter people. I can tell you don’t. It’s not in your nature. But here, you’re trying to change the course of humanity, and I won’t help you, even if I could.”

He sat back and looked away. I was still considering his words when a knock sounded at the door. Given that I didn’t have anything to say, the timing was perfect. I cracked open the door and was greeted by John. 

“Any progress?”

“Not yet.” I had a good inclination that I was not getting anything out of Weston either now or later, but I wasn’t ready to tell that to John or anyone else. I’d rather them think I was close. Or maybe I just wasn’t ready to let him leave yet.

“That’s fine. The sergeant major is here and wants to see him. You . . . come with me.”






Chapter 5
 GONE FOREVER
 

The morning sun glared through my sheer curtains. Still no missed calls.

I held back the urge to fling my phone across the room and watch it shatter in a million pieces. Instead, I gave it a good squeeze and tossed it on my nightstand.

This was getting ridiculous. Where was he and why hasn’t he called me? Ugh. I flexed every single muscle until my body felt like it was going to explode and then I released the built-up frustration, letting out a huge sigh. I had had enough.

I pulled myself out of bed, got ready, skipped breakfast, and headed for the hospital. That little prick was going to talk. Even if I had to re-break every bone in his body, he was going to talk. Otherwise, I really would have to confront Tim, and that was my last resort.

I drove with my hands tight around the steering wheel, furious. Technically it wasn’t Chase’s fault, or maybe it was a little, but not mostly. He was just a clueless puppet. And now he was going to man up, and unfortunately for him, all my built-up anger and frustration was about to be unleashed.

Inside the hospital, I half expected my courage to dwindle away. I mean really, what was I going to say? I didn’t know, but it didn’t matter. My fury only increased with each step closer to his room. After all, he was my best chance to get answers. He simply had to talk, I needed him to talk. At this point I was panicked. Wes hadn’t called, and that meant he couldn’t call.

I rounded the corridor to Chase’s room and saw police officers lining the hall. They had been there before, but not this many. Further exploration revealed several doctors and nurses. Something’s going on.

I tried to make my way to Chase’s door, but was stopped short.

An officer put his arm out in front of me. “I’m sorry miss. This room is closed off.”

“Oh. Sorry. I’m just trying to visit the patient. Chase Chambers.”

He motioned a doctor over. “Mr. Chambers is not here.”

“Well where is he?” I knew he couldn’t have been discharged. He could barely even move. There was no way they let him out, and if they did, where did he go? He had no family or friends. Except Danny. Yes, Danny could’ve taken him home. They were friends. Maybe that was it.

By then, the doctor had come over. “What can I do for you?”

The officer spoke up, “She came to visit Mr. Chambers.”

“Doctor, where is he?” I asked.

“Are you family?”

I was about to say no, but something told me the only way I’d get answers was to fib a bit. My conscience kept me somewhat honest.

“Well, sort of. I’m like his family. He has no real family left.”

“And you are?”

“Sophie.”

“Well, Sophie, I’m sorry to tell you, but Chase committed suicide last night.”

My heart felt like a fist was constricting the blood flow, making me lightheaded.

“Excuse me?” I whispered.

“I’m sorry.”

“But, he wouldn’t do that.”

I immediately thought back to how they believed he tried to kill himself when his car crashed, but he hadn’t. He was run off the road. No way. No way did he kill himself.

“Someone did this to him,” I said, firmly.

The officer spoke up. “No miss, he was in his room alone. The security camera confirmed it.”

Then the doctor joined in. “I’m sorry.”

“How?” I shot back quickly.

“He cut his wrists with a razor blade he had requested for shaving purposes.” 

“Are you serious?”

They both nodded, but I couldn’t believe he would actually do that. “Doctor, if you thought he tried to run himself off the road, then you believed he was suicidal. Why would you give him a razor?!”

I was steaming with anger, my eyes were welling up, and my hope was fading.

“Miss, he was behaving normally and asked the nurse if he could freshen up and shave. He did and was fine. Until last night, when the nurse checked on him. It was too late. I’m sorry.”

“I can’t believe you guys.” I pushed past them into the room and saw the blood-soaked sheets for myself. At the sight of the mess, I dropped to my knees and sobbed. A nurse came in and placed a hand on my back. It looked like I was crying over Chase, and although part of me was sad for him, the tears were for everything spiraling out of control. 

I had nothing left. Nothing to hold on to. I knew Dr. Lyon was trying to solve things, but he was going about everything by the book. There was no way those people were going to fold and send Wes home if we were playing by the book. I needed a backdoor way in and it felt like someone had just slammed that door shut, right in my face.

What was I going to do now?

With stinging eyes, I pulled myself together and stood up. After assuring everyone that I was okay, I gave them Mr. Healey’s name. I was sorry to put the burden on him, but something in me didn’t want to leave Chase’s body unclaimed, and I certainly wasn’t going to be able to make any arrangements for him. Mr. Healey and Danny were my only choice. I gave the hospital their contact information and hoped they would step in to handle any funeral arrangements. 

In the meantime, I drove home, sucking in more sobs and trying to build up some energy for an alternate plan. Selfish thoughts kept entering my mind as I couldn’t stop being angry at Chase. For all he did, plus for killing himself.I cursed him over and over.

By the time I got home, I felt guilty for allowing hatred to mix in with remorse over someone who had lost his life, but damn it. I huffed and fought back more tears as I let it sink in that Chase was gone. Literally. Andy, Ms. Mary, and now him. So much death. It was all around me. It was overwhelming, and after pulling into my driveway, I did something I hadn’t done in years. I prayed.

People say that happens when you’re at your lowest, and maybe some would think my low was trivial, but it wasn’t to me. I was eighteen, and felt, without a doubt, that I was going to die . . . soon. I had been through the wringer, and my heart-and-soul was somewhere far away and I couldn’t get him back. 

All I wanted was an end to this ordeal and for a moment I thought about death coming to me quickly, just so the pain and fear would go away. That, to me, is an all-time low, and one that justifies calling on a higher being for help.

Sitting right in my driveway, I placed my palms together and closed my eyes. “Dear God,” I said, “please help me. Please give me a sign that everything will be okay. Please give me something. Something that tells me what to do. Something that brings Wes home. Please.”

It may seem like a weak prayer, but it felt powerful. I felt hopeful again, and that was something I needed.

After pulling myself together, I went inside. Having not had breakfast, I found my way to the kitchen, hoping for a bowl of cereal or something. What I got was a box.

Sitting on the table was a small package at my usual place setting. It was addressed to me, so I figured my mom must’ve put it there from the mail. There was no return address, but the post office stamp was local, so I threw out any shots of a connection to Wes. 

With little excitement, I opened the box to reveal a folded letter and a cell phone. Hmm.

Foregoing my quest for food again, I took a seat and unfolded the letter. Shock took over as I followed the handwriting down to a signature: Chase. Oh. My. Gosh. Leaning to within inches of the paper I read:

Sophie,

 

Sorry about this, but I really don’t see any other way out. My life is ruined. I don’t have any family or any real friends who could take care of me, or anywhere to go when I get out of here, so I won’t even try.


 

I also wanted to tell you that you were right. I am a coward. I’ve always lived my life following others. I never had anything of my own, never been worth much. It wasn’t hard for Tim to convince me that I could be something by following him.

 

And you’re right about him, too. He tricked me into using those drugs. He set me up with those guys, and he convinced me to wreak havoc for you. He hates you and he blames Wes for his grandfather’s death. I tried to hate you, too, but I don’t. Not really. 

 

Anyway, I want to come clean and help you, because you convinced me that Wes is a better person than Tim or me. So, there is a video confession on my cell phone. You can take it to the police with this letter. You should get what you need to stop him. At least some of it. And about your other suspicions. You’re right again . . . about why they want it.

 

Well, I’d say I’d see you later, but I guess I won’t. So this is it, then. 

 

Chase. 

 

If things had gotten any weirder for me, I think my brain would’ve literally exploded. I wanted to re-read the letter until it sank in that it was possibly someone’s suicide note—right in my hand. But I couldn’t.

I was too drawn to the cell phone sitting in the box. Thoughts of what video confession he could be talking about consumed me until I found myself pressing buttons.

His screen saver was a picture of a snake on a florescent green background. The last time I had seen that image, it was tattooed on Chase’s abs at the fight club. Remembering him drugged up and fighting that guy made me shudder.

Quickly, I thumbed through his videos until I came to one dated just yesterday. On it was Chase, still in his hospital attire, unshaven with his head bandage on. I hesitantly pressed play and listened to every word as if what he had to say was the last transmission on earth.

“By the time you watch this, I’ll probably be dead, and that’s okay. The truth is, I don’t want to live anymore. What’s the point? If you can’t answer that, then how can I? Anyway, it doesn’t matter. All that matters is trying to come clean before I face whoever it is on the other side.

 

“I’ll start by clarifying that I did not drive my own car off the road to land myself here. Timothy Walters purposely did it in an attempt to silence me from what I’m about to say. I know it was him. He was driving his girlfriend’s blue Civic hatchback.

 

“Why? It’s real simple. He runs an underground fight club operation, runs drugs, and is a murderer. I’ll only tell you about the last one, because if you cops do your job, it’ll be enough to put him away for a long time.

 

He paused and flinched as he tried to adjust himself before proceeding. Once he was comfortable, he cleared his throat.

“About a month ago, Tim talked me into going with him to search someone’s house. He told me that a guy who lived there stole drugs from him. When we got there, an old lady was home. I thought we would run, but Tim just jumped on the lady and strangled her. When he finished, he didn’t even look for drugs. All he did was take a bottle of water from an open twelve-pack on her floor.

 

“That’s important, because when he got back into my car he took off his gloves, drank it, and threw it into the back of my car. It’s still in the floor back there. If my car isn’t too effed-up, you can probably get it and find his fingerprints. And the rope . . . the rope he used was his. I later saw some of the same kind in his trunk. Your detective skills can probably match that up, too.

 

“After that day, I threatened to tell, but he convinced me that I’d be an accessory and then he offered me more of his drugs. I was addicted by then and that’s all I cared about. A couple of days later, he convinced me to get a job at Healey’s. Said he wanted me close to Sophie Slone. She was some girl he wanted me to watch because he thought she killed his grandfather. That’s when I found out the lady he killed used to work there. You get the picture.

 

“Well, that’s all I’ve got, so hopefully you guys can put your heads together and catch a killer . . . because Tim Walters is one.”

 

With that, the screen went to a message asking me if I wanted to replay it.

I didn’t.

Instead, I stared at the wall, nearly catatonic. Unbelievable. If ever the saying “Ask and you shall receive” was true, it would be now.

This box literally fell into my lap. It was what I needed to put the heat on Tim. If the police arrested him, I could visit him in jail. That was so much safer than having to find him in his turf. Thank you, God. Thank you, Chase. Thank you, thank you. 

After forwarding the video to my own phone so there would be two copies, I grabbed my keys and drove straight to the police station.

There was nothing to lose, except maybe my privacy. I went over the confession again. Chase thankfully didn’t mention Wes, or what kind of drug it was. He did mention me, but he only said Tim was trying to get back at me for killing his grandfather. The police had already proved it wasn’t me, so everything had to be okay. 

So what if they wanted to question me again about Andy’s death. It was worth it to have Tim right where I needed him. I only hoped they would work fast. Surely they could make an arrest the same day.






Chapter 6
 THE LIMIT: DR. EVAN CARTER
 

I’d told John repeatedly that Weston hadn’t given me the information that I needed yet, but he kept questioning me. He wanted details about our discussion, so I told him everything, except that I was one hundred percent sure Weston wasn’t going to give us anything. I needed him to think I was close. The last thing I wanted was to be dismissed from communicating with Weston.

John seemed satisfied with my debriefing and made a phone call to the sergeant major, letting him know I was still on board.

“Good, Sir, yes, Sir.” He held out the phone. “He wants to talk to you.”

Taking the phone, I hesitantly greeted the sergeant major.

“Dr. Carter, thank you for your efforts. Mr. Wilson has informed me that you’ve worked very hard to come up with an agreement with him.”

“Thank you, Sir.”

“The only problem is, we are running out of time.”

“Okay, Sir.”

“So I’ve taken the liberty of speeding this up. I’m going to need your services.”

My heart started to race. What does that mean? What did he do? Sounding as professional and composed as possible I replied, “Certainly, Sir.”

“Good. We’re in Wing 3. See you in a minute.”

I dropped the phone before I heard the sergeant major’s click. The only patients we have in Wing 3 are ones locked in their cells, many restrained. What the hell were they doing? 

John was right on my heels. When I reached the wing, I saw four privates hovering around one door and immediately moved them out of the way to look through the glass. Weston was inside with the sergeant major and one of my assistants, restrained on a hospital bed by his wrists and ankles. The sergeant major was throwing buckets of ice-cold water on his face and bare chest. It was a treatment we sometimes did to snap new patients out of their fits. And Weston was not a patient. 

“I want to see Dr. Carter,” Weston gritted back with each splash.

“Tell us what you know!”

Coughing up water, he sputtered again, “I want to see Dr. Carter.”

More cold water. I grabbed the knob, but it was locked. “Let me in!” I shouted.

“In a minute, Doctor!”

I turned to John, “What the hell are you doing to him? He’s a civilian. You can’t treat him this way!”

He rolled his eyes and sighed, getting in my face again. “In case you’ve forgotten, we’re on a deadline. There’s no time for playing games.”

“There is no deadline!”

“Yes, there is. One of the doctors from his lab called looking for him. We can’t detain him after today, or we risk exposure.”

“Well, you sure as hell can’t treat him like this and not expect him to expose us after he’s released.”

“Who said anything about releasing him?”

“What does that mean?”

“Last I heard he was lost in some mountains near Wintergreen.”

I couldn’t believe this. “We don’t torture people here. We treat them, remember?”

“Well, Doc, you’d better get him to talk, then.”

This was madness. I knew talking would not save Weston at this point. There was no way they would treat him like this and expect he would walk out of here and not look back. I realized then that they were never going to let him leave. Shit. This was not what I signed on for. 

Interrupting my thoughts was another assistant carrying a tray. 

“Excuse me, Doctor.”

“What is that for?” I asked, dumbfounded.

“The sergeant major requested a tranquilizer and hallucinogen.”

What? “Give me that!” I ordered, snatching the tray. “You are dismissed. You are still under my command here.”

I kicked the door, knowing the only way to end this madness was to re-gain control. Even if it was just to stall.

The door finally swung open. “Sergeant Major, you are way out of line here!”

He looked stunned at my accusation.

“Dr. Carter, you are not the superior here, and Mr. Wilson has information this operation needs.”

I lowered my voice. “Sir, this is my project and I am responsible for what happens here. You are disrupting my progress with him. We were near an agreement before you came in here acting like a barbarian. Now let me handle it from here. It doesn’t have to be this way!”

The sergeant shifted his shoulders back, adding to his already authoritative demeanor and stood square to me. “Doctor, you are out of time. The injections have already been ordered and if we can’t pull what we need out of him after that, then not only is he going to be done, but you will be, too.”

What was that supposed to mean? And ordered by whom? I glanced over at Weston, who was developing a strange bluish color. This couldn’t really be happening.

“Fine. But I’ll do it. His vital signs don’t look good.”

“You have five minutes.”

Once they stepped outside, I walked over to Weston with the tray. He was watching me with brown eyes that pierced through to the deepest corners of my guilt. 

“I’m sorry,” I whispered.

He closed his eyes in resignation. “You don’t have to do this.”

“If I don’t, someone else will.” 

I hated myself for what I was about to do. With his eyes still closed, he clenched his fists making the veins in his strong arms bulge. I placed my fingers on his arm and a cold chill went down my back. He was ice cold. 

“Jesus.” I jerked my hand back.

I rushed over to the door, opened it, and shouted for blankets. John and the sergeant major looked impatient. 

“Thanks to you, he’s freezing. I have to get his body temperature back up or the medicine could send him into shock.”

Satisfied with my explanation, they handed me blankets that I quickly used to cover his chest, and then I tapped a vein knowing I didn’t have much time.

“Listen, this is only going to make you feel tired and delirious. Once I do this, I’ll be able to buy more time with you.”

He turned his head away and began mumbling words, “Sophie,” and then something like, “Amelia help me. Amelia make him stop.”

The way he said it made me feel even worse, like a fire of guilt was burning inside my brain but I pushed out his words and pressed the needle into his skin. 

It wouldn’t break the surface. 

I pressed harder and it still wouldn’t go in. I pulled back, looked at the needle, and checked it. Nothing was wrong with it, so I tried again. I pushed harder and it finally went into the skin, but it stopped short of the vein as if there was a barrier beneath his skin.

Panicked images bombarded my brain. Bloody, screaming, freezing cold images. Then I saw a black and white photo of him with Dr. Oliver Thomas. Or not him. Someone who looked like him. No, it was him. “Jesus Christ.” I dropped the needle on the tray.

The sergeant major opened the door, “Dr. Carter, are you finished?”

I turned, my hand shaking, “Almost . . . one second.”

He closed the door and I faced Weston again. This time he was watching me.

“What’s going on? Who are you?” I whispered.

His gaze was locked on mine as he answered softly, “You already know.”

“No, I don’t. Tell me what’s going on!”

A pounding at the door caused me to jump. 

“Shit. Listen, I’m going to inject this into the blanket, but you must pretend to be very tired and to see things that aren’t there. And when I ask you questions, you better come up with some answers. They are not playing around here!”

He nodded subtly and the door came open just as I finished emptying the syringe. 

I stood quickly. “I’m done here, Sergeant. It will take effect in a few minutes.”

“Good, Dr. Carter. Now we’re going to get somewhere.”
 I grabbed the tray and needles before anyone could get any ideas, and then left the room feeling very strange. And something was bothering me about the way he’d said “Dr. Carter.” It no longer sounded like a name I should be proud of.




Chapter 7
 THE ARREST
 

I walked into the police station, clueless about where to start. It was nothing like TV. 

The desks were black with modern curved metal legs. Marble floors and cubicles separated by frosted glass. Once I got over the contemporary décor, I refocused on my purpose. I wasn’t about to speak with just anyone. It would be pointless to feed this information to an officer who was busy with unrelated cases.

I searched for Officer Petty and the other officer who’d interviewed me after Andy’s death and were also handling Ms. Mary’s case. I’d met with them twice before and Officer Petty already noted how odd it was for me to be connected to two major crimes in such a short period. They would not ignore me, that’s for certain.

Sure, I didn’t really like the way they both looked at me like I was hiding something, but they knew about Andy and Ms. Mary, and I believed they would be very interested in Tim. 

Turns out I was right. But somehow, it wasn’t the response I was looking for. Officer Petty was the only one who greeted me in the lobby, and he was the less friendly of the two. 

“Where’s the other officer?” I asked.

“You mean Officer Wright?”

“I guess so.”

“He’s in court this afternoon. What can I do for you?”

I wished they were both there, because I’d always gotten the vibe that Officer Wright was the more sympathetic one. Officer Petty has this accusatory look in his eyes. Like when you talk, he tilts his head back slightly as if he’s trying to get a better angle as he dissects each word.

I shook off the feeling that he was seeing through to my core, discovering my previous lives or how I’d saved Wes or the secrets I now held. Instead I tried to focus on the here and now. The most pressing matter: Tim Walters.

I cleared the itch in my throat. “I have some information on Mary Payne’s murder.”

His eyes widened and he nodded his head. “Well then, let’s go to my desk and talk about it.”

Within minutes we were seated across a desk with papers sprawled out all over it. Even though there didn’t seem to be a method to their arrangement, he uncovered the file with ease, opened it, and said, “Alright, let’s see, I last interviewed you a few weeks ago and you knew nothing. What’s changed, Ms. Slone?”

“Well, I found out that a boy I used to work with witnessed the murder. His name is Chase Chambers and he said Tim Walters killed Ms. Payne, because he had a vendetta against me. Tim is Andrew Walter’s grandson, and he blamed me for his grandfather’s death, then created an opening at Healey’s so Chase could work there to basically torment me and seek his revenge.”

I was talking so fast that I wasn’t sure if any of it made sense, but Officer Petty nodded and leaned back in his chair. “So you are involved?”

“What? Me? No. I’m not involved. I just—”

“Relax, Ms. Slone. I meant that we figured it was not a coincidence that two crimes occurred around you. So now that we know we were correct in our assumption, let’s get this on paper.”

I told him everything Chase said in his video, and everything was going well until he asked me where he could find Chase. That was a problem.

“Um. He’s actually not living anymore . . . he’s . . . dead.”

“He’s what?”

“He killed himself last night.”

He raised a brow and pulled the pen out of his mouth.

“You mean Chase Chambers is dead, too? Three people you know?”

I opened my mouth to speak and then snapped it shut. What was he suggesting now?

He finally spoke. “Look, Ms. Slone, this is getting deeper and deeper every time I see you. If Chase is no longer with us, then how am I supposed to proceed with this new information?”

That was easy. I pulled Chase’s phone out of my purse and put it on top of the highest mound of forms on his desk. “He mailed me this before he died. It’s a video message. A confession, actually.”

“Hmm. Alright. Let me take a look.”

After a silent viewing, the officer looked up at me and pressed his lips together before parting them to release words I’d heard too many times on TV. “Ms. Slone, this is not enough to prove anything. We can’t arrest anyone based on a dead person’s video message. Not to mention the fact that we can’t prove he wasn’t coerced into saying these things. Or the fact that—”

“Listen,” I interrupted. “I’m just the messenger here. I’m not in the business of arresting anyone or saving the world from criminals. But this guy is a murderer and he’s after me. I don’t want this guy locked up. I need him locked up. My life depends on it.”

And it did. It wasn’t a lie. Wes’ life depended on us finding him, and his life was my life, so yeah, my life depended on it. I stood up gaining more confidence. “Now, I have given you solid proof and if you went out there and looked into half of what Chase says on here, you might not just close your case, but you could save a few more lives.”

“Alright. Alright.” He put his hand up. “I won’t make promises, but I will look into it. That’s all I can say.”

I shook my head and felt my eyes watering, so I just turned around and walked out of there with my head down.

I knew at this point that Wes was in serious trouble. There’s no doubt that he would’ve called me by now. I knew he couldn’t and if he couldn’t, then that meant whoever had him wasn’t planning on letting him go any time soon. 

Words cannot describe the urgency that was flaring through me. I didn’t have any more time to wait on other people to come through. I confirmed my decision, right there in the police station parking lot, to find Tim and confront him on my own. What other choice did I have?

I called Danny and asked him what nights the fight club met and he told me I was in luck. Hardly.

“Why do you want to know?”

“I’m just curious.”

“Well, if you were thinking about telling them about Chase, you don’t have to worry. I already called Tim and told him what happened.”

What?! “You told Tim?”

“Yeah, he was his only other friend besides me.”

Trying not to sound too irritated, I managed to speak calmly. “What did he say?”

“He said it was messed up. I just wish he would come to the funeral. That’d be nice. It’s the least he could do considering how much money Chase made him at the fight club.”

I knew why he wasn’t going to come. That would be the ultimate twisted, no-conscience-having scum, but I was extremely curious to hear his explanation for bailing on a so-called friend.

“Why can’t he come?” 

“Said he’s moving this weekend.”

At that point I could no longer keep up the façade. “This weekend?!”

“Yeah, and Dad says the funeral won’t be until next week, so it’ll just be us, unless we can track down some family somewhere.”

“I gotta go. I’ll talk to you later.”

This weekend? Moving? Oh, no. No, no, no. I had to corner him. Even if that meant going directly into the lion’s den. Did I have a plan for when I got there? No, but that didn’t stop me. Dark, creepy rooms with sweaty, drugged up guys beating each other’s brains out were not going to keep me from seeing Tim, face to face. Scared to death or not, I was running out of time.

Around 9:00, I found myself parked in the creepy, dark alley that led to the back entrance of the building where the fight club met. I’d thought about asking Dawn or even Danny to come with me, but hadn’t wanted to put them into a dangerous situation just because I was chicken.

That meant it was up to me to work my way into the sweaty, stinky, loud basement to confront Tim. I mean really, what could he do to me in front of everyone? No, not just everyone else. Men, lots of them . . . just as intimidating as Tim.

I took a deep breath and got out of my car, slowly making my way through the narrow opening between the Dumpster and the brick wall of the neighboring building. My heart was racing, but this time I wasn’t concerned with possible rats at my feet. The fear was a result of threats homing in on me from much higher. Piercing my back, my side, my front. Everywhere, I felt dark, hidden, back-alley eyes on me.

I looked around, paranoid, and saw only darkness, which was just as unsettling. The moment I stepped past the Dumpster, I froze. What am I doing here? I’m no superhero with an invisible protective shield. 

If my time with Wes was any indication of my invincibility, it was clear that I was the complete opposite. I wanted Wes home more than my own breath, but more importantly, I wanted to give Wes everything he’s ever asked of me. And at the top of his list would be not purposely putting myself in dangerous situations.

A zillion warnings whispered through my mind telling me I shouldn’t be going there, alone, at night, by myself. Conflicted, I found myself carrying on a conversation with Wes.

His urgent, but soothing tone, told me he was proud of me, and what I was attempting was amazing but stupid, so please turn around and find another way. “You don’t belong here,” he said. “You belong with me, safe, and in my arms. Have patience. Be smart.”

I grunted loud enough for any vermin lurking in the potholes to hear me, and then sighed, surrendering to the rational thoughts that told me to back up. To the safe confines of my car. 

I was desperate, but not stupid. Once inside, I locked my doors and smacked the steering wheel with both hands.

I felt like a chicken, a failure . . . selfish for not having the guts to march in there and demand the information I needed, but the gravitational pull from the opposite direction was stronger. Wes certainly wouldn’t go looking for a fight or conflict. Every bone in his body was kind, calm, and collected. Regardless of my frustration, I couldn’t go against the aura that surrounded who he was, who I needed to be if I was going to make it through everything that fate had to throw at us.

After several reflective minutes, I made peace with my decision to find another way.

Just as my engine revved, the sound of sirens in the distance reminded me of the dangers in the world, and I shuddered. An eagerness to leave rose within as I eased my Jeep out of the parallel space.

Suddenly the sirens ceased, but several sets of headlights were coming down the narrow street, straight toward me. A glimpse into my rearview mirror was greeted by even more headlights approaching.

I hadn’t seen another car the entire time I’d been there. That was odd. Curious, I slowed my Jeep and veered to the right.

There were no yellow lines dividing the narrow road, so I came to a near crawl to prevent grazing one of the parallel-parked cars to my right or running head-on into the blazing stampede of approaching cars to my left.

What in the world? I asked myself as the first ones passed. Cop cars? Even though their sirens were off, I slid back into the first parallel parking space to see what the heck was going on. Three cruisers, three vans, and two ambulances went by. 

I turned around to peer out over my headrests and saw the cars stop in front of the alleyway leading to the fight club. Someone was either injured or in trouble, and I couldn’t figure out which, until it dawned on me that the emergency vehicles were silent. 

I watched as an entire SWAT team hustled out of their vehicles and stealthily moved into the alleyway. The same alleyway I had just backed away from. Talk about a huge feeling of relief, but there was no time to relish it. An icy jab shot through my spine as a loud pound shook my window.

I jumped, nearly knocking my head on the roof of the Jeep. Geez! I whipped my neck around to see a uniformed officer standing at my window. Major flashbacks of Andy pierced my thoughts as I sat like a deer in headlights.

The officer motioned for me to roll down my window. Naturally, I tensed and froze. “Miss, roll down your window, or I’m going to have to ask you to step out of the vehicle.”

That was something I definitely didn’t want to do, so I pressed down on the switch, lowering the window in two-inch increments until there was enough space for him to talk.

“May I ask you what you’re doing here?”

“Um. I was heading down this street and I pulled over when I saw you guys coming. I . . . I was just curious.”

I found myself pointing behind me, hoping he would understand my rubbernecking. 

“What brings you down this street?” he asked pulling out a flashlight.

The blinding glare in my eyes caused my heart to jump out of my chest. My breathing became labored. What’s wrong with me?
Oh, my gosh!

“Miss?”

“Um, can you please move that light? I’m sorry,” I nearly started panting. I wanted to throw my Jeep in gear and drive off faster than he could blink.

I glanced at him one more time with pleading eyes, and the light moved away and very quickly, I saw a look of possible recognition in his eyes.

“Oh,” he said. “Do you have ID?”

I turned quickly, rummaged through my purse, and nearly tossed him my wallet. “Oh,” he said again seemingly more to himself than me. “Ms. Slone, what brings you to these parts this evening?”

He took a step back, which helped calm me. I blinked a few times and shook my head hoping my senses would return.

“I was looking for someone, but I changed my mind.”

“Good decision,” he said handing me my wallet and nodding. “I think it would be a good idea if you went home. Have a good night.”

Finally, I had my chance to escape the déjà vu moment, but I was still curious. “Officer, what’s going on back there?”

A soft smile reached across his face. “We’ve heard some illegal activities are taking place there, and we’re going to make some arrests.”

I immediately thought of Tim. “Who’s getting arrested?” I blurted out.

He had already taken a few strides toward the other gathered officers, but he turned and dropped his chin. “Everybody, and unless you want to be included, I suggest you head home.”

“Okay.” No need to tell me twice. I pulled out of the space thanking my lucky stars that I had not gone inside. I’d be in handcuffs right now, and explaining that to my mother was not on my to-do list.

But Tim? He was in there, and the officers would include everyone when it came to being arrested, and that meant I would have him right where I needed him.






Chapter 8
 THE CALL: DR. EVAN CARTER
 

During the long walk back to my office, I wondered how things had gotten so out of control. I had been making significant progress toward curing my patients, and most importantly, we were beginning to have long-term success. Many of the soldiers who had been through my treatment had gone back to active duty or had decided to take the offered honorable discharge and education assistance package.

Things were going quite well in my opinion, so the fact that the sergeant major ordered the abduction of a well-respected civilian just didn’t make sense. Not to mention the fact that he attempted to drug him. There was no way this situation was going to end well.

No, this situation was inexcusable and protocol had just been blown to bits, so I made the decision to call another superior officer. I knew that going directly above the sergeant major would be useless because I had a feeling his recent commands were coming from above him. That meant I needed to bypass his chain of command altogether.

Once back at my desk, I made a call to my former commanding officer. He had no authority over this facility, but he did have connections. I asked him to look into where my current assignment came from, who was funding it, and who the commanding officers were. 

Trying not to disclose too much, I informed him of my concerns that the mission had been compromised. Finally, I told him I feared for my life, and would appreciate it if he could alert someone high in the government that this operation could lead to civilian deaths and unwanted attention if a formal inspection wasn’t started ASAP.

I didn’t fear for my life and I wasn’t positive civilian lives were at risk, but something inside told me to send up some flares.

Just as I hung up the phone, my office assistant Larry rushed in, “They’re moving him.”

“Moving him where?”

“To the interrogation room. They said you have thirty minutes.”

The interrogation room offered little or no privacy. Anyone in the next room would be able to hear our conversation. What was I supposed to do with that? I needed to talk to Weston alone.

I came up with the only plan I could think of on the spot, pleased with how good it actually was. I briefly questioned my reasons for going through such measures to protect Mr. Wilson, but I knew it needed to be done.

“Larry, do me a favor please. In fifteen minutes, I’d like for you to interrupt my interrogation and tell me that one of the patients from Block 3 escaped his room and is missing. Then I want you to tell me you received a report that he was spotted leaving the first floor.”

He looked at me, stunned. “But—”

“Don’t worry, Larry, I just need a few minutes alone with Mr. Wilson. I’m going to have one of the assistants move the “missing patient” downstairs for some tests. By the time they figure it out, I’ll have had the time I need.” He stared at me blankly. “Can you do that?” I pressed.

He nodded supportively. “Yes, Sir.”

After that, I made a phone call to order my newest patient moved for brain and bone scans. Then I hurried to the interrogation room.

The sergeant major was sitting on the table, staring down at Wes, who looked terrible. Who looked drugged. Still shirtless, with soaked hair, he was beyond pale and his eyes were rolling toward the back of his head. He was either really drugged or a very good actor.

John was standing behind him, holding his head up and forcing him to look at the sergeant major. 

I cleared my throat, causing my fellow comrades to look my way. “I’ll take it from here. Thank you.”

Without a word, John let go of his head and Wes lazily let it tilt to the right. “Thirty minutes,” the sergeant major ordered.

There was no telling who was listening or watching, so I had to be careful with my next move.

Walking over to him, I leaned in closely, blocking his face from the camera. “Before I sit down, I’d like to know if you feel okay.” I hoped he would get my hint.

Acknowledging my hidden message, his eyes focused immediately, and an enormous sense of relief washed over me. He still let his head fall to the side lazily, mimicking the effects of the un-administered drug, but there was no doubt he was completely coherent.

“Alright, I’m going to ask you some questions. All you need to do is answer them and we’ll get you out of here.”

His eyes still watched me with a desperation that spoke of an undeserved trust. With one final blink, I nodded and stood up straight, letting the show begin. His gaze smoothly shifted out of focus, falling back into a daze.

“Okay, Mr. Wilson!” I said loudly, hoping to give the impression that I was searching for his attention. “Now, there are some things we talked about earlier, and it’s important that we finish. I want to know what new, innovative discoveries you have going on at the California Blood Research Lab.”

Groggily, he played the part, “I’m not at liberty to say.” 

Reluctantly, I knew I needed to change my tone. “Yes, you are. Now search your mind. Think about what you are developing there that can help us.”

“I, I . . . “ His head swayed back and forth as his gaze traveled lazily around the room concealed behind half-closed eyelids. 

I let my gaze travel away from his face, down to his chest, which was still oddly pale, and then noticed the hard lines of his arms in the bright lights. The veins were standing out more against the pale skin. The same veins I couldn’t insert a needle into. Why couldn’t I insert the needle? I’d almost forgotten.

Snapping out of my pit of confusion, I pressed on for the sake of our listeners. “Weston. Tell me what I need to know. You have the answer don’t you?”

Still not focusing on me, he slowly shook his head, and suddenly fear overtook me, because no matter how good of a performance he was putting on, we weren’t going to get anywhere. He wasn’t going to tell me enough to get the sergeant major off my back. 

Speaking the truth out loud, I whispered half to him and half to myself, “This isn’t working. It isn’t going to work.”

I put my head down, fearing the worse. I was a doctor, not a showman. I couldn’t turn this into a success for anyone other than those calling the shots. As if reading my mind, Weston looked at me, still with a drugged gaze, “I may know . . . something.”

I looked up in shock. His eyes still appeared to have a lot of trouble focusing, knowing he needed to give up something to get out of here, he slurred more teasingly appealing information.

“There is something my doctors have discovered about the body’s natural defense against . . . against . . . “ he paused, and began scratching at his chest and neck, “Is it hot in here, Doctor?”

It was an amazing stall tactic, and I capitalized on it. “No, it’s just an effect of the drugs. You’ll be okay. Now go on.”

“It’s really hot in here, Doc.”

I fought a smile, somehow oddly proud of his stance not to give those bastards anything. 

Next, he started scratching his knees and arms. Right about then the door burst open with John leading the way. Before I could react, he had Weston by the throat and backed against the gurney.

“Enough of this nonsense!” Frustrated, he smacked Weston across the face. I saw Weston’s jaws flex as he fought the urge to come out of his faux high.

“Stop it!” I shouted.

The sergeant major quickly turned to me. “Enough! Dr. Carter! It is clear you need help here. We don’t have all night.” 

Just as I was wondering where in the hell Larry was, he rushed into the room looking shocked. I’m sure it was in reaction to seeing Weston pinned against the bed by John, but it looked perfectly related to the news he was about to share.

“Dr. Carter, something’s happened!”

“What is it?” I urged quickly. 

Not sure who to look at, his gaze darted from the sergeant major to John to Weston, and then to me.

“Um . . . um . . . your newest patient is missing.”

“Missing?” I shot back, completely stunned. “Missing where?”

“Well . . . um . . . that’s just it. We can’t find him anywhere, and someone called and reported him leaving the hospital in his gown. We don’t know where he is.”

I looked quickly to the sergeant major. “This is not good! Do you know what this means? If he hurts someone, or worse, everything will point back here. You are sabotaging my operation with these distractions. If I don’t secure this facility . . . “ I was outraged and pointing in their faces now, not caring who was of higher ranking. I needed them to fear a breach, buy into my made-up alert, and to believe it was more pressing than Weston. “I don’t have the manpower to handle a search. And I’m too busy in here.”

“That will be enough, Doctor!” He turned to his newfound goon. “John, take your men and find him.”

Quickly, I instructed Larry to provide John with the patient’s name and description.

With a more pressing matter at hand, I took the liberty to jump in. “Sergeant Major. Look at him. He’s totally out of it. He’s delirious, cold, weak. His vital signs are low. We can’t get anything reliable out of him in this state. Let me put him in one of the recovery rooms, and you can question him by yourself in a few hours. At least let some of the drugs wear off. He’s not a private just coming in from the battlefield. It’s obvious we gave him too much. The knowledge he holds will only come forth when he’s more coherent.”

Taking only a moment to assess me, he inhaled and turned his attention to Weston who appeared to be fading, his right arm now twitching.

“Dr. Carter, I know you don’t agree with this, but it’s a necessity. I’ve got somewhere to be in a few minutes, but I’ll be back at 0600 hours. At which time, my team will have full access to Mr. Wilson, and when you leave this facility you are not to mention anything about him ever being here. That way, you won’t have to worry about the security of your project. Do you understand?”

“That sounds fine,” I said, trying to sound relieved more for my facility than Weston.

I waved my hand to signal Larry over to help me guide Weston back down the hall and began shooting off orders. “I need to get Mr. Wilson to Wing 2. Go give Dr. Peyton a heads-up that he’ll need to keep Mr. Wilson comfortable and then secure his room. Understood?” He nodded nervously, and I patted his shoulder. “I’ll meet you there.”

Without looking at the sergeant major, I headed for the door, feeling momentarily confident that I had bought us at least another six hours. Although relieved to have the extra time, I knew that when morning came, the situation would be out of my hands.

“Zero six hundred, Doctor,” was the last order I heard as I headed down the hall.

Dr. Peyton was already waiting by an empty room. He was the night doctor on duty, and a trusted friend. I knew Weston would be comfortable, at least for the night. 

“Dr. Peyton,” I nodded, greeting him, “this patient needs to sleep off some medication, and then will need a meal. No one gets through those secure doors. All night. Understood? I need to make some calls and I’ll return at 0500 hours to take over.”

“What’s going on here, Evan?”

Using my first name while on duty signified that he sensed something was off. How could he not? “I’ll explain tomorrow. Just keep him comfortable.”

It was clear he wanted to question me further, but he just nodded, patted my shoulder, and said, “Whatever you say.”

Once he walked away, I wheeled Weston in the room. “You’ll be all right here, and I’m going to go home and figure something out.”

Rolling onto the bed, Wes lay silently with his eyes closed. His lack of appreciation took me back for a moment, and then I realized that no thanks were deserved. At the end of the day, he was still here, unable to leave, with a very grim hope for what 0600 hours would bring. 

“I’ll get you out of here,” I whispered as I covered his completely still body with a warm blanket. I would have thought him to be unconscious had he not rolled over so his back was facing me, putting a barrier between us. A barrier that let me know any trust he held in me was dwindling fast.






Chapter 9
 TIM WALTERS TALKS
 

By 9:30 p.m., I had called the police station at least four times asking if Tim Walters had been arrested. After a couple of more calls, the lady finally confirmed it. I was so thrilled, I made my way to the station even though it was almost ten o’clock at night.

At first, I was told to come back tomorrow if I wanted to see any of the detainees. Just as my frustration was about to explode, Officer Petty and Officer Wright walked out from behind the heavily secured door.

“Oh, thank God!” I said hurrying over to them. “Please, I need to see Tim Walters. It’s very important.”

Officer Petty took the lead. “That’s not possible, Ms. Slone.”

“Please.”

“You’ll have to come back tomorrow, during visiting hours.”

“No, I can’t. He might be gone tomorrow. It’s very important that I speak with him tonight.”

“That’s not possible.”

“Please,” I nearly begged. “I need to speak with him now, while he’s behind bars. Please.”

At this point, the kinder Officer Wright chimed in, “He’s not going anywhere, Ms. Slone. Thanks to the video you brought in, we were able to confirm the allegations. He’ll be in here for a while.”

Relief washed over me as I processed the information. He was going to be locked up for a long time. He wasn’t running off, and he was going to pay for what he did. I felt so relieved, but at the same time, a sick feeling in my stomach told me that Wes’ time was running out. I needed to talk to Tim now. Right now.

I stepped back into their paths.

“Wait!”

I knew they weren’t going to bend the rule without good reason, and the best reason I could think of was to tell them about Wes. I hesitated, but then remembered Wes said I could call the police after forty-eight hours, and it was past that.

“Please, Wes is missing!” I blurted out.

They both looked at me with full attention. “Excuse me?” Officer Wright said.

Stuttering, I came come up with something half-true that would get me what I needed, but also preserve Wes’ secret.

“I don’t really know all the details, but Tim has been seeking revenge against Wes for what happened to his grandfather. You heard it on Chase’s tape. Well, his grandfather had friends who also wanted to cash in on some medical cure, and I think Tim helped them take Wes for information. I just need a few minutes with him. Please.”

Officer Wright put his arm around my shoulder and steered me toward the counter, “If that’s true, you’ll need to file a missing persons report.”

At that point I spun around, sending his arm flying and stood right in his face. “You’re not listening! I just need a few minutes tonight. It’s the least you could do after I helped you solve your case! Please!”

The two officers looked at each other and spoke softly, then Officer Wright turned to me. “Five minutes, Ms. Slone.”

“Thank you. Thank you. Thank you.”

I don’t know how many times I repeated it while they made the call authorizing the exception. Filling my brain with the constant repetition seemed to settle my nerves. At least until I was sitting in the visitation hall at a mini-desk with Plexiglas separating me from the other side.

The thank-yous finally stopped, and I quickly started trying to think of something to say. What was I doing? 

I was pulled from my thoughts when the door to the left swung open and there he was, decked out in a short-sleeved orange jumpsuit, escorted by a uniformed officer. It definitely looked like he was staying awhile, making me wonder exactly what evidence they had corroborated from Chase’s video to spark such a quick arrest.

By then, he was standing in front of me and my curiosity faded. All that mattered now was the hatred flowing between us as I looked up at his icy blue eyes and chiseled face. Despite the intimidating buzz cut, tattoos, and flexed jaw, his smirk told me the most. That he wasn’t planning on giving me anything.

The officer broke our silence, “Five minutes.” His words were low enough to prompt me to look toward the phone hanging on the wall.

Once the officer walked away, it was just me and Tim, who was still standing. 

I cleared my throat and pointed toward the phone.

He shook his head, giving me a no.

I frowned. “Okay. Are you going to sit?”

A clear shake of his head told me no again. 

“Okay.” After a precious twenty seconds, I decided to stand and in doing so, courage rose from a deep, hidden place and peaked at my throat.

“Alright,” I announced. “I get it. It’s clear you don’t want to talk to me. But I think you’ll want to hear what I have to say, and I don’t think you want me shouting it.” I grabbed the phone and then pointed to the veins on the inside of my elbow. If nothing else would get his attention, maybe the idea of drugs would.

Once his gaze fixed on my arm, his smirk transformed into a frown, and I knew I had him.

I motioned back to the phone.

Reluctantly he picked it up, and I knew this was my chance.

“Andy told me about what you guys want. And you win. Okay. I give in. I’ll give you what you need.”

His frown turned back into a smirk as he chuckled and my brows furrowed as I tried to read his thoughts. After a long silent moment, he leaned forward and pressed his forehead to the glass. In a voice that eerily mimicked Andy’s, he said, “Too late.”

A sharp jab shot through my chest. What did that mean? Had they already gotten the information out of Wes?

I started to think this was hopeless until he put his hand on the glass exposing his bare arm. An arm that had enough needle marks in it to play Connect the Dots.

I leaned closer trying to return an intimidating stare, “That’s not what your arm says.” 

As he jerked it down, I sensed he was about to hang up the phone, so I started reeling off thoughts as they popped into my head.

“We both know why they took Wes, but it’s not helping you. You’re going to need a hit. Soon! And they won’t come to help you. They won’t. Just like Chase was disposable, so are you. Wes is your only hope. Wes’ doctors can write you a legitimate prescription for it.”

I had his attention, but it wasn’t enough. Quickly, I thought of more and spoke even faster hoping he wouldn’t catch the lies in my words. “And the drug Wes uses doesn’t have withdrawals. And I know he won’t give it up to those military goons. He’d rather die than give it to them.”

Clearly wanting to walk away or punch me through the glass, he pressed his narrow lips together and flared his nostrils to twice the size I would’ve thought possible. “Fine. You bring me some “medication,” and I’ll give you a name.”

“He’ll be dead tomorrow.” The shock of what I said hit me like a ton of bricks. I had refused to believe it before, but saying it made me realize the possibility of it. “And you’ll be one screwed-up druggy if he is, because then I wouldn’t help you if my life depended on it. I slammed the phone into the Plexiglas barrier and let it dangle.

Tears threatened to betray my attempt to appear that I had the upper hand, but I fought back and returned his fuming stare.

After what felt like a whole minute of silence, he motioned his head toward the phone. 

I picked it back up, heart pounding.

“I’ll give you one name. One name and if you can’t figure it out from there, then that’s your problem.”

I nodded like a bobble head. “My grandfather mentioned a doctor who was working with soldiers who suffered like he once did. At one of my rendezvous, I heard one of the guys mention his name on the phone.”

I wanted to shout, “What is it already?” But kept my calm. The less desperate I appeared, the better.

“What’s his name?” I asked quietly.

Holding back for a minute, he gathered his breath. “His name is Dr. Carter. My grandfather told me he lived in Virginia.”

I felt my heart swell for Wes and wasted no time hanging up the phone. Then I thanked him through the glass and turned to leave. My desperation no longer hidden. Upon my second or third step, I heard him shout through the glass. “I’ll be seeing you tomorrow!”

Not if I could help it.

By the time I got the name from Tim, it was almost 10:30, but I called Dr. Lyon anyway.

“I’m sorry to wake you, Dr. Lyon, but—”

“I’m not sleeping, Sophie. It’s all right. I’m actually researching leads.”

“I have a lead,” I breathed out.

“You do? How?”

I gave him the quick rundown and told him the name.

“Sophie, I’ve heard that name before. You did it.”

“What does that mean?”

“It means I need to go. Thank you. I’ll find him.”

The last thing I heard was a click and then a hand touched my shoulder.

“Did you get what you needed?”

I jumped before turning to find Officer Petty. “Um, sort of. He gave me information I already knew about his grandfather, but he can’t help me find Wes.”

He jerked his head back and gave me that I-don’t-believe-the-suspect look. And then suggested I file a missing persons report so they could help.

“That won’t be necessary,” I said.

Suspicion filled his eyes, “Why not?” 

“Because I don’t think he’s missing anymore. I just need to check one more place. Thanks.” I headed toward the door, hoping to finalize my communication with him.

Even though I wanted to be far away from the cops and the police station, a sense of gratitude took over, so I turned back and expressed my appreciation. 

“Thank you,” I repeated. “For catching him . . . Mrs. Mary deserves it.” Then I smiled and headed straight home to wait to hear from Dr. Lyon.






Chapter 10
 THE CLOCK: DR. EVAN CARTER
 

I couldn’t sleep or concentrate. In addition to my guilt and frustration for not having found a way to end this insanity, I’d had two calls from Dr. Peyton to inform me Weston was being difficult. Not only was he neither eating nor accepting anything to drink, he was intimidating the staff. Not physically, but psychologically. Something about the aura he was giving off.

“Is he threatening anyone?” I asked.

“No, he’s just asking to leave, but I think he needs to be restrained. He’s very agitated.”

“Well, can you blame him?”

“I think we should give him a sedative.”

“Absolutely not,” I barked. “Do not touch him.” Fear of another injection attempt had me grabbing for my clothes though it was one o’clock in the morning. “I’ll be right there.”

Although I wanted to help the kid, I really didn’t want to face him anymore. Some barrier seemed to be keeping me from wanting to accept the full truth of what was happening. Of who he was, of what part I played in his capture. Even though I was the “good doctor” in my head, I was a coward. What could I do? Making phone calls, buying time—it was all weak, and quite frankly, I didn’t like myself right now.

Just as I surmised that only a miracle could fix this, my phone rang. At first, I assumed it was Dr. Peyton again, considering the late hour.

“What is it?” 

“Dr. Carter?” 

“Yes?” I answered, pressing my ear to the phone, not recognizing the voice.

“This is Dr. Lyon. I’m the lead doctor on board at the California Blood Research Lab.”

My senses heightened. 

“How can I help you at this hour, Doctor?”

“Well, I have recently been given the knowledge that Weston Wilson is visiting your facility. Against his will.”

My first instinct was to tell him the truth and urge him to call the police, but I hesitated, bound to my responsibility. Fearing my lab, patients, and life’s work would not only be compromised, but ruined with scandal.

Despite the recent horrible lapse in the judgment of my superiors, I still believed in sheltering patients and opposed media attention of any kind.

“I’m sorry, but it is not our policy to hold anyone against their will.”

“Save it, Doctor. I’m too old and too impatient to play games. We know you have him, and I promise to bring down the wrath of God on you and your facility if I do not bring Mr. Wilson home unharmed. Do you understand?”

His threats only spoke of the value of Weston. I wasn’t sure what it was about him, but I knew he was important. Different, special. I quickly thought of a way to end this peacefully, yet remain able to pass a polygraph to maintain my security clearance.

“Dr. Lyon, you are more than welcome to come to my lab; ask for me and I’ll check my records. But one particular patient will no longer be in my care at 0600 hours, so I’d arrive before 6 a.m. for any transfer requests if I were you.”

“It’s already after 1:00 your time. There is no way I can be there by six, Doctor.”

He was right. It was an unreasonable request, but the sergeant major would be coming, and once he arrived, I would lose what little control I still had. If we had any chance of this coming to a reasonable end, then he’d have to arrive before 0600. Period.

“Dr. Lyon, I’m being relieved of patient care at six a.m. I will not be able to offer assistance after that.”

Take the hint.

“Very well. Mr. Wilson has a private jet on contract with his lab. I’ll see what I can do, but I may not make it by then, even if I leave now.”

“As I said, Doctor. Now if you don’t mind. I have to be going.”

I wanted him off the phone. The longer he talked with me, the less able he’d be to get here in time. 

“Understood.” 

He hung up, and I was surprised that he already knew the location of our facility. 

Officially, I was on record as one of the staff physicians working in the civilian hospital, but only a select few with special clearance knew what occurred on the top floor.

Even so, I had to believe he knew where Weston was being held or we would both be sorry come 0600 hours. It was a thought I shifted to the back of my consciousness while making the short journey to the hospital.

The entire drive, I was thinking only of the best scenario. If Dr. Lyon arrived in time, he would approach the front desk and ask for me. They would call up to alert me to a visitor, and normally, I would come down to the main level to meet them, but how was I going to get him upstairs? 

The fact that I was considering how to breach security was making me anxious, but I kept reminding myself of the situation. The life of an innocent civilian—a young man with a bright future—was on the line. I arrived at the back elevator but made a detour around to the civilian information desk. 

“Good morning.” 

“Good morning, Doctor.” The young man looked like he was just now waking up, which was a good thing for us.

“Listen, I was just notified that I’ll be relieved around 0600 of a patient that’s giving me a real headache. Can you make sure I’m notified right away if anyone asks for me?”

“Yes, Sir.”

“Good.” I nodded and quickly turned toward the elevator. Once upstairs, I put my coat and gloves in my dark, empty office. Then I made my way toward the patient wing and past the half-dozen privates that the sergeant major had left guarding it.

I was barely through the door when Dr. Peyton bombarded me with Weston’s chart. “He’s all yours, Doc.”

“What’s going on?”

“Why don’t you tell me? Your patient is losing it and if you don’t okay the sedatives, then you can manage him.”

He handed me the clipboard and one look at the notes explained it all. Dr. Peyton had assumed he was a regular patient, hot off the drug high, and he was being prevented from following any of the standard courses of action we normally follow, including restraints and drugs.

Instead, his hands were tied, with no explanation. “I’ll take it from here Carl, thanks.”

“Why don’t you tell me what is going on? Why is the sergeant major so interested in this patient, and why are you leaving him in there to suffer the withdrawal? Help him,” he urged.

At that point I looked through the small window and saw Weston pacing angrily from one corner to the next. He was definitely acting the part very well. If he had only been sweating, he would look exactly like one of our patients suffering from withdrawals.

“I will, but give me a minute with him.”

My colleague looked like he wanted to protest, but he knew I’ve never been afraid of a patient, so he nodded reluctantly.

I knocked, and then entered, expecting Weston to relax. Instead he glanced over long enough to acknowledge my entrance and then kept pacing, arms crossed.

“You can stop now. It’s just me.”

I expected him to cease the act, but he didn’t. And that’s when I realized he wasn’t acting. He turned and rushed straight at me.

“Are you kidding me, Doc?” he asked looking down at me.

“Weston, please.” I went to guide him toward a chair, but he shoved me off.

“No. And keep your hands off me. I’m done with this playing patient nonsense. Your games aren’t working. I’ve been here for three days without a shower or a single phone call, and now you’re turning me over to them again! Do you have any idea what I’m going to have to do to get myself out of here?”

He was angry, but despite his frustration there was a hint of pleading in his eyes. Like he’d been pushed to his breaking point and was now going to do something he didn’t want to.

Something I was afraid of.

“What are you going to do?”

Frustrated, he threw his hands in the air, “I don’t know! But I’m not going to let anyone else touch me. I’m getting out of here. Right now.”

“You can’t!” I stepped into his path.

“And why is that, Doc? Because you need information? Wake up!”

I grabbed his shoulders to steady him, dropping my clipboard. “Listen to me, if you try to leave, the guards will fire on you! Now please. Hang on a little longer.”

“For what, Doc? For them to try to stick me again, or for them to torture me? No thanks.” He shoved me to the side. 

“Weston, wait!” 

He kept walking toward the door. Desperate, I whispered, “I spoke with Dr. Lyon!” His back stiffened and he froze. “He’s on his way so please, stop making a scene.”

Standing behind him made it impossible for me to gauge his reaction. After a very long moment of silence, he turned back around, his voice much softer.

“What do you mean, he’s on his way?”

“Look, all I know is that he called me an hour ago, looking for you. I’ll probably be dishonorably discharged for doing this, but I’ll turn you over to him if he can get here before 0600.”

Doubting me, he looked at his watch. “It’s two o’clock in the morning.”

“He’s taking a private jet that you keep on call for your medical staff.”

He was still on edge, but his shoulders relaxed and he finally took a seat.

“Does that mean you’ll wait?” I asked, needing his cooperation.

Giving me a sharp look, he said, “I’ll wait, but if one more person puts a hand on me, they won’t get it back.”

Somehow, I believed him. “Okay,” I agreed. “I have to go prepare for his arrival in my office, but I’ll be back.”

“And what if he doesn’t make it?” 

I tensed. “Let’s just pray he does.”






Chapter 11
 SECOND GUESSING
 

It was eight o’clock in the morning, and I had tossed and turned all night getting virtually zero sleep—still no word from Dr. Lyon.

I was beginning to think I should’ve asked the police for help. I was frustrated, worried, alone, and all I could do was wait . . . helpless.






Chapter 12
 DAWN: DR. EVAN CARTER
 

I paced my office and finished off a pot of old coffee, hoping to settle down. My attempts were unsuccessful. Everything I’d worked for over the years was bottled up in this moment, ready to explode.

I’d always believed in what I was doing here. It was the future. It would be the discovery of the century.

But what was I discovering? Weston’s presence made me question that. Was he right? Was it all for war?

If that’s what we were doing, then what was his lab doing? Was he working for peace or cures to diseases? Were they truly the innovators? And what about his arm? Why wouldn’t that needle go in? And why did his coloring change so drastically? He’d nearly looked like death after the ice water treatment. Everything about him teased at answers to my questions. 

A very distinct voice whispered in my ear that this was my chance to get the formula we needed. To treat my patients and prevent further need for experimentation. But the other voice was telling me it was all wrong . . . I was suddenly so uncertain about everything.

I surveyed the dozens of medical books along my walls and knew that none of them could give me the answers I craved about Weston Wilson. And if the sergeant major got hold of him again, I’d never get the answers. I had to do something, but needed to focus.

One thing that always helps me organize my thoughts is writing my notes, so I pulled my journal down from the shelf. Opening my top drawer, I lifted out my antique quill pen and ink. Dipping the tip and forming perfect lines always calmed me and gave me something to focus on—a distraction I coveted now, as the clock ticked on.

I didn’t write about Weston, which would’ve defeated the purpose of clearing my head. Instead, I focused on writing brief updates on my actual patients and their progress. The more I wrote, the more I felt whole again. Like I was doing good. Even though feeling submissive and weak at the moment.

When finished with my updates, I gave a tired glimpse at the clock: 5:30 a.m. I was giving up on Dr. Lyon and moving on to a non-existent Plan B. 

Standing, I put my lab coat back on and began the reluctant walk back to Weston’s room, prepared to tell him that time had run out. Prepared to watch him take matters into his own hands to save himself. I was prepared for all of that now, but unprepared to watch what would happen should he try to escape on his own. I reached the main door to the wing, and two guards nodded sleepily at me.

“Morning, Doc.”

“Morning.”

I took a deep breath, reluctant but resolved to enter. “Beep, beep. Beep, beep. Beep, beep.” 

Stopping instantly, I looked around. It had been a while since I heard the sound of the hospital paging me, and when I realized where the noise was coming from, I looked down. CALL FRONT DESK.

Couldn’t be. I was so glad I received the page in front of the sergeant major’s men, because my confusion and surprise at receiving the page was authentic, and they would now be witnesses to that.

“Excuse me, gentlemen,” I said, retreating back to my office. I wanted to jog, but knew to keep my reluctant saunter.

Once inside, I dialed the operator quickly.

“This is Dr. Carter. You paged?”

“Yes, Doctor. I have a Dr. Lyon asking to see you.”

My pulse raced as I looked at my watch: 5:35 a.m. Could I do this? Sure I could, but could I do it and still salvage my career and the lab?

“Um, yes, that must be the sergeant major’s relief. Send him up.”

“Uh, Doctor, he has some staff with him, and they don’t have clearance badges to access your level.”

“Staff?”

“Yes, Sir. He says they’re his physician assistants?”

“How many?”

“Five, Sir.”

Five? I thought for a moment before speaking. “It’s okay,” I ordered, sounding no different than if requesting lab results. 

The display of additional staff couldn’t have been more perfect had it fallen out of the sky.

I stood anxiously tapping my foot in front of the elevator. 

At 0538, the ding finally sounded and the doors opened.

Staring at me was a tall, thin, elderly physician, wearing a lab coat and flanked by five younger men also wearing lab coats. The older man was carrying a medical bag.

“Dr. Lyon?” I asked clearing my airway.

“That would be me,” he spoke up, professionally. “You must be Dr. Carter?”

“I am,” I said reaching out my hand.

He ignored the gesture and chose to walk past me with his assistants in tow.

“Dr. Carter, I am here to acquire a dear friend and colleague of mine. I believe you have him here. Is that correct?”

I thought about going through the formalities of asking for his name, to appear as if I’d have to look it up, but time was running out, and quite frankly, I was so relieved that he had made it in time, my career was no longer my main priority. I would deal with the repercussions later.

“Follow me, Doctor.”

Zero five forty hours.

When we reached the secure door, the guards stood in full attention, not recognizing the new personnel. “At ease, gentlemen.”

Confused, but compliant, they relaxed. “I just received a page that these gentlemen will be transporting one of our patients.”

Moving aside, I entered the code, giving us full access. By 0541, we were in front of Weston’s door.

He couldn’t just walk out in street clothing, so I turned to Dr. Lyon. “Give me just a moment.” I entered the room alone and Weston immediately turned to me. 

“We’re running out of time, Doc.”

“I know. He’s here.”

A flash of concern showed in his expression.

“Dr. Lyon,” I clarified. “But I need you to quickly undress. You can’t get past the guards in your civilian clothes. They will stop you.”

“Well, how do you expect me to leave here, then?”

“I’ll put you on a gurney and disguise you as a patient.”

“No, Doc, I’m finished with your acts. I’m tired, I’m homesick, and I’m leaving. I don’t care about those men out there.”

Zero five forty-eight.

“Please. Trust me.”

“Why should I? What, do you think they’re going to shoot me now, and Dr. Lyon? Is that what kind of lab you run here?”

“No.” Hearing his accusation made me realize he was right. Those guards would certainly stop us and question his release, but they wouldn’t kill six civilians right here in my hospital. Well maybe John would, but he wasn’t here yet. That meant I feared something else, possibly my life after Weston left. 

He brushed past me. “Wait!” I urged.

“Wait for what?” he growled more frustrated than ever.

“Wait . . . for me. Do it for me.” 

Turning around, he eyed me sadly. “For you? You’re a part of this!”

“No, I’m not. I want you out of here. I’m helping you. Don’t you see that? But if they find out, who knows what they’ll do to me.” I needed them to think his release was a mix-up on my part. 

He started breathing in and out, trying to calm a flaring temper.

“Then you come with me,” he said flatly.

His words only added to my confusion, conflict, and panic. I actually considered the offer briefly, but knew that was impossible. I couldn’t leave with him.

Zero five fifty hours.

“I can’t. Just trust me. Please.”

He glared into my eyes, and I saw my cowardly reflection in the glassiness of his. Were those tears that made me see myself so clearly? Or so unclearly, because I didn’t know myself anymore. A part of me did want to leave this mess behind, but it would only be out of pure selfishness. To know what was inside his mind. But I couldn’t leave my duties, and I hoped he understood.

“Alright, Doc.”

I snapped out of my trance. “Alright?”

“Alright,” he repeated, opening his hands in a gesture of submission. I’d say that relief washed over me, but too many thoughts were traveling through my mind to feel anything.

“Okay. Okay.” I looked around rubbing my hands, trying to make use of what little time we had left. “So your head hurts, right?” He looked at me, confused. “These doctors are taking you for an MRI, downstairs. Right?”

His eyes narrowed, “Yeah, you could say that.” 

“Alright, get on the gurney!” I opened the door to let Dr. Lyon in and barked orders like he worked for me. “He needs to be transferred on the gurney. It’s the only way I allow transfers. Got it?”

He nodded, but not before expressing his opinion of me. “I don’t know what game you’re playing here, Doctor, but you should be ashamed of yourself.”

“It’s okay, Doc,” Weston interrupted, greeting him for the first time. “Just get me out of here.”

All of us hurried to lay him on the gurney, cover him with blankets up to his neck, and place a folded towel over his eyes, blocking the bright lights of the ceiling and also making him difficult to recognize.

0555 hours. 

We opened the door to the main hall and passed between the guards. In hopes of throwing off impending questions, I directed my attention to Dr. Lyon and his medical team, hoping they wouldn’t choose to interrupt physicians. “He’s in a lot of pain and his vision is blurry.”

Dr. Lyon caught on, “Of course, Doctor. We’ll take it from here.”

At 0558 hours, we were at the transport elevator. Once they were all inside, the doctor turned to give me one final look of disapproval. Even after this, what would they think of me? 

The elevator closed, and I walked nervously back to my office. Still sitting on my desk was my journal, lying open to a blank page, waiting for me to tell the story. 

I walked over, glanced at my ink and quill. It was going to take more than time spent forming fancy letters to take my mind off of my concern for Weston and for myself. I slammed it closed and gave it a push across the desk.

I sat wondering how soon until they would be out of the hospital, heading to their rightful destination. By the time I estimated they’d be getting off the elevator, I heard a very distinct sound approaching in the distance. 

Punctual, as always, was a helicopter hovering above our secure rooftop landing pad, bringing with it the sergeant major: 0600 hours.






Chapter 13
 THE RETURN
 

By 8:30 a.m, I was furiously pacing the length of my room. Seriously. Ten hours ago I’d given Dr. Lyon the only bit of info I was sure I could contribute toward ending this whole nightmare and still nothing. Not one word. And he had practically hung up on me. He obviously didn’t know me very well. I HATED not knowing something and this . . . this . . . whatever this was . . . was the ultimate worst not-knowing possible.

Through my thoughts I heard the faint ring of the house phone downstairs and envied the sound, wishing it was coming from my cell. Wishful thinking. 

After a few minutes, my mom’s voice called up to me. “Sophie, come down here please.”

Rolling my eyes, half hesitant to face her and half relieved to give my obsessive worrying a break this early, I rotated my feet toward the door. “Coming!”

I rounded the bottom step to find her in scrubs with her purse on her shoulder and keys in hand. And one more detail. Her right fist was resting firmly on her hip.

“Yeah,” I sighed coming to a stop with a slight bounce that sent my bangs away from my eyes. Whatever it was she was annoyed with, it wouldn’t be my hair in my face.

“Um, I just got a call from Officer Wright.”

My heart froze.

“He wanted to check up on you after your visit to the station last night.”

Oh good. It’s not about Wes. Thank God. “Okay?” I said, realizing I’d forgotten to mention that small detail to her.

“Apparently,” she said, shifting her weight, but maintaining the firm position of her fist, “you paid a visit to Andrew Walters’ grandson last night?”

I stood there thinking of the best possible response, but got nothing.

“Are you out of your mind?” she snapped.

“Mom.”

“And,” she interrupted, “You delivered a letter from a suicide victim with evidence that this Tim person was involved in Ms. Mary’s death, which led to his arrest? And you knowingly go there last night to talk to him? Are you out of your mind?” she repeated.

“Mom, I know, it was insane. But Chase sent me the note, so what was I supposed to do? I just took it in.”

“You tell me about it. That’s what you do.” Her head snapped back. “Wait, Chase? The boy you work with?” Her voice rose. “He is the suicide victim?”

I nodded reluctantly. 

“Oh, my gosh, Sophie.” Her fist dislodged from her hip and both hands went flying into the air. “Someone else died? That you knew? What is going on here?”

Thoughts of her getting the idea to uproot and move again caused me to quickly back her away from the edge.

“Nothing, Mom. It’s fine. It’s okay. Well, it’s not okay for Chase. I mean, Tim was trying to use him to get back at me for Andy, and when he wouldn’t cooperate, Tim tried to . . . well it doesn’t matter . . . all that matters is Chase helped turn Tim in for what he did. I just went there to make sure he was arrested, so I would feel better. Secure.” I added.

The fist went back to the hip, but much more at ease. “Secure?” she asked.

“Yes,” I answered, trying to sound sure, but it came out more like a question. “It’s fine, Mom. Really. Can I go now?” I turned toward my room.

“No. Not before you tell me where Wes is.”

My head whipped back around. “What do you mean?”

“Officer Wright wanted to know if he was still missing.”

“Why?” I asked, only I knew why. Because I’d given them reason to think something was up, even though I’d tried to cover it afterward.

“Well, apparently you told them that.”

I shook my head. “I just told them that so they’d let me talk to Chase.”

“So you lied?”

“Um . . . well, that’s not exactly what I said.”

“Sophie, stop evading me. What is going on? I’m trying very hard here to understand where you’re coming from, but this is getting way out of hand.”

“Geez, Mom. Relax, will you?” I had enough stress without having to worry about her flipping out, too. “Seriously, I told you why I went.”

“Well, where is Wes?” she shot back.

“He’s gone somewhere for his lab,” I replied, just as quickly, hoping my eyes would stay dry enough to conceal my worry.

“Well, that’s what I told Officer Wright,” she said, calming down. “But I’m not liking what’s brewing. You’d better be smarter, Sophie.”

“Smarter?” Now I was offended.

“You know what I mean. You need to make better decisions and include me in anything that doesn’t have safety written all over it. Got it?”

Right about then, I thought I heard my phone ringing. I tilted my ear toward my room. It was definitely my phone.

“Okay, I got it,” I said. “Gotta go.” I pointed toward my room, which was enough to prompt her to make her overdue exit for work.

With her back turned, I skipped the steps two at a time, and practically hurdled over my bed to grab my phone. 

“Hello?” I answered eagerly, expecting to hear Dr. Lyon’s steady voice give me another excuse for more delays, but that’s not what I heard.

The familiar voice was music to my ears and food for my heart. “Hey, you.”

My eyes instantly teared up. “Wes—”

“It’s me,” he said so close to the phone I felt his voice like he was finally touching me.

“Oh, my gosh. I was so . . . I . . . I don’t even know . . . I—”

“I know,” he said, soothing me further and relieving me of the task of finding the right words.

“Oh, my gosh, Wes. Are you okay? You have no idea how much I’ve missed you. I . . . I can’t even tell you how much. Wait. Where are you?”

“I’m headed home with Dr. Lyon.”

“Dr. Lyon? He found you?” 

“Yes . . . because of you.” 

“You mean the name? The doctor?”

“The name,” he confirmed. There was a notable pause as I once again tried to find words to describe my relief and elation, then he asked me if I would ever stop saving him. 

I couldn’t help but chuckle. “No. I won’t. Not freakin’ ever, as long as I can help it. I’ll do anything for you.” 

As soon as the words left my mouth, I realized what they implied. Each time in our history, I’d saved Weston somehow, only to die myself a short time later. The realization that I just may have saved him again, in this lifetime, hovered in the air. What did that mean for me? Was my purpose over? Was it my time to die again?

Not only had I unleashed a worry that might happen, I’d suggested I’d do anything to save him . . . as if he wouldn’t for me. As if he hadn’t for me. But I knew that wasn’t true. I knew he’d do anything for me. Anything he could, and I loved him for that.

Confirming my realization of his thoughts, he said my name. “Sophie?”

“Yeah, I’m here,” I assured. 

“It’s my turn,” he said.

I wanted to question what he meant, but I already knew, and what could I say to that? Nothing. 

“Did you hear me, Sophie?”

“Yes,” I whispered.

“I mean it. I meant what I said in Virginia. I love you. You’ve taken care of me more than I deserve and now it’s my turn.”

I went to reply, but my lip quivered and I had to take a deep breath and suck in the tears just to speak clearly. I said the only thing I knew he wanted to hear and the only thing I wanted to say.

“Okay. I love you, too.” And with that, the quiet sniffles started, no matter how much I’d fought them. I tilted the phone away from my mouth, hoping he couldn’t hear.

I heard him say my name, so I pressed my ear back to the phone.

“Don’t cry,” he said, “Everything’s going to be okay.”






Chapter 14
 MATURITY
 

The following two hours were like the night before Christmas when you’re five, only times it by a thousand. My nerves were tingly all over, and I couldn’t sit still. I wanted to run outside, jump around, and drive to the airport at a hundred miles an hour, but Wes had told me to stay put.

For some reason, he’d said he didn’t want me leaving the house for even a second until he got there. He even asked me to call in sick to work, assuring me it was nothing major. He just wanted to make sure things settled down while he was on his way. He also gave me the heads up that his cell phone had been taken, so if I needed him, I’d have to call Dr. Lyon’s phone.

I acted like the cell phone being taken was the worst crime in the world, but he wasn’t concerned. He said it was password protected and anyone trying the wrong password three times would cause everything to be wiped out. He wasn’t worried about personal contacts or emails being stolen. He just wanted to come home and start over.

I, on the other hand, wanted to know what was going on. Where had he been, who had taken him, and on what terms had he been allowed to leave, and why wouldn’t they return his personal items?

I had so many questions, but most importantly, I had a blinding desire to wrap myself in him and not come out. 

To pass the time, I cleaned my room, and the kitchen. And then I took a shower and put on a decent pair of jeans and a white tank top. Then, like an anxious puppy, I sat in the living room’s bay window, waiting for Wes to arrive. 

After thirty minutes of impatience, a champagne-colored Cadillac sedan pulled into my driveway, flanked by two black Chevy Tahoes. At first I tensed, concerned that the unfamiliar vehicles held a threat. I pulled out my cell phone, prepared to dial 911, when Wes raised himself out of the backseat.

The sight of him strong and unharmed gave me a head rush. I jumped off the windowsill and ran out of the house, unable to contain my excitement and relief. I met him halfway up my walkway and folded myself in his outstretched arms, becoming part of him again. Our bodies pressed together like a lock and key as he held me in uninterrupted, silent bliss. 

As the moments passed, he held me tighter than he ever had, and I soaked him up, reveling in the overdue encounter. Eventually, he broke the silence.

“Is your mom home?”

I shook my head quickly and squeezed even tighter. With my answer, he lifted me off the ground and carried me back into the house, closing the door behind us. Inside the confines of my foyer, he backed me up against the wall and kissed me with so much urgency that I couldn’t believe how aggressive he was being. My face in his palm, then my hair tightly clasped in one hand, then his body . . . all of his body . . . pressed against me. I felt my eyes roll lazily behind my lids. 

Sensations I never knew existed swept through me, making me feel like he wasn’t close enough, only that wasn’t possible . . . unless. Desire caused my knees to buckle and my body to sink. For a moment he slid down the wall with me and when we had gone too far, he put his arms under my bottom and picked me up, pressing my back up against the wall.

“Wes, stop!” I panted desperately.

“I don’t think I can,” he said still kissing my neck. 

“Oh, my gosh, please, I can’t take it.”

“Me, either,” he said still kissing.

I pushed his chest, seriously feeling like I was going to pass out. 

My feet settled back on the floor as he buried his face in my neck.

“Okay,” he said.

“Okay,” I said back.

“Okay,” he whispered again, accompanied by a small laugh.

Feeling his chest vibrate caused me to laugh too. “What was that?” I asked. 

Pulling back only enough to put his forehead to mine, he said, “I don’t know.”

“You attacked me,” I said.

Still leaning into me, he replied unashamedly, “I know.”

I was still laughing slightly at the surprise fit of passion. “Do it again,” I said.

He laughed louder. “No.” Then he pulled back to reveal that perfect face and smile I had missed so much. “At least not right now. I just had to get that out of the way. I thought about being close to you every second of every day.” He took a deep breath and exhaled slowly. “Wow, I needed that . . . I needed you.”

I leaned back into him for another hug. Feeling his hands wrap around my waist replaced every last nook and cranny of worry in my soul with a sense of peace and joy.

“I missed you so much,” I said.

“I know, me too.”

He pulled back and gazed into my eyes with what looked like pride. “You’re so perfect.”

I smiled softly, thinking the same thing about him. 

Once our coveted reunion was satisfying enough to both of us, he got right down to business.

“I have to go to the lab. We have to hold an emergency meeting.”

My face must have shown concern. “It’s nothing big. Don’t worry. But we have to make sure the labs and the employees are protected from future attempts to breach security. It won’t take long, but I don’t want you here by yourself. Can we take you to my house? My security system is top notch and I—”

“Wes, I’m not separating from you again. Forget it.”

He looked at me for only a second and agreed. I grabbed my purse and took his hand and he led me out of the house with no intention of letting it go. Ever.

As we approached the Cadillac, I saw that Dr. Lyon was driving. He got out of the car to greet me.

“Sophie,” he nodded with an appreciative smile.

“Dr. Lyon.”

“Well, I’d tell you nice work, but I’m sure you know that already.”

I had so many questions about how my information got Wes back and what role Dr. Lyon had played in it, but I knew that standing here in my driveway was neither the time nor the place, so I smiled and thanked him in return.

Wes opened the rear passenger door for us, but before I could slide in, I heard another car approaching. I turned my head to see a police cruiser rolling up at a snail’s pace.

Inside were Officers Wright and Petty. The car stopped right at the foot of my driveway, blocking any attempt on our part to back up.

Wes looked at me, confused, so I turned to attempt the only plausible explanation I could come up with. “It’s a long story, but I told them I needed to visit Tim in jail because I couldn’t find you and only Tim knew. Then, I told them I could find you after all. I think they’re just checking.”

Instead of showing concern that they were there possibly looking for him, he leaned down, ignoring their approach altogether.

“You went to see Tim?”

I shrugged, “I’ll explain later.”

“Good afternoon, Sophie.” I turned back to face Officer Wright’s greeting.

“Hi, Officer.”

“So, it looks like Weston is here. That’s good news.”

“Uh, yeah, I told you everything was fine.”

Officer Petty came to stop in front of Wes, eyeing him suspiciously, “So, where were you again?”

“I was away on business.”

“I see,” he said.

Wes placed his hand on my back. “Is there a problem, Officer?”

Officer Wright had a much kinder approach, as always. “No, not anymore. Sophie here mentioned that you might be a missing person and then she retracted after her visit with an inmate. We decided to follow up to make sure things were all right. It looks like everything’s good to go.”

“Thank you,” Wes said appreciatively. I sure hoped my mention of him at the station the other night didn’t cause them to dig into his records and possibly find some discrepancies. I was starting to worry again, but Wes pulled me close. “Well, I just flew in, and we have to get some lunch before my next meeting.”

The officers nodded and took the cue to retreat back to their vehicle, noticeably scoping out the two black Tahoes parallel-parked in front of my house. I, too, became curious about their presence.

Once inside the car, Wes explained to me that they were security officers from the lab and Dr. Lyon thought it was a good idea to have them tail along for a while. I have to say, having them following us made me feel like an important person with a target on her life, but safe nonetheless, so I didn’t complain.

Besides, I really didn’t have time. Wes bombarded me with questions about Chase and Tim the whole way to his lab. And although I could sense some gratitude toward Chase for ratting on Tim, Wes was less sympathetic about his death than I was.

It didn’t take long to realize that I was the only one explaining events. By the time I was done, we were at the lab. I’m not sure if Wes did that on purpose or if the details surrounding Chase and Tim were that important. Regardless, I made a note to get the information I wanted as soon as we had alone time again.

I’d never been to the research facility and was sort of shocked at how intimidating it looked. I half expected to see a NASA sign or rocket launch pad off to the side. 

For starters, it was gated with a black six-foot iron fence. The entryway was manned by a uniformed guard. Once past the gate, we traveled down a paved double-lined road along a freshly landscaped stretch of greenery and flowers.

The building itself was a plain, four story, white brick rectangular structure with very few windows. Surrounded by mulch and flowers was a blue sign with white letters that read, California Blood Research Lab.

Dr. Lyon pulled into the first reserved parking space, and the Tahoes parked a few spaces down.

The short walk to the front led us to a small lobby with two more uniformed guards sitting behind a small counter-height desk decorated with a matching blue and white California Blood Research Lab sign.

Upon our approach, the dark-skinned, bald guard stood, prompting Dr. Lyon to flash and swipe his badge.

Dr. Lyon broke the silence, “Gentlemen.” 

The guard nodded and turned to Wes, clearly recognizing him but still looking for his badge.

Dr. Lyon spoke up again. “We do not have Weston’s today.”

“No problem.” He flashed a nice smile and then turned to me. “We’ll just need the guest to sign in and—”

Wes cut him off. “No. She’ll be fine. No need.”

“But the protocol—”

Unsure what was happening, I looked away from the suspicious guards while they debated. I focused my attention on the large plasma TVs, on each side of the lobby, playing a medical documentary, in unison.

Even as I focused on a cell diagram and the instructional voiceover, I heard Dr. Lyon speak up. “Stephen, Mr. Wilson is in charge of protocol here, and this young lady is his personal guest. He’ll account for her.”

Without further argument, he stepped back and diverted his attention to the guards from the Tahoes who satisfyingly flashed and swiped their badges as Wes led me past.

Once through the lobby, we approached an area with two elevators on each side. Dr. Lyon pressed the button on the left wall. Watching Wes let Dr. Lyon take charge showed me how much Wes appreciated and welcomed his guidance.

After a silent minute, the doors opened and I reluctantly went in, realizing I was in an environment completely foreign to me.

It was overtly apparent that we were not headed to a classroom, library, or study hall. This was grown-up stuff, which had only recently begun to suit me. I’d only been eighteen for six months and during that time, I’d teetered between feeling like an adult and a minor. I think it was because becoming an adult brought me closer to nineteen and that’s not something I looked forward to. But now, it was time to grow up, like it or not.

I watched Dr. Lyon swipe his badge again and press the button for the fourth floor. The entire time, I was mentally preparing myself for what lay ahead.

I was no longer Sophie who had homework to do or Sophie who has a boyfriend, who had fallen in love for the first time, who is afraid to die, afraid of losing Wes. I was now a woman, a survivor, and a fiancée.

The fiancée of someone who had the ability to change the world. To be selfless. And being in his element made me painfully aware that life was not about me surviving past nineteen or getting to kiss him forever. It was about making a difference that would affect other people forever.

We stepped off that elevator and the hustle and bustle of lab techs, doctors, and more security solidified that the future should not be about me or whether Sophie and Wes live happily ever after.

Walking further, I was guided through white hallways with several closed and secured doors. I overheard Dr. Lyon, walking ahead of us, give a general update on the previous hours’ events to other lab personnel.

With Wes’ arm still around me, I listened intently as Dr. Lyon described how he’d called Dr. Carter and picked Wes up during the night. When he was finished with his account, he gave instructions to remain in lockdown. I felt my arms tighten around Wes at the mention of security, leading him to rub my back as we made our way through the last door.

Surprisingly, the room we entered was a rather large lounge area with modern leather sofas. Two couches sat perpendicular to each other and seemed to invite anyone to plop themselves into their plush cushions. 

The walls were filled with abstract paintings. The more I looked around, the more I was reminded of Wes’ house. Nicely decorated, but without much of a female touch to it.

By the time I finished observing my surroundings, the men had begun to file into another room just off to the right. I peeked past their shoulders and could make out a long rectangular conference table surrounded by more plush leather seating.

Right about then, Dr. Lyon turned to Wes and told him that I needed to stay outside. Wes nodded and turned to me.

I felt myself leaning forward, waiting for an explanation.

“It’ll be all right,” he said. “I’ve got to sit in on this meeting, and they’ll only allow board members to enter. I’ll be right inside. You can call for me if you need anything.”

I looked around, not loving the idea of sitting alone, but I sucked up the disappointment of being the odd one out and nodded.

My lack of resistance sparked a small smile from Wes, and he leaned down to kiss my forehead with a gentle rub of my arms. “There are drinks in the fridge over there and snacks in the basket on the counter. I’ll be out soon.”

With that, he turned and followed Dr. Lyon into the boardroom. I spun around on my heels and took in the surroundings one more time. Zeroing in on the magazines, I made myself physically comfortable while trying to find entertainment in dozens of medical magazines.

I felt so naïve. I had always had an interest in the medical field, but everything I flipped through was over my head. If I were going to have any shot at a career at all, I’d have to get with the program. Start being more proactive.

By the time Wes and Dr. Lyon came out, my brain was crammed with information from arthritis to treating the common cold. Relieved, I stood and found myself tucked under his protective arm. Indescribable feelings of contentment fluttered through me, in spite of the most unromantic surroundings. And I knew right then that even though life had just gotten a whole lot more complicated, the connection that made Wes and me so special was not going away.






Chapter 15
 THE LITTLE GIVER
 

After we both thanked Dr. Lyon, Wes guided me toward the door with his hand on the small of my back.

“What was that all about?” I asked as we headed toward the elevator.

“The board just wanted to make sure the lab was secure.”

“They needed you to come all the way here for that?” 

I turned myself square to him while we waited for the doors to open. “Well, sort of. We’re very close to launching a test study for some life-changing cures. It’s very important that nothing leaks yet. They want to make sure the people who were interested in my knowledge weren’t onto our real progress.”

I was oddly curious now, wanting to know what I was missing. “Real progress in what? What kind of cures?” I asked in a near whisper, feeling that we shouldn’t be talking about it.

“I can’t really say,” he whispered back, contorting his face in way that said he wished he could. Even though I knew everything regarding the lab was confidential, I still didn’t like Wes keeping secrets. Lab or no lab, it really bugged me.

“Wes. Are you really planning to keep secrets from me?” I frowned like the child I was so hoping not to be any more.

He studied me, and I watched as his gaze surveyed each crease in my face. 

“Okay, fine,” he said turning me toward the elevator, so our backs were to anyone else filing in and out of the lounge from which we had come. “We’re very close to having a cure for HIV and leukemia. We’re almost ready to launch test studies, but they need to make sure our research doesn’t get into the wrong hands.”

The elevator finally dinged and we stepped inside, alone.

“What happens if it gets into the wrong hands?”

“Well for one, millions of dollars worth of hard-earned research results could be stolen, and for another, if it’s not done right, the treatments could cause more harm than good.”

“Harm?” I asked, leaning in.

“Death, actually.” The elevator started moving. 

“Could I see one of the labs?” I don’t know why I asked that. If he wasn’t supposed to tell me about the medicines, he definitely couldn’t take me to where they make them.

He studied me for a moment and then surveyed the upper corners of the elevator like he was checking for cameras or something.

“I can show you one floor. I don’t think they’ll mind that.”

A feeling of excitement touched my ribs, but then another thought struck me.

“Isn’t this your lab? I mean why can’t you do what you want?”

“It’s not my lab. I own it, but the research belongs to the scientists and doctors who’ve made it their life’s work to find these cures. My uncle implemented very strict security measures to ensure no one stole his or anyone else’s hard work.”

Listening to him talk made me remember that my world had consisted of a small bubble until recently. Just me, my mom, and my computer. Suddenly I felt so small and so naïve, and so fine with not being able to see the “secure floor.” Just then, Wes reached out and hit the button for the second floor.

“What are you doing?”

“I’m taking you to the reagent laboratory.”

“You don’t have to, Wes—”

I didn’t want him going out of his way to make an exception for me.

“It’s fine,” he said with his half smile returning, making me focus on how much I missed him. 

“Are you sure?”

“Of course I’m sure, and I think you’ll find this area the most interesting anyway.”

He winked and his face held a devious look. It was one I remembered well, reminding me of the time he had invited me to climb into a race car window.

What on Earth is he about to have me do? Just as the elevator doors opened, he tightened his arm around my waist and I was glad he wasn’t shoving me out there to fend for myself in whatever he had planned.

The hall was white and bright, like a hospital. I didn’t expect anything less, but the visual still bombarded me until I needed to squint away during the transition from the dim elevator.

“Where are you taking me?” I asked, inching myself closer to him until my feet were practically tripping over his as we walked.

“You’ll see,” he said, giving me nothing.

About thirty yards and ten closed doors later, we made a right turn and entered a wider hallway with glass windows all along the right side. An instant peek into the room revealed a humongous glass tank filled with murky water. Wes stopped and once we weren’t moving, I was able to take a closer look. Oh, my gosh.

What. The. Heck. Are. Those?

“Wes?”

“Yeah,” he answered nonchalantly.

“Um.”

“Horseshoe crabs,” he said, leaning into my ear from behind.

“Horse what?” I asked unable to peel my eyes away from a tank full of dozens of strange crabby, stingray-shaped things.

“Horse. Shoe. Crabs,” he repeated.

“I have never heard of them.” At that point I started to sidestep my way down the hall, surveying the captured creature things. About twenty or so paces later I came to a smaller room connected to the aquatic tank area. Inside were four lab techs lined up with their backs to us working diligently at a counter. That’s when I saw the crabby things hanging upside down in some sort of harness.

“What are they doing?” I blurted out, looking quickly from Wes and back to the window for an answer.

“They’re bleeding them,” he answered unconcerned.

“Wes!” I wanted to burst through there and tell them to stop. Not that I would touch one of those creepy things with a ten-foot pole, but the nurse and rescuer of those in need started to surface. And then I looked at Wes, disappointed that he didn’t care.

“Why are you doing this to them?” I asked, fixing my concerned and confused gaze on him.

Realizing that I was getting worked up, he turned me back toward the window and placed his hands on my biceps from behind.

“It’s okay, Sophie. They aren’t hurting them.”

“But you’re killing them. How is that not hurting them?”

Squeezing my arms in a comforting gesture, he clarified. “No, no, we’re not hurting them. They are just extracting some blood. Then they release them back into their natural habitat.”

Blood? What I saw was a blue liquid being passed down from one lab tech to the next. 

“What is that?” I asked pointing to the vials.

“It’s blood.”

“It’s blue,” I countered.

The corner of his mouth turned up in a relaxed smile.

“It’s blue because it’s copper-based. Pretty interesting, huh?”

“Um.” I wasn’t sure what I thought about the strange slippery-looking crabby stingray things. My gaze was now fixated on their legs, which were moving around in slow, creepy, circular motions. “It’s sort of gross,” I continued, unable to contain my thoughts.

Wes leaned his shoulder into the glass. “I thought you wanted to protect them.”

“I do, but they’re still gross.”

“Do you want to hold one?” he asked with an irresistible half smile that almost had me considering it, until I remembered what we were talking about.

“That would be a no.”

“Okay, but I thought you wanted to see what we’re working on here.” He feigned a frown, but somewhere behind his gaze, I saw a hint of authentic disappointment. 

That’s when I realized that maybe I’d been rude.

“Oh my gosh, wait.” I was suddenly racking my brain, trying to remember the missing ingredients on the paper in my dream the night Andy tried to kill me. Crap. Crap. Oh, man. “This blood is not in you is it?” Then I started fumbling over my words, trying to pull myself out of the ditch I’d put myself in. “I mean if it is, I mean, if you have crab blood, I . . . well, I mean blue blood, then I’m totally fine with that. It’s fine. I don’t care, it’s just I was looking at them and . . .”

Why was Wes letting me babble? Normally, when I was struggling to complete a coherent sentence, he would rescue me by saying something nice or soothing. He wasn’t rescuing me, but he was working very hard to hold back a smile. I stopped short and made a face. “Wait a minute, you’re enjoying my discomfort,” I complained, a crease forming in my forehead.

“No, I’m not. I’m just waiting for you to finish.”

I shifted my weight, fighting the urge to cross my arms. “I’m finished.” 

“Oh, okay.” He moved closer to me, so close I thought he was going to kiss me, but he stopped short. “I missed you,” he said.

I didn’t answer, still trying to figure out his demeanor. 

“I really did,” he pressed on, “And to answer your question, no, I do not have blue blood in me. This blood is used strictly for vaccine testing and medicines. But I’m extremely disappointed that you would suddenly have a problem with what’s running through my veins, as if this,” he pointed beyond the glass, “were any less disturbing than what I am.” Now the feigned look of hurt returned. 

“It’s okay if this stuff is in you, Wes, I really didn’t mean—”

“Oh, stop it, Sophie. I’m serious. I’m not crabby!” he laughed. “This is something Dr. Thomas discovered right before he died. Research shows that an ingredient in their blood clings to bacteria, so pharmaceutical companies extract the blood and use it to test and make sure the vaccines are free of dangerous bacteria.”

I turned to the glass and watched as a female lab technician extracted the blue substance from the prehistoric looking creature. “So that’s what you’re working on? Creating vaccines?”

He nodded and shrugged. “Yes and no. We are working on vaccines, but recent studies have shown the blood from these guys may be useful in fighting cancer cells as well.”

I perked up. “Really?”

“Really. And that’s what they’re working on upstairs. We’re real close to something major.”

“Wow, that’s amazing.”

I just wished they didn’t have to torture the animals to get it. I felt so strongly about the thought, I said it out loud. He quickly shot it down.

“It doesn’t hurt. And crustacean and reptile blood extraction is the only animal experimentation we do.”

Suddenly I became both curious and doubtful, although I don’t know why. Wes was so compassionate, and I hoped that meant he was towards nonhumans, too. Especially with him being different and all, but still, I wasn’t convinced.

“This is a medical lab. What do you test on, if not on animals?”

He paused and then put his arm around me, leading me away from the glass. As we walked to the elevators in silence I kept my gaze on him. Not only was I awaiting an answer, I was studying every line and crease in his face, wondering if I’d notice any change due to his ordeal. There was nothing that I could tell, but he didn’t answer me until we got into the elevator.

Then he told me the lab only tests their findings on humans. They use volunteers who are willing to become part of the controlled study. They are usually already ill.

Wes said no one has ever died as a direct result from their previous trials, but he expressed disappointment that they hadn’t been able to save anyone either. He also showed concern about upcoming trials. He said the new mixture they’d been working on hadn’t been tested on anyone yet, because they actually feared it could be detrimental to the immune system.

In fact, they were so fearful they’d considered using an animal, but in the end, they agreed not to. In the meantime, doctors were rigorously working to design a safe trial.

I shuddered at the thought of someone willing to risk their life for the greater medical good. Grown up or not. Compassionate or not. I wasn’t so sure I’d be willing to do that, and instantly, feelings of selfishness returned.






Chapter 16
 COMING CLEAN
 

I was glad Wes was home, for obvious reasons, but also because both Dawn and Kerry kept calling to check on the status of his return. It would’ve been impossible to still sound normal and hopeful at this point.

Upon hearing the news, they sounded almost as happy as I was, leading me to think I hadn’t done such a good of job hiding my fears after all. 

On our way home from the lab, Wes and I stopped to get some turkey subs and then went to his house. Everything felt almost normal, except for the black Tahoe escort. 

“Are they going with us everywhere?” It was sort of nice to have the extra security in case those goons tried something else. 

“For a while,” he said taking my hand and leading me into the house from the garage.

Memories of the last time we’d been in a garage together surfaced. It had been in Virginia, at Kerry’s chalet. Wes had said goodbye to me, promising it would only be temporary. Thank goodness he was right. But it hadn’t felt like it at the time.

He had kissed me with urgency, then assurance, as well as a fear that I’d sensed, then he had headed out into the bitter snow to meet his abductors.

My anger began to build, along with an overwhelming relief that he was back. I squeezed his hand as we entered. He set the bag of food in the kitchen and then asked if he could run upstairs and take a shower.

“You mean you haven’t showered since Sunday?”

He lowered his gaze, giving a hint of embarrassment. As if I thought it was gross. I knew he didn’t sweat, so it wasn’t like he smelled and even if he did, I wouldn’t care.

“It’s okay,” I said stepping closer to him, tilting my head up to look in his eyes. “I just can’t believe them.” I placed my hands on his hips. “What did they do to you?”

He immediately shook his head, but it was slow and not very convincing. “Nothing,” he whispered. I pulled back a little, but he locked his arms quickly around me. “Nothing,” he insisted again. “It really wasn’t bad. I’ll tell you all about it, but I want to get the smell of that place off of me.” He cocked an eyebrow, waiting for my okay.

“Fine. But don’t leave me down here long.”

He leaned in to kiss me quickly, smiled, and disappeared up the steps.

It felt so good to be back in his house with him. I plopped myself on the couch, kicked my feet up long-ways and picked up the remote. Rarely did I watch TV, especially when he was around, but I needed any distraction I could find to get my mind off him . . . in the shower.

Rachel Ray was cooking up a quick storm and although I’m not a good cook, I always find myself watching whenever my mom has her on at home. Somehow she makes everything seem so simple and yummy-looking. 

After a few minutes of watching her butter up thick slices of French bread, inspiration hit me. I didn’t have to cook anything, but it made me want to busy myself with table preparations.

Back in the kitchen, I grabbed two plates, two glasses full of ice, and the carryout bag.

I made a second trip to pick up some napkins and a bottle of water for Wes, since I figured he’d be on a health kick, and grabbed a Sprite for myself.

I quickly set the table as the sound of the shower water turned off. Thoughts that he’d rushed his shower made me smile. 

I was standing, admiring my makeshift intimate lunch, when I felt my thumb tracing the gem from my engagement ring. I had turned it inward, toward my palm, so it wouldn’t draw attention or questions from my mom, but now I spun it around prepared to show it off and field any inquiries it drew.

Right as I was about to take a seat, my cell phone went off. Given that Wes was still upstairs, and that Dawn and Kerry had already called, that left my mother. I was beginning to think she was telepathic.

Her persistence would have her calling back, so I answered it promptly.

“Hello?” I said, with my eyes closed and my face scrunched up, anticipating another lecture.

“Where are you?” she asked, her voice sounding worried.

“I’m actually at Wes’.”

“Well your car is here so I thought you were upstairs.”

Oops. “Oh, sorry. I forgot to call you. Yeah, Wes came and picked me up.”

“Oh,” she said, and I couldn’t tell if she was surprised or relieved. “He’s back?”

“Uh, yeah, this morning. I was so excited, I just left. Sorry.”

“Alright. Well, that’s good, but I’m calling because I got another phone call from the jail. This time collect from Tim Walters. I declined and made a call to Officer Petty to make sure he stops calling you.”

“Mom!” I became fearful that she’d only drawn more attention from those cops. I just wanted their involvement to be done and over with.

“What? I’m not going to let some criminal harass you.”

“He won’t harass me.” I hoped.

“Oh, I know he won’t,” she said.

Right about then, Wes snuck up behind me and wrapped his arm around me in a giant, soft bear hug. The fresh, sweet scent of him raced up my nose.

“Alright, I gotta go now, Mom. We’re about to eat.”

Hanging on to the call, she asked, “What time will you be home?”

I felt Wes’ breath on the back of my ear as he took a deep breath, inhaling the scent of my hair.

“I’m not sure, but I’ll call you if it’s too late.”

“Okay, Hon.”

“Okay, bye.” I hung up without waiting to hear her reply.

Wriggling myself from his hold, I turned around in his arms, eager to find his lips.

He was thinking the same thing, because his mouth was on mine before I’d turned full circle.

I thought he was going to attack me like he did in my foyer, but he didn’t. He just kissed me, tasting my tongue a few long times, and then pulled away to hug me more tightly than usual. 

I almost couldn’t breathe, but didn’t care, either.

“I could hold you forever,” he said, “but if I don’t eat something, my mind is going to explode from stress.”

I understood completely. When he went long periods without eating, his metabolism slowed down, making it hard for him to keep his mind on pace with real time. I could only imagine what or how much they’d fed him while he was there. I quickly nodded, taking my seat at the place setting next to him.

He wasted no time digging into his sub, while I found myself staring at him, not hungry enough to take a bite of my own.

“Will you tell me what happened now?” I asked.

“Why don’t you tell me who’s harassing you first.”

“What?”

He kept eating casually. “The phone. Your mom.”

“Oh that.” 

He kept eating without looking at me, and I knew he thought I was keeping something from him.

“Well,” I led into it slowly. “Tim called my house collect, from jail. So my mom thinks he’s harassing me, but I’m sure he’ll stop.”

“Why would he call you?” he asked chewing, while subtly reeling in the line.

From there, I spilled the beans about how I’d planned to go to the fight club, but changed my mind at the last minute. At that point, his chewing slowed tremendously, but his jaws seemed to clench harder with each bite. His chewing ceased completely when I told him about the deal I’d made with Tim in order to get the information I needed.

When finished, I glanced back in his direction and watched as he slowly swallowed the food that had been sitting in his mouth.

Finally, he leaned forward and said, “Are you serious?”

We stared at each other for a while, and I decided to play it cool. I broke his gaze and picked up my sandwich, took a bite, and nodded with a shrug of the shoulders.

“Sophie, are you insane?”

“No, I’m not, thank you very much.” I took another bite, feeling a little offended. He pulled my plate away. “What? I’m not allowed to eat and you are?”

He let go and rolled his eyes. “Of course you are, but I don’t want you avoiding me.”

“I’m not avoiding you.”

“Then answer my question.”

“I did.”

“I’m serious.”

“Me, too.”

He finally grabbed the legs of my chair and turned me toward him.

“Does that not sound dangerous to you?” he asked, leaning in.

“Yeah it did, but I’m fine now and you’re home so—”

“Not that now. The call? You don’t think it’s a big deal that a murderer is calling you?”

Well, when he put it that way it did, but what could happen? I let my sandwich drop, no longer feigning hunger.

I put my hands on my knees. “What can he do from jail? He’s not getting out.”

“You don’t know that.”

“Yes, I do.” I argued, reminding him about the evidence Chase gave up that ultimately put Tim in jail. 

“None of that matters when you’re dealing with crazy people. Especially ones you’ve made promises to and didn’t keep.”

I shifted myself from my own seat into his lap. “How about I agree to let you keep the Tahoes around and you agree to relax.” 

Silence followed while he pondered. I wriggled in his lap like a kid trying to nudge a response and finally he looked at me.

“I just don’t want anything to happen to you. I’m trying to control it, but my fear is only getting worse.”

Several months ago, I’d seen a similar Wes. Uptight and stressed about my life and my possible death at nineteen. Only recently had he relaxed enough to have fun. And now this? I didn’t want him to worry, so I tried my hardest to come up with something funny.

I came up empty.

***
 

That night he stayed with me, but it wasn’t easy with the house alarm. I had to be very sneaky and felt badly about it. I told my mom I was running out to the store and Wes came in before I reset the alarm upon my return.

I felt horribly deceptive. Even though he’d been in my room many times, it seemed natural. Easy. This felt very awful, and he was the first to admit it.

“I don’t want to sneak in here anymore. It’s too . . . “

“I know,” I admitted, all the while snuggling up to him on my bed.

“So what do we do about it?” he asked seriously.

Even though it was dark in my room, I could tell he was happy or at least content with the moment. It made my emotions swell.

“You marry me,” I stated with assurance.

He pulled me warmly against his chest. “I thought we’d already established that.”

I nestled my face into his neck feeling the natural intoxication set in. I loved him so much it hurt and felt good at the same time. “I want to marry you.”

He rolled on top of me unexpectedly. Most of his upper body was held up by his elbows but his lower half pressed against me full force. I don’t think it was on purpose. It’s just the way it was and I didn’t mind in the least.

His face was close, too—our noses practically touching. “Say it again,” he whispered, his breath cool on my cheek, giving me the opposite effect of warmth.

“I want to marry you now,” I said, pulling him all the way down. I couldn’t see him, but felt his cheek turn up into a smile against mine.

“Okay,” he said.

“So what are you going to do about it?”

“Well,” he said, kissing my neck. “We will,” he kissed it again, different spot, “have to,” kissed the other side, “ask your mom.”

My eyes snapped open and I shoved him off. He sat up sounding surprised.

“What did I say?” 

“My mom? You want me to ask my mom?” Totally not sounding very romantic.

“Look, Sophie. I want to marry you as of ninety-six years ago, and I’m not exaggerating. But I don’t want to unless we do it right.”

I looked confused. “You mean we’re not doing it in Vegas?”

He laughed, “Only if your mom comes.”

I growled, “What’s with you and my mom?”

He plopped down, silent.

“Well?” I pressed.

“I just don’t want her to be upset with me. It’s important that I know she likes me.”

I started to question him, but then realized there was more to it than that. He wanted my mom to accept him because Lenny’s parents hadn’t.

He’d lived a life walking around on eggshells and sneaking around with me to avoid land mines equivalent to Lenny’s father’s rage. I instantly remembered how he’d forbidden her to see Wes in 1963. On the night her father threw her out because of it, Lenny crashed her car and died.

Her mother never completely forgave Wes because Lenny had been fighting with her dad over him. It was a horrible guilt to carry around. 

Wes had tried to comfort Lenny’s mother afterwards but she wasn’t interested. She was angry and Wes even resorted to telling her I’d return one day, but she didn’t believe him.

Thinking back on it now, I was glad that I’d visited her, showing that Lenny did return. I instantly understood why Wes needed my mother to like him now.

“I understand,” I said, choosing not to talk about it further. After about an hour of drifting contentedly in and out of a light sleep, I finally said what I don’t think either of us had considered up until that point.

“Wes?” I whispered.

“Yeah,” he murmured softly, like I’d woken him up.

I sat up so he could see my face. “I think I’m going to have to tell my mom the truth about us.”






Chapter 17
 THE OTHER RETURN
 

By telling my mom the truth, I meant all of it and he didn’t disagree, but he didn’t agree, either. If my mom was going to understand my spending so much time with Wes and us getting married now, then she was going to have to know the whole truth. It sounded insane, but necessary.

The following morning Wes was still with me. Usually he snuck out just before dawn, but with the alarm set through the night, he needed to wait until my mom left for work. Once she was gone, I offered to make him breakfast, so he stayed even longer.

Again, I wasn’t a great cook, but I wanted to start trying. I parked Wes at the kitchen table with a glass of orange juice while I made scrambled eggs, frozen Belgian waffles cooked in the oven, and fresh strawberries. It was quick and easy, but the presentation looked fancy when I brought it to him. 

His eyes widened, “Um . . . thanks.”

I sat next to him with my own plate, watching as he stared at his.

“What?” I asked feeling self-conscious.

“Nothing.”

“Why are you looking like that?”

Snapping out of his unreadable expression, his half smile resurfaced. “It looks really good, but I’m not sure I can eat it all.”

I looked down at his plate. Four eggs scrambled and four Belgian waffles. Hmm . . . 

I opened my mouth to say something, but all that came out was a chuckle. I shrugged off the overboard spread and Wes started digging into the pile of waffles, holding back his own laughter.

He cut through the mountain with precision and I couldn’t stop giggling.

“Sorry,” I finally managed to say. “I just wanted you to be full.”

“Oh, I will be. You don’t have to worry about that.” 

He stuffed his mouth far more than needed just to highlight the fact that he had too much.

I punched his arm. “Stop it, before you choke to death. You don’t have to finish it.”

“Oh, thank you,” he mumbled with a mouth full of food. “I appreciate that.”

I rolled my eyes and started digging into my own waffle.

I thought I’d cut short his making fun of me by turning the conversation to a serious topic. He never really did finish telling me about what happened to him, so I took the opportunity to ask.

Surprisingly, he started recounting what happened like he was telling me about his day at school. Other than when he got to the part about Dr. Lyon almost not making it in time, he didn’t seem fazed by the experience.

I tried to search his eyes for any post-trauma signs, but didn’t see any. I did however see something I’d learned to spot easily. It was a look of reflection and avoidance like he was keeping something else from me. I knew him well enough to know he wasn’t afraid to tell me. He was just getting his thoughts together. 

“What are you thinking about?” I asked, wrapping my feet around one of his ankles, trying to pull him to me both physically and emotionally.

“Nothing, really.” He reached over and rubbed the back of my hand.

“Wes, I know that look. Come on, no secrets. We agreed, remember?”

“I know. I just don’t know what it means, so I’d like to think about it some more.”

“At least tell me what it’s about. Maybe I can help.” 

“Well,” he started pushing his plate away, leaving two of the waffles untouched. “I’m pretty sure I saw someone I know.”

I raised my brow.

“And?” I replied.

“I think I saw someone very important there.”

I waited. Not sure how to respond.

“Someone very important,” he clarified.

“Okay . . . well, who?”

He took a deep breath. “You wouldn’t believe me.”

“Wes!” I pushed his arm. “Stop stringing me along. How can you say that? After all the things I already believe?”

He started running his hand through his hair and then rubbed his temples like he had a headache. I scooted my chair closer, trapping one of his knees between my own.

“Come on. Tell me. It’s obviously important to you. I want to know. Who?”

He took a final circular rub of his temples and turned his gaze toward me. I recognized his expression. It was the same as on the night he’d told me about his transformation. “Please,” I squeezed his knee with my legs.

“Sophie,” he said leaning closer. Before he continued, he freed his knee and reversed the hold, positioning both of my legs between his knees. Like I was going to go somewhere when he told me. It was starting to make me anxious, but he finally continued. “I think, no, I don’t think. I’m actually very sure I saw Dr. Thomas.”

Say what? “Huh?” I asked, dumbfounded.

“I saw Dr. Thomas.”

“Like what Dr. Thomas?”

He pressed his knees together, trapping me more. “Like the Dr. Thomas. My Dr. Thomas. Your Dr. Thomas.”

“What are you talking about?” Had he gone insane while he was in there? Perhaps seeing things? 

“Sophie. I’m telling you, I saw Dr. Thomas.”

“Where, when. Who?” 

“At the hospital . . . nearly the entire time I was there . . . Dr. Carter is . . . Dr. Oliver Thomas.”

“What? Wait, Wes . . . “ He had already told me how he probably wouldn’t have made it out of there if it weren’t for the doctor. “He helped you,” I explained, “I’m sure he would remind you of Dr. Thomas.”

He shook his head quickly. “Sophie, listen to me when I tell you. It was him. I’d know.”

I sat quietly, thinking. “I mean it has been a long time since I’d seen him young. Most of my memories of him are from when he was old, but I’m one hundred percent certain it was him.”

Thoughts continued to rush through my mind until, like an explosion, I could no longer remain seated. I popped up, causing Wes to release my knees. “Holy crap! What does this mean?” I started pacing the floor. He followed me to stop my escalating freak-mode.

“I don’t know. But stop. It’s not a big deal right now. Just—”

“Not a big deal? Are you kidding? You’re telling me Dr. Thomas is Dr. Carter, and not only that, he’s working with your enemy? What the heck does that mean? Why? Why would he come back, like me? I thought I came back because we didn’t get to finish something. I keep coming back to help you. To make sure you set things right. Why would he come back to hurt you?” I was nearly flipping by then.

I thought he was going to shake my shoulders, but he opted for something more soothing, grabbing hold of my face with his cool palms. Just like on the night he had told me about his transformation, the cool chill that went down my spine calmed me inexplicably.

“Listen to me . . . he helped me remember? I don’t think he understands what he’s doing there. He has no idea. Think about it. You wouldn’t have had any idea that you had been Amelia if I hadn’t told you. It’s the same for him. He has no idea. All he knows is that the medical field is his calling. He’s gotten so close to what he does best without even knowing.”

“So what does any of this mean?”

“I don’t know. That’s what I’ve been thinking about. I’ve got no idea, but I’m pretty sure he’s going to be in some trouble for helping me if they suspect for one second.” He paused. “I just don’t know.”

“You can’t trust him, Wes.” I have no idea where that came from, but it flowed out of my mouth like butter. “He abducted you.”

Finally letting go of my face, he spun me around and pulled my back against his chest, putting his arms around me. “He really didn’t. I don’t think he had any idea that they took me like they did. You didn’t see him, Sophie. He was mortified at the thought of harming someone to get the information they wanted. He wouldn’t harm a fly. I could see it. He’s the same man, he’s just confused.”

“How can he not know? And if you recognized him, maybe someone else did, too?!” 

Rocking me back and forth, he calmly answered, “No. Who else? No one would ever even think it, and there aren’t any public pictures of him when he was thirty. There is one in the medical encyclopedia when he was in his forties, with glasses, but it’s a black and white picture and he isn’t smiling. In all the other pictures, he’s over sixty.

“Dr. Carter doesn’t wear glasses. He’s probably had LASIK, and his hair has a military cut. He’s also got a scar above his right eyebrow and his nose looks like it’s been broken. It’s barely crooked, but it’s enough to change his look slightly.

“People would not only have to be looking for Dr. Thomas’ clone, but see past those details.”

I couldn’t believe it. Wes had told me he’d never seen anyone else as some sort of reincarnation, and we’d believed I was the only one, because by some amazing power, I was needed to finish a purpose. And by goodness, I was one hundred percent sure that if Wes believed that about me, then he had to believe it about Dr. Thomas.

He wasn’t going to let that drop, and the only question that followed was what he was willing to risk to find out what was going on.






Chapter 18
 THE UNEXPECTED
 

Wes promised he wouldn’t make any decisions without me, so I didn’t feel too anxious about Dr. Carter. But I did feel like life was getting more difficult and complicated.

I worked on Thursday and Chase’s burial was Friday. Wes and I actually got into a small argument over going. He, of course, didn’t want me going. To him, the whole thing was dangerous and it didn’t matter if Chase was in a six-foot box or not.

I found it ridiculously overprotective. He was dead, for Pete’s sake, and not only that, Wes might not even be back if it hadn’t been for Chase. I owed it to him to pay my respects, and so did Wes. 

Once I put it that way, he was okay with it. He wasn’t thrilled, by any means, but he understood.

“You’re right,” he admitted.

“Really?”

“Yeah. I should be thankful to him for finally doing the right thing, but I can’t get the image of him putting his hands on you out of my mind. I really can’t.”

I’d almost forgotten the altercation. Chase had tried to provoke Wes at a party a couple of weeks ago by yanking me by the hair. It turned out to be a mistake as Wes nearly choked Chase to death. And despite the fact that Chase purposely tried to annoy me while plotting with Tim behind my back, we couldn’t deny that he’d helped save Wes’ life and maybe even mine by coming clean. Tim was behind bars because of him, so I went to his funeral and Wes came along supportively.

We drove to the cemetery with the black Tahoes shadowing us. Danny said there wasn’t going to be a regular church service because not many people were coming. None of the guys from the fight club came, and we’d assumed it was because they were mad that he’d brought down Tim and the club in the process. His only friends who came were from the bookstore: Mr. Healey, Danny, Dawn, Wes, and me.

Mr. Healey was also able to track down a living aunt and a drugged-out roommate, rounding out the small group gathered around the casket.

The weather was actually very nice and everyone held it together. No one was happy, by any means, but it wasn’t one of those funerals where everyone was bawling into tissues. It was a time of people just paying their respects.

Wes, dressed handsomely in a navy suit, hugged me from behind, reaffirming my gratitude for what Chase had done, and I was instantly glad we had come. Glad to have shown our support, but then I felt sad. What kind of support was this? 

He killed himself. Where was the support then? Why wasn’t anyone there to talk him out of it? To tell him it wasn’t worth it? Why would he do that? I couldn’t understand what could be so bad as to cause him to end his life. 

He had just survived a deadly car crash, and sure, he feared Tim and whomever Tim was working for. But if someone else ended up trying to take him out, so what? He was planning to do it anyway. The more I stood there listening to the cookie-cutter burial speech, the more angry and confused I became.

Wes sensed my tension and leaned down and kissed my cheek from behind. I was about to turn around and face him, when I noticed a girl about our age walk up to the opposite end of the tent wearing jeans, sneakers, and a black tank top. 

She was facing me, so it made it difficult to stare, but from the brief glances I was able to steal, it became obvious she was on something. She was practically shivering, and it wasn’t cold. Her blonde hair was so dirty and oily that it looked brown. It was a shame, because I could tell by her features that she was quite pretty. A bath and an extra five pounds would have transformed her.

As awkward as her presence was, it was a bit comforting, because I assumed she was a friend of Chase’s and if nothing else, it was nice to see that someone else cared.

The preacher was pretty much finished at that point and asked that we all bow our heads for a final prayer. Those of us who knew each other said our hellos and goodbyes. I was on my last hug with Dawn when I heard a feeble, “Excuse me?”

I turned around and the small crowd consisting of Danny and Mr. Healey parted to give way to the voice. It was the girl in the black tank top with one hand across her stomach like she was in pain and the other plastered to the side of her thigh. She looked worse up close. Dark circles under her eyes and needle marks in her arm.

She looked so awful I wanted to step away from her, but was struck frozen. Wes put his arm around me as we watched her gaze travel frantically between Dawn and me. After about a dozen trips back and forth, her blue, bloodshot eyes settled on me. “Are you Sophie?” she asked. Her voice was so soft I instinctively leaned forward to hear her. 

“Yes,” I said.

“I’m sorry to give this to you here, but I was told you had to have it.”

Confused, I asked, “It’s okay, what is it?” I was thinking maybe Chase had another message for me. I couldn’t exactly pinpoint what else he could possibly say from the grave, but it was the only thing I could think of. 

She stepped in closer, with her head down, moved her left hand from her stomach and began digging in her pocket. 

As we all watched curiously to see what she was going to pull out, what happened next unfolded bizarrely in slow motion. 

While we were watching her left hand, she raised her other hand and shouted like a maniac, “It’s from Tim!” And then her right hand came at me and all I could do was flinch. Wes was quicker to react and put his arm out in front of me. That’s when I saw the syringe clasped in her fist. He pushed her arm down and moved me backward. Stunned, I lost my footing and my knee flew upward, right into the down swing of her arm.

I shouted out as I fell back. Wes grabbed the girl and pushed her to the ground facedown. She was screaming at him and calling me so many curse words, I couldn’t keep track. Once I regained my composure, I searched Wes’ face and then noticed him staring at my leg.

“Get this girl, someone, please!” he pleaded and Danny quickly took over holding her with her face pressed against the grass. Hurriedly, Wes turned to Dawn and told her to call the police. Why do we need the cops? Since when does Wes even want the cops around? 

“What?” I croaked, as my gaze followed Wes’. 

Sticking out from my leg was the needle and syringe. It wasn’t the needle that made me freak, it was the fact that the syringe was filled with blood. “What is it?” I yelled scrambling backward.

Wes lunged at me and pulled it out, grabbing my face. “It’s okay,” he urged, but I didn’t believe him.

“Why would she do that? What is it? What’s in it?” 

“I don’t know.” His voice was panicked and it made me confused. My leg wasn’t hurting beyond the tiny sting lingering from the needle, but something about the shocked look on everyone’s faces along with the fury in the girl’s eyes told me it wasn’t good.

I looked back to Wes, about to reel off some more questions when the girl started shouting at me again.

“That’s what you get! You lying bitch! You think you’re so much better than us?” She started laughing. “Welcome to our world. Suffer and die!”

“Be quiet!” Wes shouted.

My eyes searched his for answers. “What’s she talking about?”

“Can you stand?” he countered, ignoring my question.

“Of course. I’m fine.”

His jaws clenched at the reference to me being fine. “Okay, let’s get you to the car.”

I nodded and stood on my own. Wes searched the ground for the needle he had tossed aside and picked it up.

Dawn stepped forward. “What are you doing? Don’t touch it.”

He turned toward her, with a weakened voice, like he was out of energy, and told her he was taking it to the hospital. Before she could answer, Wes made Danny promise to tell the police what happened once they arrived, and that we would be at the hospital with the needle.

Next, he told his late, hovering security detail to keep the girl detained until the police came. At that point, I was still in a major state of shock and confusion. All I knew was that a complete stranger, clearly strung out on something, had just stabbed me with a needle full of blood.

I felt some sense of relief that she hadn’t tried to stab me with something else, but as I tried to settle my nerves with that thought, the sense that something was very wrong kept creeping in. 

Both of us were in a zombie-like state as we walked to his truck, and I tried to pretend I didn’t see him set the syringe in his floorboard. His effort to keep it out of sight, out of mind wasn’t working.

Hepatitis, syphilis, HIV. These are the things that came to mind on the drive over. When someone stabs you with a needle, you have to believe it was to pass something onto you. Why else would they do that?

I felt like the inside of my leg was crawling with a million infections. Even though I really couldn’t feel anything, I couldn’t stop thinking about it.

I wasn’t helping to settle Wes’ nerves either. He was sitting up, nearly hunched over the steering wheel in hard concentration. “It’ll be okay,” he kept saying, but I could tell he was thinking otherwise.

It was the story of our lives. Just when we were given a small amount of relief and hope, something else happened, as if to say, “No, Sophie, you really aren’t going to make it. No, Sophie, you really can’t defy fate.” 

I could go on and on with all the no, Sophies that kept whispering in my ear. But seeing Wes’ obvious concern, I just sat quietly. 

By the time we reached the hospital, I was holding back tears with every ounce of optimism I could muster. They ran several tests and held me for observation to make sure I wasn’t poisoned.

The room felt eerily cold, and Wes bundled me in a blanket in an attempt to make me feel more comfortable. It didn’t seem to help, and the time slowly ticked by.

Two long hours later, the news came. The preliminary tests on my blood came back negative for everything, but that wasn’t a surprise. I was told it could take weeks for any infection to show up.

The bad news came next. The initial screening on the blood inside the syringe tested positive for HIV. I can’t say it wasn’t expected. I half felt it traveling through me already.

As soon as the doctor told us the news, Wes turned to me and grabbed my face and said for the fourth or fifth time, “You’ll be okay.” And then with lightning speed he reached in his pocket, pulled out his cell phone, and left the room.

In his absence, the doctor explained how he was going to give me a shot to reduce my chances of contracting the virus by eighty percent and also put me on anti-viral medication as a precaution. Then he said that the blood in the syringe was going to be sent out for more comprehensive tests and I’d need to be tested every couple of weeks for six months to be sure of the final results.

As he was speaking, I watched as the rectangular lights in the ceiling began to distort. They were turning and turning and in them, I saw the moments Wes and I had already shared, mixed in with tainted moments from the future. Moments where our faces showed each other how much we loved one another, along with the fear that a virus was waiting and lurking to take my life. And if not the virus, then something else—an accident, a brick falling out of the sky. I mean geez, what else was I supposed to watch out for?

Just as I was falling back, hoping to find the pillow, my mom burst through the pale green plaid curtain. You can imagine. I got all the, “Oh, my gosh, what? Why? Who? Oh, my gosh.” I couldn’t explain, so I just lay down and covered my eyes, fighting back the tears. 

The doctor gave her the rundown and I knew that in addition to the stressing over my own future longevity, I’d have to suffer my mother’s freaking out.

After my discharge, she took me home. Wes came over after finishing up with the police statements. My mom went on and on about how she wished we’d moved when she suggested it a few weeks ago and that she blamed herself for not following through. I’d never seen her so angry and worked up. Then again, knowing her daughter could very well have a disease that would kill her was probably the worst news she’d actually had to live with.

We’d heard the doctor’s uplifting statements about how even if my blood did become infected, people can live long normal lives with medication. Not only did it not help her, it definitely didn’t help me. A “long” life wasn’t built into my future to begin with, and that made me fear that medicine wouldn’t be effective on me.

Maybe I’d catch a flu or something bigger to trigger and accelerate the disintegration of my immune system. My mom’s continued rant on our way into the house made things worse.

“Mom! Stop it, please!” I shouted. She stopped short, surprised. “Look, I’m sorry this is just something else for you to worry about, but did you ever think about how I’m feeling right now? It’s me who has to worry about what’s crawling through my blood. And it would be really nice if you helped calm me, but you’re making it worse.”

She stood, completely still and eyes wide. I don’t think it was what I said that stunned her. The concept wasn’t rocket science. It must have been how I said it. Like I was reprimanding a child. That’s what it felt like to me, which is why I wasn’t angry with her. I just wanted her to snap out of it.

She blinked once, slowly, then quickly several times. “You’re so right,” she said, her eyes tearing up, “I’m so sorry.”

She stepped toward me and pulled me in for an unfamiliar hug. She cradled me, and rocked me back and forth like a baby. “I just can’t help feeling like this is all my fault, but I know it isn’t. I know we can’t predict things like this. That’s what makes me frantic as your mother. But my goodness . . . my ranting won’t change anything. I’ve got to help you now, and I will. We will fix this.”

Her comforting words touched me, and I was glad for that, but deep down, I was calling for Wes. I’m not sure what my rationale was, but I felt and believed with certainty that Wes was the only person who could make everything all right.

And with that thought, I knew I was going to have to tell my mom the truth about everything. She needed to know exactly what I was up against.






Chapter 19
 THE PIECES OF THE PAST
 

My mom did her very best to appear normal, and I appreciated it more than she knew. It helped settle my nerves while I buried myself in end-of-year schoolwork. It also gave Wes and me some time to prepare our reveal to her.

After much discussion, we agreed that it would be a good idea to include Tom. Certainly, going from no one knowing about Wes to my mom and Tom knowing was risky, but we didn’t see any other way.

Wes had been around for years, but when it came down to it, we were both clueless, and Wes wasn’t afraid to say he felt like he’d let Amelia and Lenny down. It didn’t feel that way to me, but he was hard on himself about it. Add in the immense pressure he felt now and he was ready and willing to accept additional help. It wasn’t a decision we took lightly.

When the weekend came, I went over to his house to prepare. He took me into the library and I watched as he stood on a ladder and removed a handful of books, carried them down, and gently set them on the desk.

The bindings indicated they were standard encyclopedias. Quite old, they nevertheless looked boring. While he made his way up the ladder a second time, I paid more attention to the collection of other items on his desk.

There was a small lamp, a few neatly stacked pads of paper, an intricately designed paperweight, and a long, narrow box set precisely in an upper corner of the desk.

Wes was on his third trip up the ladder, facing a now-empty section of the bookshelf. I wondered what he was staring at, but I also wanted to see what was in the box, so I quickly pulled it close and opened it. Inside was a beautiful antique pen. It was brass with carvings painted green and gold, which wowed me, but what intrigued me the most was the tip. 

It wasn’t a standard ballpoint tip, but a sharp pointed nib. My eyes traveled back to the box, now understanding the purpose of the little jar resting in it. Like a moth to a flame, my hand took it out and before I could stop myself, I grabbed a notepad and began writing.

At first, I started with my name, and couldn’t believe how easy it was. And not only easy—my penmanship was actually neater. It was clearly my handwriting, but there was something about the way I had to angle the pen and write each letter with care that made the words look more elegant.

After the initial feeling of admiration, my breath caught as I realized I had no prior experience using a quill and real ink, but it seemed easy. Looking for someone to help me understand, my gaze traveled up to Wes, who was standing at the top of the ladder, watching me.

“I’m impressed,” he said.

I looked back down at the page, “Yeah, me too.”

He smiled. “If I didn’t know any better, I’d think you’d had practice doing that in another lifetime.”

“Ha ha,” I joked, but underneath the sarcasm was a strange sense of solemnity. It was as if I no longer felt like myself. I mean, who was “myself” anyway?

For the first time, I actually felt afraid to admit to exactly what my newfound skill signified. Circulating within my soul was Amelia. The weight of her existence suddenly felt heavy. 

I think before that moment I’d never truly believed it. I considered Lenny and Amelia to be parts of me, like a bloodline carried on. But now it was more than that.

“You can make it,” she urged, “You’ll be all right.” She was very much trying to be heard, and I tried to listen.

I dropped the pen and rubbed my eyes, unsure if it was a memory of her saying that to Wes, or if she was actually encouraging me. Whatever it was, I couldn’t crumble now. I directed my attention back to Wes and our current task.

Prior to coming into the study, Wes had told me he had more pictures and items from the past that might help my mother to accept the impossible. So now I watched as he jimmied lose the wall behind the empty section of the bookshelf.

“Can you take this?” he asked.

I walked over and he handed me a piece of darkly stained wood that was about three by two feet wide. It had been made to appear like the back of every other shelf.

Behind it lay hidden a fireproof safe from which Wes pulled a box.

“Gee, what’s in there? Photos of the Grassy Knoll?”

“That’s a good one, but no,” he said climbing down. “I wouldn’t be hiding those if I had them,” he winked.

Over on the couch, Wes prepared me for the shock of seeing myself in past lives. The first picture he took out was of Amelia in her uniform. She was amazingly intriguing. The photo looked like a nursing school photograph taken from the waist up. Her hair was parted on the same side as mine, but it was pulled neatly back without bangs hiding part of her face.

It was obvious that she was sitting with perfect posture and she wasn’t smiling, but something in the soft lines of her mouth told me that she was happy. And although the picture was black and white, the pale coloring of her eyes was still striking.

I sat speechless, still disbelieving what I already knew. How awkward is that? Looking back at me was another version of myself that seemed so similar, but so different at the same time. I felt her emotions as if they were my own, but I also felt her still warning me as if she were someone completely different. She seemed to say, “Don’t ever hold back.”

I shuddered and Wes pulled something else from the box. “This was the last letter she wrote to me.” He held it up preserved in a plastic sleeve.

Dear Weston,

 

Watching Dr. Thomas save you has been the most rewarding moment in my life. The thought of bringing this sickness to you breaks my heart more than staying away, so I am sorry to say that I will not be visiting you anymore. Your life means too much to me.

 

Please know that I am not afraid. I will die knowing that a gift has been given to the world and I trust that you’ll be vigilant in finding its meaning. You were not made what you are for nothing. Please find your purpose and know that I will carry my memories of you wherever my soul takes me.


 

With love forever,

 

Amelia

 

April 15, 1918

 

I looked at him, replaying Amelia’s words. His eyes were fixed on me with curiosity. How was I supposed to respond to this?

Reading just one letter, it was so obvious that she cared for him immensely. Even as she lay dying from the flu, she only wanted what was best for him. She believed he was special and had a purpose. That’s all that mattered to her. She wasn’t writing a drawn out letter about how she would miss him so much, wallowing in their possible separation. No, this was a selfless letter that made me feel ashamed.

What Dr. Thomas accomplished in saving Wes was nothing short of a miracle. It was the beginning of who knows how many medical breakthroughs, and Amelia never lost sight of that. As hard as it seemed to focus on that now, I wouldn’t lose sight of it, either. No matter what my own fears might be.

“Thank you,” I said.

He blinked for what seemed like the first time since I’d started the letter. “For what?” he whispered.

“For reminding me about what’s important.”

My shoulders fell softly and even though the corner of my mouth turned up into a soft smile, a look of panic touched his eyes.

“No . . . “ He shook his head, took the letter, and set it aside. “No, you are important.”

“No, you are important,” I repeated.

“Stop it. Right now,” he replied, grabbing hold of my face with his cool hands.

“Wes, please listen—”

“No,” he nearly growled, giving me a shake. 

“It’s not in the cards for me. It never has been.”

Frustrated, he let go of me and stood pacing. With his palms pressed over his ears, he started repeating, “I’m not listening to this.”

I jumped up, cutting short one of his determined strides.

“Please, Wes. I’m barely holding it together. I just don’t want to hope for the wrong thing.”

“Shut up, Sophie!”

My whole body flinched at the sharpness of his tone. That was the first time he’d ever spoken to me that way, and it completely shocked me.

“Wes.”

“No, you listen to me,” he said with his finger in my face, “I am not going to give up on you.”

I instinctively took a step backwards, hoping the distance would clear my head for a response. 

“But why does that make you angry?” I asked.

Sighing heavily, “Because, after everything we’ve been through, you’ve only made me fall for you more than I can practically stand, and now you want to give up on me.”

What?

“No, that’s not what I mean. I just don’t want to lose sight of the bigger picture. It’s not about me.”

“It’s all about you,” he countered. “Don’t you understand? I’ve done everything I can to carry on Dr. Thomas and Amelia’s wishes. But what about me? My whole life has been so lonely. So lonely. So if you care about me at all, you’ll stop talking about my purpose, and let me help you.”

A tear was about to fall from his right eye, but before I could respond, he stepped around me, leaving me alone in the study.

For several moments, my legs were too weak to move. I felt alone and clueless. This was madness. I was only eighteen. All of the pressure was catching up to me. We were just kids. The past didn’t justify me having to jump on a fast track to maturity.

I almost wished I could rewind time. Go back to that day in September when all I had to worry about was listening to my Zune and turning in my assignments on time. How stress-free my life was! But now? Meeting Wes, finding out about his secret, finding out about my past, surviving a kidnapping, making it through Wes’ own fiasco, and now, fighting the tick-tocking sounds of my life.

Not to mention the pressure of Wes and his purpose and trying to find out where “we” fit into it, or if there should even be a “we.”

Frustrated, I plopped back down onto the couch and closed my eyes. So much pressure in such a short time. So much. I wanted to cry. Why couldn’t things be normal?

Still, I couldn’t ignore the other new feeling I’d been experiencing. Love. Not just I-want-to-write-his-name-on-my-notebook love. Well, I’d probably do that, too, but bigger love. An I’d-give-up-everything-just-to-feel-it-for-one-more-minute love. A healthy love. Healthy because as much as I was willing to give up for him, I knew he’d give it all back and more.

I opened my eyes and exhaled a long breath. The box was still sitting on the couch, calling to me. The next picture I took out was of Amelia and Wes. It took my breath away. She was in her nursing uniform, leaning over the bed where Wes lay covered up to his chest in blankets.

He wasn’t smiling, but had a look of contentment that said, “I was having a good time with her until you interrupted. But okay, take your picture.” Amelia, on the other hand, was beaming. 

I turned it over and saw the date: Feb. 1917. Wow. This was right about the time Wes had said he was adjusting to his transfusion. Hot and cold flashes, time lapses. All of it foreign to him, and Amelia had been there, helping him through it, reading poetry and conversing. And oh, it was so clear that she adored him. I wondered if he ever knew how much.

I was sure he spent the next forty years second-guessing her feelings for him and wondering if he’d shown her enough appreciation for what she did for him. The wonder turned into a search for the next batch of photos.

I had yet to see any pictures of Lenny, but I knew without a doubt they would be in the box.

I sifted through a few envelopes that looked like letters from his mother and a few more pictures of him with his father when he was younger. Toward the bottom, I found the pictures I was looking for. Tucked the furthest away, suggesting that they were the most difficult for him to see, were those of him and Lenny. 

In the first picture, she was eating an ice-cream cone at what looked like a carnival. Her smile matched Amelia’s. Clearly, she was beyond happy. The next picture was of her and Wes, and it was obvious from the angle of her arm that she had taken it herself. Surely forcing him to join her in a picture. This time Wes was smiling, but in a laughing sort of way, and her smile was as thrilled as it had been in the first picture.

I pondered the photos of Amelia and Lenny. I knew Amelia loved Wes, that was obvious, but her excitement seemed to stem from his well-being. She was so happy he was alive.

Lenny’s smile was the same, but according to Wes, she didn’t know about his secret or his past. That only meant that her joy was strictly from being with him. No matter what her father forbade, she loved him completely.

I wondered what my pictures would look like. In the one I gave him for Christmas, taken of us at the bookstore by Dawn, I remembered being happy. But I don’t think I was as free-spirited as any of the young women staring back at me.

In my picture, I had been worried that he’d pick up on the purpose of the picture (one of his Christmas presents). Not to mention that it was early in our relationship. I was happy, but held so many reservations. I knew things Lenny didn’t, I told myself. That was why she looked so carefree. 

It wasn’t because I loved him less. It was because I was too busy worrying over everything. Just like now. I wanted more than anything to relieve my burdens and be happy, without fear. I wanted it so much, and knew we couldn’t get it without help. 

I walked through the house searching for Wes. He wasn’t upstairs, in the main area, or the kitchen. The next natural place to look would be in the basement, possibly swimming, but a gut feeling told me I’d find him in the dining room.

Sitting exactly where I thought, he was staring up at the abstract painting. I sat on his lap gently and kissed his cheek.

“I never could tell if this was a happy picture or not,” he whispered.

I sighed, not even needing to look at it, because I remembered it well. “Yesterday, it would have been sad. Today,” I turned his face toward me, “it’s happy.”

His eyebrows rose in response and his gaze searched mine. “Remember the old Sophie who told you that we can’t live in fear?”

He nodded, the bridge of his nose leaning into my neck. “Well, she’s back,” I said flatly.

He pulled back, looking at me. “And she’s not quitting.”

Before he could respond, I kissed him, pressing myself closer to his chest, so he’d know I wasn’t expecting a reply.






Chapter 20
 THE MISSING LINK
 

Two weeks after the girl attacked me, I tested negative again. It was a good sign, everyone said. To me, it didn’t matter. I was pretty much one hundred percent sure it would eventually come back positive, so I didn’t let myself get too relaxed. Instead, I focused on making sure I lived every day the way I wanted.

The following Friday night, Wes came over to explain our pasts to my mom and Tom, and I was a nervous wreck.

I’d dressed up like we were headed out for a first date and needed my mom’s approval. It was ridiculous, but how else do you mentally prepare yourself for something so huge? 

The doorbell rang at 4:30, which was way early. I knew he was anxious, but not anxious enough to arrive an hour early. My mom and Tom were already downstairs completely unaware of the bomb we were about to drop, but I figured they could answer the door until my sweaty palms calmed down enough. In less than a minute, I heard my name.

“Yes?” I yelled.

“Come here, please,” my mom called. 

I hadn’t planned on leaving Wes down there for long, but for her to call me as soon as he came in was weird. She’d at least offer him a glass of something first. “Coming!”

Downstairs, my mom was standing defensively in our foyer staring into the familiar faces of Officer Petty and Officer Wright. 

Perfect.

These guys were never going to go away. Maybe we should just invite them to this year’s Thanksgiving.

“Hey,” I said casually coming to a stop behind my mom. 

She turned, “Hey, Sophie, Officer Wright and Officer Petty have come to talk to us.”

“Okay,” I answered waiting for them to begin.

“May we come in?”

“Certainly.” My mom opened her hand, leading them to the living room. They knew the way.

We all sat down and the officers looked at Tom. My mom took the cue. “Officers, Tom is like family. He is welcome to hear whatever you have to say.”

They squirmed around in their seat uncomfortably, and then Officer Petty took the lead.

“Alright, Ms. Slone,” he cleared his throat. “We came by to let you know of some new developments in the attack on you.”

The sounds of the word attack sent a sharp sensation through my spine. 

Officer Wright took over. “The girl who attacked you is Mara Cooper. She’s Tim Walter’s girlfriend, and she’s been arrested.”

My mother gasped. “I told you that boy was stalking Sophie. I warned you guys and you didn’t protect her!” She began to stand up, but Tom held her back. 

“Gayle. Please. Let’s just listen to what they have to say.”

He darted them a cutting glare. “Officers can you please tell us why you’re here? You could have told us this over the phone.”

“Right.” Officer Petty regained the control. “Ms. Slone, we’re here to tell you that Mara is HIV positive.”

That news sort of came as a surprise for some reason. Maybe I had thought she bought the blood somewhere. I blinked in a slow daze, finding my thoughts drifting to her, feeling sorry for her too.

My mom looked at me. “That doesn’t mean you’re infected.”

“And, further investigation,” the officer continued, “determined that Tim Walters is also positive.”

My hand flew up to my mouth. Oh, my gosh. “No wonder his grandfather wanted to find a miracle medicine. He wanted to save Tim.”

“There’s more,” Officer Wright chimed in.

“What more?” my mom pressed. “What more could there possibly be?”

“Well,” Officer Wright continued, “I had a hunch that it didn’t end there. I figured that Tim wanted Mara to infect you, so that he could manipulate you from jail. So I started thinking about who else he may have wanted to manipulate, and Chase Chambers came to mind.”

No. I shook my head.

“Yes,” Officer Wright said. “We pulled his hospital records and Chase was also positive. We believe Tim shared needles with him on purpose. When Chase found out his status, he did whatever Tim said because he promised him he could eventually change it. We believe that’s also why he killed himself.”

“That jerk!” I gritted. “How rude.”

That seemed like such a lame comment, but that’s the first thing that came to mind. How dare he purposely spread something so horrible? That is the lowest of the low. That’s worse than murder. It’s not like he acted on impulse or rage. He purposely wanted to make other people suffer slowly. How awful.

“Yes, we agree. We just thought you should know.”

“Thank you.” My mom began to stand, and I was expecting Tom to hold her down again, but he didn’t. He let her practically sweep them out the door. That was her way of coping. In her mind, if she could get rid of them, then she didn’t have to dwell on the possibility that Tim single-handedly ruined the lives of several people, including possibly me.

I expected her to rant and rave after they left, but she just went and fixed herself a cup of tea and sat back down. She still looked tense until she inhaled the herbal scent coming from her mug. After taking a sip she closed her eyes as it went down. It seemed to be what she needed for the moment. 

“Sophie?” Tom asked, breaking the silence.

I broke away from watching her, “Yes?”

“There is a very good chance you will remain negative, and even if you don’t, we have an early start on making sure you stay healthy.”

He had no idea. “Thanks,” I replied, wishing Wes would hurry up. The idea of Tom and my mom knowing the truth was getting more and more appealing by the second. I could no longer stand them not having any idea that my test results were only a fraction of what lurked around the corner for me.

After another few minutes of awkward silence, Tom stood and said, “Well, Gayle, I’m going to help you start dinner. We might as well make the most of the evening and not let Tim have his way.”

My mom gave him a soft attempt at a smile and stood, “I’ll come with you. Sophie, do you want to help?”

Um. “Sure.” Why not?

Maybe I was buttering them up or just trying to keep my mind off of Tim. Whatever the reason, I was chopping carrots for the pot roast while Tom was peeling the potatoes. No one said anything. We all worked in silence, talking about the food only when needed. 

By the time my mom put the roast in the oven, it was time for Wes to arrive. I left the kitchen with Mom and Tom peeling apples for her homemade apple pie. Thoughts of how hard she was working to put together this meal made me consider waiting until after dinner to tell her.

When Wes pulled up, I met him on the porch and closed the door behind me. He hadn’t heard the news about Tim yet, so I wanted to tell him in private, hoping he wouldn’t flip.

“Hey,” I said, blocking his path to the door.

“Hey,” he leaned in giving me a quick kiss, “What’s up?”

“Nothing,” I said nonchalantly. 

He cocked his head to the side, “Sophie? Why are we out here?” His eyes slowly surveyed my front stoop.

“Well, there’s something I wanted to tell you before you went inside.”

“Okay.” He leaned forward with one brow raised, not forgetting to include his half smile.

I shook away the distracting thoughts. “Um, the cops were here again.”

“And?” he asked not surprised.

“And they said the girl who attacked me was Tim’s girlfriend and they are both HIV positive.”

He didn’t show surprise until I added the information about Chase being tricked by Tim, too. It immediately made me question his initial reaction.

“Wait a minute, you already knew that didn’t you?” 

“I didn’t know about Chase. But I knew about Tim.”

“What?!” I pushed his chest back with both hands. He gave way on his own. He was letting me have my rant, so I pushed him again, this time forcing him off the step.

“I just found out yesterday.”

“And you weren’t going to tell me?!” 

“I was going to tell you.”

“When, Wes, when?”

“I don’t know yet. I was trying to figure out what good it would do. You already have to deal with fearing the worst from your tests. I didn’t want you to have to worry about the reasons behind it.”

“What difference does it make? The reasons? I wish you’d stop making choices without me.” I went to turn back into the house, but he grabbed my waist and pulled me into a bear hug from behind, his cool breath close on my neck.

“Stop,” he whispered. “I’m sorry. I’m trying here. I’m not perfect, I don’t know what I’m supposed do.”

“You stop keeping stuff from me.”

“Okay, okay. I’m sorry.” He squeezed me securely.

“Wait,” I turned myself around, still secured to his chest. “How did you know?”

He let go of me with one hand to scratch his neck. 

“Wes,” I warned. “Tell me.”

“I paid him a visit.”

“What?!” I squirmed and this time he let go, knowing I needed to walk it off. I began pacing my porch and after a moment, I stopped in front of him. “Let me get this straight. You got upset because I got close to him and then you turn around and do the same thing?”

“I wouldn’t have, had he not sent that girl with that damn needle.” 

I don’t think I’d heard him curse before, so I knew he was mad. Of course he would want to confront Tim after what he did, even if it was risky.

“Alright,” I said, forcing myself to relax. “What did he say?”

“Well, he hadn’t heard if it was a success or not, because they’d arrested Mara and he hadn’t spoken to her. When I told him he’d made a mistake by sending Mara, he started laughing. He told me that now you’ll know what it feels like, and I pieced it together from there.”

“So then what?”

“I told him that he was wrong to assume it would work.”

“But, it did work.”

He shook his head. “No, it hasn’t. And I let him know that you’re negative and will continue to be. Then I told him that thanks to his new stunt, he will undoubtedly spend the rest of his life in jail, which is too bad, because when our cure for AIDS comes out, he’ll be rotting in jail.”

“Wait, what cure?”

He was silent.

“Wes, please tell me what’s going on. You’re making phone calls all the time, keeping information from me. Please don’t let me live every day wondering what you’re doing. You’re planning something, aren’t you?”

“Yes, I’m planning to do everything I can to make sure you live past nineteen.”

“You have the medicine don’t you?”

He crossed his arms. “No, not yet.”

“Not yet? What is that supposed to mean?”

“It means we’re missing something and it hasn’t been tested yet. But we’re close. And I swear to you, if you’re positive, it’ll be ready before you let out one cough.”

I shook my head. “This is crazy.”

“Yeah, well it’s what we’re faced with in this day and age, so we’ll deal with it.”

I liked the way he said that we’ll deal with it, and just as I was about to give him a hug as a peace offering, my mom opened the door. “Hey guys, why are you outside? The party’s in here.”

My body jumped at her interruption, suddenly even more aware of what news we were about to share. “I was just telling Wes about what the officers told us.”

Her nostrils flared at the memory and she rolled her eyes. “Right. Well come on in. Tom’s coddling is driving me nuts.”

Inside the living room, Tom turned on a baseball game and he and Wes talked with ease. I leaned against Wes’ shoulder with my feet kicked up on the sofa beside me. I was on the verge of complete boredom, when their conversation moved on to “The Big Red Machine.” They went on about the Cincinnati Reds leading the league in everything. My ears perked up when I figured out they were talking about baseball in 1976. Tom went on about how he and Wes’ dad had watched the world series at a bar and had a blast. 

Wes was completely relaxed talking about it and after a few minutes, I realized he was getting Tom to remember past moments on purpose. And it was then that I knew Wes wasn’t going to change his mind about telling his secret.

After dinner was ready, we all ate in the dining room and Wes continued soliciting Tom’s memories of his “father.”

Listening to them was fascinating because I was learning more about Wes through the stories of his past, but it was also hard for me to keep a straight face. The food was delicious, but I ate like a nervous mouse, because in a few moments, my mother would know, not only that her daughter had lived past lives, but that the future really didn’t look good.

Suddenly, I couldn’t figure out why I’d ever thought it was a good idea to tell her. She was horrible with stress. It made no sense. My mashed potatoes took a beating as my fork turned them into railroad tracks on my plate.

“Sophie, that’s a beautiful ring,” my mom appraised from the opposite end of the dining room.

My gaze snapped to my left hand. It was the first time I’d let my hand be openly seen and it couldn’t be missed. “Thanks,” I said putting it under the table, immediately remembering why I wanted her to know the truth. It was because I wanted to marry Wes and for her to understand why.

“Is it new?”

I looked at Wes, whose gaze was locked on mine. “Um, yes, Wes got it for me. It has a crazy story behind it. I’ll tell you about it after dinner if you want.”

A hint of realization crossed her face. “Oh, okay.” Her eyes narrowed at Wes a little.

Tom came to our rescue. “Well, how about we clean up this mess and have dessert in the living room?”

I stood up quickly. “Sounds good.”

“Let me help,” Wes said, and in the blink of an eye, the three of us had cleared out with our plates, leaving my mom just as she was starting to come out of her thoughts.

In the kitchen, Tom took my plate. “Sophie, I think you’re about to give your mom a heart attack.”

His assessment surprised me, so I gave him a confused look. When he smiled, I felt a sense of comfort that he was on my side. “You have no idea.” 

He laughed, “Well, let’s fix her a strong cup of coffee and a large slice of pie then.”

My mom busied herself with putting the dishes in the dishwasher and wouldn’t even make eye contact with Wes and me. Tom kept his promise and brewed the coffee and pulled the pie from the oven.

“Why don’t you go sit down, Gayle? We’ll bring in your coffee and dessert.”

She wiped her hands on the towel, tossed it on the counter, and nodded without a word.

“Yikes,” Tom said after she walked out.

“Yikes,” Wes repeated.

I gave him a hard look. “Don’t you chicken out.”

“I won’t. If you won’t.”

My mom ate her whole slice of pie in three bites and then buried her nose in her coffee cup. Her right leg was crossed over the other, swinging back and forth.

“Mom,” I started, “Wes and I have something to tell you.”

“Oh, no,” she said.

“Um.”

“You are not going to tell me that’s the kind of ring I think it is, are you?”

I cleared my throat. “Oh heavens, Sophie. You’re just a kid. And you.” She pointed her cup at Wes. “This is not the answer.” 

Answer?

“What answer are you talking about Mom?”

“You know, the answer. Look,” she uncrossed her legs and moved to the edge of the sofa, “I’m sure you feel terrible about what has happened Wes, but thinking about getting married is not going to change anything. Sophie needs to get through this without any crazy distractions.”

“Mom, hear us out.”

“Sophie.”

“Mom! Seriously, this ring is totally nothing compared to what we really want to tell you.”

“You are NOT preg—”

“Of course not!” I spat back.

She sighed, “Thank God.”

Tom scooted closer to her and started rubbing her back.

“No, it’s not that. It’s sort of worse and more unbelievable.”

“How is that possible?” she asked.

Wes and I exchanged glances. He took the cue and pulled out his stack of photos.

“Uh, we wanted both of you here, because we have a problem and don’t know how to solve it alone.” My mom started nervously tapping her heels, sending her knees into jackhammer mode.

Wes kept going. “What I am about to tell you is the truth, and no one else knows it but Sophie and me. I swore to my uncle that I would never tell another soul, but I’m about to tell you because we have no more options and I think it’s only fair.”

Her knees started to settle. 

“In 1916, Dr. Oliver Thomas was working on a serum that he hoped would cure the sick. A fifteen year-old boy was brought into him, bleeding to death. He was hemophilic and his blood wouldn’t clot. The only thing Dr. Thomas could think of trying was his special blood serum. No one knows about this serum, because he kept the ingredients secret. All I know is that alligator blood was in it, because of its antibodies. Somehow, Dr. Thomas knew something special was in that blood. 

“Anyway, he used the serum on the boy and the boy survived. Dr. Thomas was shocked that it worked, because it had failed on every other previous patient. After consideration, he figured out that it worked on the boy because his blood wouldn’t clot against the intrusion of the cold-blood.

“What happened next is what caused Dr. Thomas to destroy every bit of evidence leading to his serum. He believed that if anyone found out what had happened, the world would go mad, with people becoming more greedy and trying to alter the course of humanity.”

“I don’t get it,” my mom said. “What happened next?”

“Well,” Wes paused. “The boy he saved,” he put a picture of him lying on the hospital bed and Dr. Thomas standing next to him on the coffee table in front of her. “The boy he saved was me.”

My mom’s head snapped back in confusion.

“My name is Weston Wilson, and I was born on January 12, 1900. I almost died in 1916, but Dr. Thomas saved my life. Since then, I have only aged physically about three years.”

My mom started laughing nervously, but her eyes kept traveling to the picture. Tom’s mouth was hanging open. 

“That’s ridiculous,” my mom quipped.

“I swear it’s true,” Wes said.

“After my mom died, Dr. Thomas took me in as his nephew. When he died in 1958, he made me promise to continue his research in hopes of finding a cure for sickness without altering people.”

My mom shook her head. “I can’t believe this.”

She was in a state of shock and denial. At that point Wes knew he’d have to move on to Tom if my mom was ever going to come around, so he diverted his attention to him. “Tom, that would obviously mean that you never met my father. That would mean that the person you knew in college was me.”

Tom’s eyes stayed fixed on the picture and Wes kept talking. “We went to that bar for the World Series in 1976. I remember you dragged me there instead of letting me stay home to study. We’d only been there five minutes before your ex-girlfriend came up to you and threatened to tell the bartender we were there on fake IDs. You told her that you’d call her parents and fill them in on her relations behind your back with the fraternity brothers. That’s when she threw her drink in your face.”

“Your father could’ve told you that story,” he whispered, still staring at the picture of Wes and Dr. Thomas.

“Okay, how about the night I did your physics homework, because you’d made yourself sick with concern that you weren’t going to pass and your father was going to stop paying for your school.”

“Is this some sort of joke?” my mom interrupted. “Are you guys using this to take away from the fact that you think you want to get married?”

“No, we want you to understand why we want to,” I said.

“Well, what does any of this have to do with you, Sophie?”

“Because Wes has a purpose, Mom. He’s the key to finding amazing medical cures. All his life he’s been hiding a secret and hasn’t been able to trust anyone. And now, he can.”

“This is what this is about? You believe he is some sort of miracle person, so you want to get married? That makes no sense. I’ve heard a lot in my life, but this is nuts.”

Holding back tears, she turned to Wes. “You dragged Sophie into your insanity, put her in the face of danger from people connected to your crazy theory, and now you want to what? Fix it with a diamond?”

He shook his head. 

“Wes, show her the next picture,” I said. “Mom, there’s more to the story.”

“I can’t listen to any more.”

“Gayle,” Tom said putting his hand on her knee. “I want to hear the rest, and you should, too.”

“Fine.” She blinked quickly, trying to contain the wetness, and sucked in a breath.

I took over the story. “There was a nurse in 1916 who found Wes on the street, bleeding to death. She’s the one who took him to Dr. Thomas to save his life, and she’s the one who helped him get better afterwards. Her name was Amelia.”

I nodded to Wes and he put the picture of him, Amelia, and Dr. Thomas on the coffee table next.

My mother’s eyes focused and narrowed, and then her hands flew up to cover both sockets.

Tom snatched the picture. “What? . . . Is that?”

“Sophie, I gave birth to you, so if you expect me to believe you are aging slowly, you can cut it out right now.” Her head was shaking.

“No, Mom. I’m aging fine. That girl is Amelia.”

“Then what is this?” she pointed to the picture.

“We’re pretty sure it’s me in a past life.”

“Oh, my gosh.”

“Mom, listen. I have more proof. Wes fell in love with Amelia and when she died, he thought she was gone. But then he met Lenny in 1963.” I signaled to Wes to put the next picture down. The one of him and Lenny, and at the sight of that, she snatched the picture up, looked closely, and tossed it back on the table like it was on fire. 

“When Wes met her, he started to realize that maybe Amelia was reincarnated, and when she died, he waited and waited and when I hit him . . . “

“No way,” she still repeated.

I wanted to snap her out of her denial, so I raised my voice. “It’s true, Mom. I remember some things from Lenny and Amelia’s life. It’s me.”

“What? Why are you telling me this? You think this will make getting married all right? Even if it is true, why get married now?”

That’s when Wes and I took in long, deep breaths, knowing the kicker was coming.

“Because both Lenny and Amelia died when they were nineteen years old and Wes is worried it will happen to me, too. We want you guys to help us figure out a way to change it.”

With that, my mom threw her hands up and excused herself to her room.

Tom stared at me like a deer in headlights before blinking slowly. “Um . . . I’ll go talk to her.”

He left, and Wes and I stared at each other. “She’ll be okay,” he said.

“I’m not so sure.”

“We just dropped a lot on her. Give her time to think about it.”

“Right.” I plopped back on the couch and Wes positioned his arm under me, holding me close. “Did you see her face?”

His chest released a small vibration, “Yeah.”

“She’s freaking.”

“Yeah.”

Five minutes later, Tom came out and pointed to the pictures on the coffee table. “Your mother wants to see these again.” After picking them up, he left the room just as soundlessly as he’d tiptoed in.

Another twenty minutes after that, they both came out and sat in their same spots. I sat up, giving her my full attention.

“So what does this mean?” she said.

She was my mother, so I took the task of handling it from there. “We don’t know, but we think Wes was supposed to die in 1916, but he didn’t . . . for a reason. We think his purpose in life is to help others. And we think we are soul mates, and all we want is to fulfill his purpose and figure out how to help me live past nineteen. Mom, all I know is that I love him more than life and he loves me even more than that. I want to be with him all the time, which is why I want to get married. Especially if I’m going to die in six months.” She winced. “But more so, we wanted you to understand our situation and help us.”

My mom exhaled deeply. “Tom believes your story. He very much trusts that Wes is who he says he is. And if this is true, then I do not find it a coincidence that you could very well have a life-threatening disease right now. So that’s my number one priority. I can’t think about the rest.”

“I think I can fix that,” Wes said. “I’m more concerned of dangers and threats I’m not thinking of.”

“What do you mean you can fix it?” she asked.

“My lab is very close to finding a cure for AIDS. I’m hoping we’ll have it finished by the time Sophie would need it.”

Tom’s interest piqued. “How close?”

“Very close. We can’t get two ingredients to gel. We need another doctor who knows the ins and outs of mixing various antibodies.”

“I would love to help, but my specialty is optometry,” Tom said.

“I know.”

“There’s more,” I blurted out.

“More?” my mom breathed.

We told my mom and Tom about Wes’ abduction and the doctor who helped him escape. Wes told Tom he was very certain that the doctor could help, but the doctor didn’t know yet. When Tom questioned what that meant, Wes spilled the beans about how he thinks Dr. Carter is Dr. Thomas returned.

My mom’s jaw dropped. “You’ve got to be kidding me. So, what? Are there a bunch of reincarnated souls walking around?”

“I don’t know. Wes thinks it could be for people who didn’t get a chance to fulfill their purpose.”

Cutting to the chase, my mom sighed. “So, if you somehow get this Dr. Carter to work for your lab, then what?”

“Then, we perfect the medicine and test it on someone. It’s always hard to find the first trial tester because we don’t test on animals first, and this medicine could have fatal effects on the organs.”

Without thinking, I volunteered. “You can test on me.” 

“Absolutely not,” Wes responded.

“Why not?”

“Sophie. Did you hear the part about fatal effects? That’s something we’re trying to keep you from, remember? And you’re not even positive yet.”

“So let me get this straight,” Tom interrupted. “One hundred years ago, three people came together and discovered a miracle transfusion?” We both nodded. “And one hundred years later, we are one step away from a miracle medicine and the same three ‘people’ are here in the flesh again. And Sophie here could very well carry the virus that the medicine could cure. You don’t find that to be a coincidence?”

We hadn’t thought of it like that.

“So what are you saying?” Wes asked.

“I’m saying that the three of you are living for a reason. And it would probably be a good idea to get Dr. Carter to your lab.”






Chapter 21
 THE NEWS
 

The following week, Tom helped Wes think of a way to get Dr. Carter to work for him. The hardest challenge was figuring out a way to talk to him. He was, after all, working for the enemy.

Tom decided to stop beating around the bush and just call him, only to find out that his number had been disconnected. After calling around further, he was told Dr. Carter had been honorably discharged. Wes thought that was strange, and so did Tom, because there was no forwarding information at all.

Further digging found nothing. No trace of him at his home, nothing. Wes began to worry that either something happened to him or that he’d disappeared forever. I felt bad for Wes, because I could tell he had a lot riding on this, but he insisted he was fine.

While Wes was figuring out his next course of action, I studied for my finals, and my mom let Wes stay over until midnight. I guess you could say she was coming around.

She did have rules. No sex, obviously, and I had to keep my door open. I guess she also trusted that Wes wouldn’t try anything until my final results came back negative. She didn’t know he didn’t get sick, and we weren’t going to tell her. Wes was a gentleman, though, and he was so worried about his next move that he wasn’t even thinking about breaking my mom’s rule.

Every night, he lay with me as I thought about the past, the present, and the what-ifs. 

I tried to focus on all the good moments and when I couldn’t remember every detail, panic began to set in. If the what-ifs turned out badly, Sophie’s life would one day be forgotten. It was with those thoughts that I decided to buy a journal.

So much was happening so fast, I was afraid it would be over before I had a chance to really capture it all, or let Wes truly understand how I felt about him. So, in between studying, I began to write.

I started with how I’d felt the very first time I ran into him, on through practically every minute, not leaving out a single detail. If anything did happen to me, I wanted Wes to know how much he meant to me—Sophie.

And who knows, somewhere in my mind, I was hoping to document everything in case I did die and met him again someday. Maybe the journal would save him from having to repeat himself.

Most of my time was spent concentrating on the journal entries, but I did manage enough mediocre studying to pass my final exams. Considering that I’d waited for graduation forever, my feelings were a little anticlimactic. I was just glad to be done and was not in the mood for a big celebration, but my mom, Wes, and Tom surprised me with a cook out/mini-party with grilled kabobs. They’d invited the Healeys, which was a nice surprise.

In fact, the nicest memory of the whole party was when Danny took me aside to tell me how close he’d come to being like Chase. He talked about how Tim kept trying to get him to try the drugs, and the only reason he had declined was the needle. He admitted that at the time, his hesitation had nothing to do with catching anything. It was more to do with his dislike of being pricked. 

He’d been shocked to learn how Tim had almost put him in the same boat as Chase. Because of that scare, he said, he’d taken a close look at his life and wanted to make it better. He was taking school more seriously, helping out his dad more, and he’d even started dating someone.

I’d always liked Danny as a brother, and seeing him that day almost brought tears to my eyes because I knew he was going to have a nice future ahead of him, even if I might not.

That would have been enough to make it a good day for me, but Wes topped everything off with a graduation present. He waited until it was just the two of us in my room.

When we were alone, he sat at the foot of my bed and patted the empty spot next to him. “I didn’t forget about a gift for you, you know?”

I plopped down, “I told you not to get me anything.”

“You ought to know I never listen to you.”

I laughed, “Yeah, right. You always listen to me.”

“Not this time.”

“Wes.”

“What? I’d be an inconsiderate jerk if I didn’t get you anything on a day that is supposed to be special to you.”

“I thought we’d already established that you’re far from one of those.” I went over to my desk and picked up the white porcelain horse he’d bought me when he proposed. “Yeah, this pretty much solidifies your consideration status.”

He laughed. “Well, I got you something anyway.”

I thought about what it could be and was stumped. He’d already given me a gorgeous bracelet and a ring. I already had an awesome necklace of my own. “Okay, I give. What is it?”

“You have to sit down first.” I made a face. “I need to explain the gift.”

I sat and he pulled out a small rectangular box. “Now, this gift signifies the future.”

I took it and opened it quickly. It was a Coach wallet. I raised an eyebrow.

“Wes? I don’t get it.”

“It’s not the wallet, it’s what’s in it,” he clarified.

“Okay.” I unfolded it to reveal one Visa card with a fuchsia-colored rose design. I flopped it back shut. “Wes, money does not signify my future.”

“Shush!” he put his hand over my mouth. “It’s not money! It’s what I want you to do with the money.” His hand was still over my mouth. “I just added you as an authorized user. You always complain that my house looks like it’s not lived in. Well, you’re going to be living with me soon, and I want you to make it a home. Your home. 

“Buy china, furniture, paint, rugs, whatever else goes with girly. You have no idea how important it is to me to have my house be our house. So please, take the gift. For me, please.”

He still had his hand over my mouth, so I pulled it down. Then I smacked his arm. “Geez Wes, I swear, if I die, I’m going to turn into the most evil ghost in the world and haunt someone with a vengeance, for taking me away from you.”

“That’s not funny.”

“Well, stop making my life so darn perfect that I’m clinging to it with both arms and legs wrapped around you.”

“But I like your arms and legs wrapped around me.”

“Shut up, it’s not funny.”

“I’m not being funny.”

“You know what I meant.”

His smile turned serious. “Listen, we can sit here and debate it if you want, and I’ll live in a cold, dreary house forever if that’s what you really want.”

“Fine. You win.” I wrapped my arms around his neck. “Thank you.”

His gift did exactly what it was meant to, because no matter how much I tried to convince myself that I was not in a spending mood, I found myself looking towards the future. The next day, I was drawn to the computer, searching for a new comfy couch that might look good in Wes’ house. It was the perfect graduation celebration, and I made sure to capture it all in my journal.

After that entry, the pages were blank. What next? I was sitting at my desk with it open, wondering and wondering what would fill those pages, when the phone rang. It was the clinic. Nothing like hearing from the clinic to remind me that those pages may not like what’s written next.

“Hello?” I answered.

“Ms. Slone?”

“Yes?”

“Your results are in. You can come down any time to get them today.” 

I tried to figure out whether or not the receptionist knew the results when she called, but she always sounded like a recording. Maybe that meant this time was no different.

“Okay, thanks.”

Soon after I hung up with her, Wes called.

“Hey, you,” he said, “Good news.”

“Yeah, what’s up?”

“We found Dr. Carter.”

“You did?”

“Yes, well, we think so.”

“Where?”

“We found his father living in West Virginia. Dr. Lyon flew there yesterday and got him to help us reach Dr. Carter. At first he wouldn’t cooperate, but Dr. Lyon convinced him that he was in no way connected to the military and that we needed the doctor’s medical help. He eventually told Dr. Lyon about a small cabin in the middle of nowhere on some peak nearby. It had belonged to his late brother, and he told us we could find him there.”

“That’s great.” And I meant it, but couldn’t seem to stop thinking about the previous call, and as always, Wes picked up on my mood.

“What’s wrong?”

“Nothing’s wrong, yet. I just got called in for the latest results.” The last two had come back negative, but this time felt different.

He was silent a minute. “Wait for me. I’ll pick you up in an hour.”

“Well, wait. What are you going to do about Dr. Carter?”

“I’m going to fly out and convince him to come here.”

“When?”

“I was planning to go this weekend.”

“You can’t leave me again.”

“I’ll only be gone a day.”

“It’s not the day I’m worried about. It’s the distance. We said we wouldn’t be that far apart again.”

“You hate flying.” 

“I hate being away from you more.”

He was quiet for another minute, and I knew that was a good sign. He was weighing the pros and cons and when he started thinking, the pros always came out on top. Even so, the lingering silence had me worried.

“You’re not leaving me alone, Wes.”

“Okay.”

“Okay?”

“Yes. Okay. I don’t want to be far away from you anyway, and I think having you there will help Dr. Carter see why we need him.”

“Wow, that was easy.”

He huffed. “What? Am I that difficult? Just last night I was so amazing you wanted to cling to me with both arms and legs.”

“Whatever. You are not difficult.”

“Good. See you soon. Love you.”

Getting to go with Wes to West Virginia was good news. I honestly don’t think I could’ve managed another separation. Especially after the other news.

An hour and half later, I found myself receiving my latest results. It seemed like everyone’s eyes were on me from the moment we walked through the doors, including the other people in the waiting room. It was like they were trying to figure out how I’d gotten myself in the same predicament as they had. 

In addition to that, the nurse led me to a different room than usual. That’s when I knew the results were positive. The room was more comfortable and housed a TV. They made me watch a ten minute video about how to live a quality life with the virus. 

I could tell Wes wanted to sweep me out of there, but he went with the flow, holding my hand the entire time. It’s funny that I don’t remember much about how I felt during that visit. I was pretty numb and remember only glancing at Wes to see if I could read how he was taking it.

It was hard to tell. His face was stoic and all he did was squeeze my hand a little harder with each turn of my head in his direction. After we listened to an attempted make-you-feel-better talk, the doctor wrote me a prescription and let me go.

Finally alone in the car, Wes made me look at him and said, “I can fix this. I’m sure of it. It may take some time, but I promise you, I’ll fix it.” I forced a smile and the only thing I could think of to say was to ask him not to tell my mom yet. I didn’t want her freaking so soon.

He leaned over and kissed me assuredly, then nodded and put the car in motion. With all my other thoughts contained within me, I turned my head and looked out the window. It only took a minute before the tear in my right eye spilled over, leaving an impossible-to-ignore trail down my face. I casually wiped it away so Wes wouldn’t see it.





Chapter 22
 THE CLIMB
 

The next day was absolutely horrible. I was suffocating in my house and Wes was constantly on the phone with the lab doctors checking progress. The weekend couldn’t have come fast enough—I was itching to get away from the regular cloud that hung over me.

I could tell my mom believed the story about our past, because she was fine with me going with Wes to bring Dr. Carter back. Even though I was eighteen, graduated, and could pretty much do what I wanted, her approval was still important, because I hadn’t moved out yet.

Both Wes and I figured it would be better to take that step a tad slow with her. With all that was going on in the past weeks with my finals, his lab, and my status, living together now wouldn’t have been truly enjoyable anyway. So the plan was to get Dr. Carter on board to finish the formula for the treatment, test it on me, be cleared, get married, and voilà. Not too much to ask, right? I hoped not.

Wes picked me up early Saturday morning for our flight. Dr. Lyon wanted to come, but Wes insisted we would be fine. It still wasn’t clear how much Dr. Lyon knew about Wes, and Wes preferred to keep it that way. He trusted Dr. Lyon, but figured if he knew Wes’ secret and wanted Wes to know he knew, then he would’ve talked to him about it by now. Therefore, Wes decided to keep what was unsaid and unknown between them the way it was. 

He also thought it would be more intimate if Wes and I confronted Dr. Carter alone. That didn’t mean we traveled alone. Wes brought two of his security detail along for the ride.

I’d prepared my nerves for a regular plane trip, but when we pulled up to a small airstrip, which ran alongside a lot full of small planes, my stomach did a cartwheel. We were flying on a small jet? I didn’t even bother complaining, because it wouldn’t do any good anyway. It’s not like we could snap our fingers and be in West Virginia, and I wasn’t going to make a production about going to a “real” airport, so I went with the flow.

Let’s just say Wes knew it wasn’t easy for me and gave me lots of hand squeezes and shoulder rubs.

We landed at the Charleston airport in West Virginia at 12:30 EDT and rented an SUV for the expected hour-long drive to the cabin. If nature was ever speaking to me, showing me its beauty, it was during the drive from the airport. Unbelievably beautiful mountains. Hills and valleys, up and down, around and around. The road just kept going, winding over, through, and down and back up again. 

I was amazed at how it looked like people had literally carved a valley out of the mountain to make way for a road. How long would it have taken for something like that? Mile after mile of road intruding through rocks and trees. It was fascinating and intimidating at the same time. 

My gaze fixated on the rocks when we passed a Watch for Falling Rocks sign. Most people probably wouldn’t think twice about a sign like that. But me? I couldn’t help feeling like if one would fall on anyone, it would be me. The paranoia didn’t stop there.

Just when I’d settled my concern about the rock warnings, my peaceful thoughts were interrupted by tractor trailers zooming past, threatening to swipe us right off the side of the mountain.

And to top it off, we kept passing signs for little turn offs here and there labeled Runaway Ramp.

“What is that for?” I asked. It was a narrow uphill ramp that was just off the road with a huge pile of sand at the end.

Wes leaned over to peek out my side window in time to see where I was pointing.

“That’s for the trucks. If they can’t stop on the downhill, they can go over there. It’s a safety measure.”

“Alrighty, then,” I replied, suddenly hoping there weren’t any more trucks barreling behind us as we began another decline with a sharp turn around the mountain.

“How much further?” I asked.

The driver, one of Wes’ security detail, filled us in. According to his GPS, we had twelve more miles to go. That wasn’t too far, so I blocked out the fear of passing eighteen-wheelers, and concentrated on the mountains.

What was so captivating was that the mountains in Virginia had houses every now and then. These mountains just seemed to be trees and more trees. I saw hardly any broken patches for houses. It was literally like there was nothing but nature, mile after mile. 

About twenty miles east of Charleston was a small turn off with one gas station on the corner. From there, it was practically straight up with a few curvy bends. My ears were going nuts from popping.

“What on earth would Dr. Carter be doing out here?” 

“Well, Dr. Lyon said his father wouldn’t give up his location easily, so my guess is that he doesn’t want to be found.”

“Of course,” I replied sarcastically. “So I take it he doesn’t know you’re coming?”

Wes shook his head and squeezed my knee for comfort.

Our conversation was limited in the car due to our company, who didn’t know anything beyond needing to protect lab owner and heir Weston Wilson III. I couldn’t just come out and ask, “So are we going to knock on his door and explain, ‘Hi it’s Wes and Amelia, remember us?”

This was going to be interesting.

Eventually, the SUV slowed and veered onto an even narrower road, heading straight up.

“Imagine what this is like in the winter time. No one is going up or coming down if it snows.”

Thinking about that predicament gave me flashbacks of Virginia. I shook my head and shuddered.

The further we climbed, the denser the woods became. It was absolutely beautiful, but I couldn’t imagine someone having a house up there. 

Wes leaned over to look out my window. 

“I’m sure it’s exactly what you see on your side,” I joked. “Trees.”

He laughed. “Well, that explains why he has no telephone.” He checked his cell phone, “Or cell signal.”

“Great. So we don’t have any way to contact someone in case of an emergency?”

“We won’t have an emergency, and if we do, that’s what these nice gentlemen are for.” He patted both of them on their shoulders.

“Seriously though. There are no phones up here?”

“I’m sure there are, but Dr. Carter’s father said their cabin just didn’t have one.”

“Of course,” I sighed.

“So what’s our game plan?” I whispered, suddenly, wishing I’d thought about hashing it out on the plane, instead of being too busy concentrating on relaxing my nerves.

“We’re going to wing it,” he said with a wink.

About fifteen minutes later we slowed to a stop in front of a narrow gravel driveway.

“This is it?” Wes asked.

The driver nodded. “Looks like it.”

We surveyed the area and saw a Private Property sign next to the driveway. The entrance was blocked by a chain stretching between two trees on opposite sides of the driveway.

“Looks like we’re not invited,” I said.

The driver got out and checked the chain. “It’s locked.”

“Looks like you might be right,” Wes agreed.

“So what now?”

Wes looked around and unbuckled his seat belt and then undid mine. “We walk,” he answered, flatly.

“Walk?”

“Yes. It’s obvious he doesn’t want anyone driving up there.” Wes hopped out of the car and came around to my side. “Come on. We’ll walk and they’ll keep the car here.”

“No, Sir, we stay with you.”

“No. We’ll be fine. Just stay here and wait for us to return.”

It was daylight, so they didn’t argue much, but they did give Wes one of their earpieces so they could communicate. He stuck it in his pocket, promising to alert them if we needed them.

Having no idea how long the driveway was, we headed hand-in-hand up the narrow, winding, gravel entrance. I was amazed that we still seemed to keep going upward. “How high are we anyway?”

“I have no idea, but we should be there soon.”

“So can we talk about the plan now?”

“There is no plan.” He pulled me to him and put his arm around my shoulders. “I told you. We’re winging it.”

“Wes, I know you have a plan of some sort.”

“Sophie, I just brought some pictures of the past—the same ones I showed your mother— and then we’ll see. I mean, I never planned for this day. Never in a million years did I think I’d see him again.”

“But you saw me.”

“Yeah, I did. Maybe you two should stop stalking me.”

I smacked his waist. “Right, then where would you be? No lives to save, no pressure to cure the world? How boring.”

He laughed and kissed my forehead. “I love you, you know?”

I reached up and kissed his mouth in the kind of stress-free encounter I’d missed over the past few weeks. It felt like it was just the two of us, walking on a perfect day with no worries, even if only for a moment.

About a quarter of a mile further, the narrow driveway opened up to a small clearing. At the far end, at what seemed like the edge of the mountain, was a tiny, dilapidated log cabin. An old, lonely Jeep Cherokee Classic sat in the yard to the left, covered in leaves.

“Are you sure this is the right place?” I asked.

He took a deep breath. “We’ll see.”

He unwrapped his arms from around me and took the lead up the creaky porch steps.

“Stand behind me,” he said.

Before I could question why, the front door cracked open and the barrel of a shotgun crept out. A steady hand pointed it right in Wes’ face.

“What do you want?” a voice called from behind the door.

Wes shifted me further behind him and I buried my forehead in his back not wanting to cause us to move an inch. “I’m looking for Dr. Evan Carter.”

“What for?”

Wes’ voice was calm and steady. “I’d like to talk to him. It’s Weston. Weston Wilson.”

“You’re a fool for coming here,” the voice replied. 

Apparently, Wes recognized it. He spoke directly to him. “Dr. Carter, I just need a few minutes of your time. Please.”

The door creaked open, and Dr. Carter’s voice rose in irritation. “I risked everything for you and you walk up here like you’re out for a Sunday stroll?”

At that point I felt Wes put his hands up in submission. “I’m not out for a stroll. I’m here to answer questions I know you have. I brought a friend. We’re not here to cause you trouble. Now please point that thing somewhere else.”

It was quiet for a minute and then I heard Dr. Carter ask if we were alone.

“No, I have two guards waiting for me at the end of your drive. After what happened in Virginia, people are understandably on edge about my safety. But I told them to stay put and wait for us. I just want to talk to you alone.”

Another minute of silence followed. “Who’s your friend?”

“Can you point the gun somewhere else?”

“Fine, now who is your friend?”

With that question, Wes turned himself enough to take hold of my elbow and he guided me into view, still standing between us. “This is Sophie.”

I raised my head and shook the bangs out of my face, completely nervous as to what I might feel at the sight of him and vice versa. As soon as I saw him, my breath caught. Wes was right. This was the same man. A crooked nose and different hair, but I recognized those eyes from the photo. At least that’s the way I think I recognized him. It wasn’t like I was having memories of 1916. I believed it was from the pictures of Dr. Thomas when he was younger, and seeing him now was beyond strange.

I was processing all of my thoughts about him and his young, thin appearance when it dawned on me that he hadn’t blinked one time. He just stood staring at me and then shook his head quickly like he had a headache.

“What’s wrong?” Wes asked.

“Nothing,” he said not looking back at me. “I just thought I recognized her from somewhere, but I don’t.”

“You might,” Wes responded quickly.

“What?” Dr. Carter asked confused. 

“May we come in?” Wes asked without answering. “It’s important.”

After a moment of deliberation, he let us in.

Once inside, Dr. Carter locked the door behind us and led us into a kitchen/living room combo. There was a navy blue and maroon tweed sofa and two mismatched recliners with knitted throws draped over their backs. To the right was a cast-iron woodstove and the kitchen was off to the left. I didn’t see a dishwasher, or microwave. Only a small sink, refrigerator, and counters with open shelves beneath them. 

It was cozy, but instantly I thought again about why he was staying here. There was no TV or any obvious sign of entertainment. This was a place to get away and clear your mind. Or hide.

Wes and I sat next to each other on the sofa and Dr. Carter sat in the chair closest to me. He looked tired and frustrated. Wes picked up on the same thing I did. I couldn’t tell if it was part of Wes’ ability to sense the mood of others or if it was the constant circular motion of Dr. Carter’s ankle as it rested on the knee of his other leg.

Either way, Wes took charge. “Are you all right, Dr. Carter?”

Waving his hand dramatically, Dr. Carter sighed. “Well, let’s see, I served in the military for twelve years, gave them my all, and because they suspected me of sabotaging their capture of you, which I did, they discharged me, and then tried to kill me.”

Wes scooted closer to the edge of the couch and perked up. “Tried to kill you?”

“In so many words, yes.”

“Because you resigned?” Wes asked.

“I didn’t resign. They forced me to. And then, let’s just say I’m smart enough to know when I’m being set up for an accidental death.”

Wes thought for a minute and then huffed. “Well, I guess it shouldn’t surprise me.”

“I guess not,” Dr. Carter responded. “So Mr. Wilson, why don’t you explain to me why you are so important that they would be willing to kill for you?”

“I don’t think it’s about me. It probably has more to do with keeping their operation a secret.”

Dr. Carter nodded slightly. “Don’t suppose I’d argue with you on that.”

Wes smiled, then took on a more serious expression and cleared his throat. “The thing is Dr. Carter, they think I have the secret to unleashing the success of their experiments, but what they don’t know is that I am the secret.”

My head jerked toward Wes and my eyes widened. I wasn’t so sure it was such a good idea to just come right out with it. I was hoping he would earn some trust first. Wes patted my knee as a calming measure, and then took out the envelope with the pictures in it.

“I’m not following,” Dr. Carter murmured.

From there Wes went into the same story he’d told my mom and Tom about the boy who was saved in 1916, but he didn’t show him the pictures and it took me a minute to figure out why. Because the picture was of Wes and a young Dr. Thomas. Wes hadn’t dropped that bomb on him yet, so he just kept telling the story. Dr. Carter stared at Wes the entire time he spoke.

“I’ll be damned,” he said when Wes was finished explaining the success of Dr. Thomas’ transfusion. “You’re not kidding are you? That’s why I couldn’t put the needle in you?” He dropped his head as if trying to remember it all. 

“No, I’m not kidding you. You’re familiar with Dr. Thomas’ research aren’t you?” Wes asked.

“I am. Of course. But I had no idea his early experiments worked.” He looked baffled.

“Have you seen pictures of Dr. Thomas?”

“Um, well yes. I’ve studied his work.”

“How old was he in the pictures?” Wes asked back.

“I have no idea. I think they were from the 1950s. He was in a feature on hemophilia.”

“So he would’ve been older?”

As if a light bulb in another part of his brain went off, he ignored Wes’ question and asked another, looking directly at me. “Wait a minute, how many people know about this?”

Wes’ voice interrupted Dr. Carter’s trance-like stare, “No one else until recently, but there’s more.”

One of Dr. Carter’s eyebrows rose in anticipation.

Wes arranged his thoughts for just a moment and then continued. “I’m the only one who ages slowly and lived this long, but by some miracle, both Dr. Thomas and Amelia have returned.” He paused. “Reincarnated.”

A soft cough escaped Dr. Carter. “Reincarnated?”

“Yes.”

“So where are they?” Dr. Carter asked, skeptically.

I felt myself lean into Wes to offer support and also brace myself for what was coming next. I remembered how Wes first told me about the past, and my first thoughts had been that he was insane, but he has a way when he talks. There is an inclination to believe him.

“Well?” Dr. Carter prompted.

With a little bit of hesitation, Wes put one photo face down on the coffee table and slid it over to him. “This is a picture of me in 1916 beside Amelia and Dr. Thomas. It was taken right after the transfusion.”

Dr. Carter stared at the backside of the picture for a minute and then reached over to pick it up. My nerves were in knots as he turned it over. As soon as he saw it, his eyes narrowed and then he dropped it onto the table and flung himself backwards into his chair.

His head was shaking back and forth, fighting the belief of what he saw.

“What kind of joke is this?”

For the first time, I spoke up. “It’s not a joke, Dr. Carter. I didn’t believe it at first either, but it’s true. If you think hard enough, you’ll remember something. Little things that might not make sense without knowing what memories they are, but you’ll see. It’s true.”

“I don’t believe you.” His voice was flat and he stood up and made a beeline for the back porch. Wes went to stand and I held him still. “Just leave him alone. He needs some time to think about it.”

“How much time?”

I weaved my arm through Wes’ to hold him close. “I don’t know. But he’ll be all right.”

“I’m not sure, Sophie. Maybe this was a bad idea, coming here.”

I shook my head. “No, you did the right thing. He needed to know. Why else is he back? Dr. Thomas would be livid if you didn’t let him know.”

He sighed and took a few relieved but still worried breaths. I rubbed his back, hoping to calm him for once.

“I’m glad you came,” he said.

“Me, too.”

A whole hour went by and Dr. Carter stayed out there. It had actually begun to get dark and Wes was concerned about getting back to the airport. “I should check on him,” he offered.

“No. Give him a little bit longer. He’ll come back when he’s ready to ask questions.” I had no idea if that was true or not. I just remembered how I felt when trying to reconcile the fact that Wes was a hundred years old. All I wanted to do was think about it alone, and after several hours, I remember being ready to talk to him.

“I’ll give him another half-hour, and then we have to get going.”

“Okay.” After another five minutes, I decided I was thirsty. “Do you think I can get myself a glass of water or something?”

Wes laughed. “I guess. What’s he going to do? Come inside?”

“Maybe I should get you one too, then,” I smiled.

I found an unopened bottle of water in the fridge and drank almost half of it before Wes gulped down the rest. The waiting was getting old, and I was about to start the complaining when Wes put his index finger over his mouth.

I looked around for Dr. Carter, but he wasn’t coming.

“What?” I whispered.

“Shh.”

He turned his ear toward the window.

“A helicopter is coming.” He stood up. “They’ve found him. I’m not taking my chances with another one of those. We have to go, right now.”

“What if he called them?” I started to panic.

“No phones up here remember?”

He hustled up to the door and banged his fist on it. Wes didn’t get worked up very often and seeing him like this was making me nervous.

“Dr. Carter, we have to go now.”

A second later Dr. Carter appeared, looking terrible, tired, and worn down.

“Dr. Carter, I have very good hearing, and I can hear a helicopter coming. I don’t need to remind you what happened the last time I heard one of those. I’m not staying, and given what you’ve already told me, I wouldn’t recommend you staying either.”

“I’m not going anywhere.”

“Suit yourself.” Wes went to turn away and then stopped and leaned toward Dr. Carter. “If you believe anything that I’ve told you, please keep it to yourself. All you’ve ever wanted was to cure people and this secret would do more harm than good.”

He grabbed my hand and pulled me toward the front door hastily.

“Wait!” Dr. Carter called.

We both turned. “If that helicopter is coming here, it can’t be good. I haven’t told anyone where I am.”

“Looks like you have a choice to make then. Stay or come with us.”

Dr. Carter took too long to decide for Wes’ liking, and he turned us back toward the door. I still couldn’t hear the helicopter, but I could sense it was coming closer as Wes was wasting no time.

“Fine. I’ll come.” 

Wes squeezed my hand at the blissful sound of Dr. Carter’s words, but then quickly reached for the door.

Dr. Carter pleaded, “Just let me get some things.”

“We don’t have time.”

“Okay, okay.” Like a maniac, he grabbed a duffle bag, threw some items in, including a journal, and hurried up behind us.

As soon as we hit the gravel driveway, the darkness ahead of us consumed the path. “Do you have a flashlight?” I asked.

“No. We can’t use one anyway. They’ll see it from the sky.”

“Okay,” I said, feeling unsettled. We started walking, but it seemed like we were missing something else. “Wait!” I grabbed his arm. “Your picture.” His eyes widened. “You can’t leave it,” I said panicking.

Wes only paused for a second before realizing I was right. We could not risk those guys getting a hold of a century-old picture of the three of us. Our secret would never be safe.

“I’ll go,” he said, stepping away.

“No, please−”

“I’ll be fine.”

Before I could even respond, Wes took off in a jog toward the house.

Instinctively, I took a step to follow and Dr. Carter took hold of my elbow. “No, stay out of sight. He’ll be fine.”

Seconds felt like minutes and although I couldn’t hear the approach, it felt like the helicopter was hovering right over me, shaking every nerve in my body. My eyes squinted trying to see movement in the house, but everything was too dark. A sudden cool breeze tickled my spine, and I shuddered. What’s taking him so long? Just then a dark shadow approached from the tree line, and Dr. Carter and I jumped. 

“It’s me,” Wes whispered taking hold of my hand and pulling me down the drive.

“Geez, you scared the crap out of us.”

“Sorry, I wanted to stay out of sight.”

“What took you so long?”

“I thought it would be wise to close the windows and dispose of the open water. Now let’s get out of here.”

Even though the trees hovered over the driveway, nearly creating a tunnel, Wes instinctively moved us right next to the tree line. It occurred to me, then, just how close they were. 

Wes pulled me by the hand too fast for my comfort and led me down the long driveway that brought us there. About ten yards into it, he took out his earpiece and radioed down to the guards that we were coming and to turn off all the car’s lights.

“Are you sure you hear something?” Dr. Carter asked, seconds after Wes put the earpiece back in his pocket.

“I’m sure,” he said.

Within moments, we could hear it, too. The sound of it brought memories flooding back and I wrapped my arms around Wes’ waist. Oh, my goodness. Please don’t happen again. Oh, my goodness. I kept repeating those words to myself hoping not to experience another separation, or worse.

“Maybe they just want to talk to me,” Dr. Carter said, breaking my thoughts.

“Maybe,” Wes replied, still hurrying us along.

“Somehow, I don’t think so,” Dr. Carter responded.

Neither do I, I thought.

We reached the SUV in half the time it had taken us to reach the cabin, and Wes suggested we sit and wait.

“But the whole point was to get away from here right?” I complained.

“I just wanted to get away from the house. Luckily, Dr. Carter had the driveway blocked off, so we couldn’t park near the house. They won’t see us unless we turn on the headlights. I say we wait until they leave.”

He had to be kidding. “So we just sit here in the dark and hope no one notices?”

“I think that’s a good idea,” said Dr. Carter. “And that way, if they leave, I may be able to return to get some things.”

Wes didn’t respond and I took that to mean Wes thought that was a bad idea. The air around us was completely still until the helicopter descended and then the ground seemed to vibrate. Luckily, the helicopter approached the house from the east and didn’t pass over us, so we were safely hidden.

We couldn’t tell what kind of helicopter it was, but given the way it hovered right above the cabin, we could only assume it was military. “These people get around, don’t they?” I tried to joke.

No one laughed, but Wes said, “Yeah. Looks like it.”

We sat in silence for a while after that. And then the air around us tensed.

“Shit. Do you see that?” the driver shouted, getting out of the car and pulling his gun from his holster. Wes jerked up and leaned out the window searching the darkness. 

“Son of a—”

“What?” I cut him off.

“Oh, my God.” Dr. Carter croaked.

“What?” I leaned over to look out of Wes’ window.

Through the trees was a glow of yellow, orange, and red, growing taller by the second. 

“His house is on fire!” I shouted.

Wes opened his door and stood. “Get in the car, Stephen.”

Stephen, with his gun still by his side, must’ve realized shooting a burning cabin wouldn’t get us anywhere, so he complied with Wes’ order.

Once we were all back inside, Dr. Carter started reeling off how completely out of line this was. All I could think of to say was, “I’m sorry.”

“Well, it looks like I won’t be going back there. Such bastards,” he hissed.

Wes piggy-backed on my apology and Dr. Carter was about to say something when Wes shouted, “They’re coming. We need to get over more. Right now. No lights!”

All the guys jumped out of the car and started pushing it further off the road. They didn’t want to use the brakes, so they eased it over into the tree line as much as possible before letting it stop on its own. We were so far into the ditch that I wasn’t sure how we would get out, but it didn’t matter. Not with the helicopter approaching.

“What are they doing?” I asked.

“They’re just circling the property to see if they missed anything.” Dr. Carter’s voice was hard and angry. “It’s standard procedure on a mission like this.”

The louder the hum got, the more the ground vibrated. I ducked my head into Wes’ shoulder unable to look.

“Just stay calm. They can’t see us,” Wes assured.

I hoped to goodness he was right, because our situation was getting too intense for me. The two guards sitting in the front cocked their weapons and I thought it seemed pointless until I heard Dr. Carter cock a gun of his own. Then I froze completely. I was surrounded by loaded weapons and a hovering aircraft with a dirty mission and I was unable to do anything except breathe.

Somewhere inside I have always wondered, what if people knew about Wes? Would they actually go nuts if they knew it was possible to live forever? 

A few times I’d questioned why Dr. Thomas and Wes had covered up the discovery. Questioned how they lacked trust in the human race. But not anymore. If these people were willing to kidnap Wes, possibly even kill him, commit arson, and attempt to kill one of their own, all because they wanted to create a performance-boosting drug for soldiers, then there is no telling what people would do for a chance at immortality.

I shuddered.

After what seemed like the longest fifteen minutes of my life, the helicopter circled one more time, closer to the cabin, then disappeared. All of us seemed to exhale at the same time. Once we were sure they were gone, we made our way down the mountain, leaving behind Dr. Carter’s refuge burning on the mountaintop.

It wasn’t until we reached the highway that we saw an emergency vehicle headed to a lost cause. By then, the blaze could be seen by anyone glancing up the mountainside.






Chapter 23
 IN THE WIND
 

We didn’t land until one o’clock in the morning, and I was ridiculously sleepy. We’d hardly spoken during the flight. Even Dr. Carter had holed himself up in a window seat and remained quiet.

Wes dropped me off and took Dr. Carter back to his house. I wondered what they would talk about, but was too tired to come up with any theories, so I just went straight to bed.

I slept until eleven on Sunday and Wes still hadn’t called, so I assumed he was busy with Dr. Carter. Not wanting to fret, I got myself dressed and went downstairs to start my day with something to eat. My mother was in the kitchen hovering over papers on the table.

“Hey Sophie, come here. I thought you might like these.”

“Aren’t you going to ask how the trip was?”

“Oh, I already know. Tom talked to Wes this morning. That’s great news, now look.”

Wes must’ve given Tom the abbreviated, no-fire version. I walked over, still a little groggy-eyed. Spread all over the table were bridal magazines.

Wow. Ask me if I’d thought that in a million years my mother would be like this after I told her I wanted to get married so young, and I would have said not . . . a . . . chance.

“Sit,” she ordered.

I plopped down, feeling oddly heavy. It did feel good to see her so excited and supportive, but there was no way I could think about that now. It wasn’t worth it to hide my test results anymore. I’d rather see her freak than to pretend everything was bliss at this point, so I just came right out with it.

“Mom, my results came back positive.”

Her mouth opened to say something and then she shut it quickly, instead deciding to jump up and come over to my seat.

She grabbed my face, “I’m so sorry, honey.” Then she hugged me. “You shouldn’t have to go through this. It’s so not fair. You’ve never done anything to hurt anyone, and it’s just not fair.”

I couldn’t imagine any kind of sickness being fair to anyone, but I understood where she was coming from.

“I’ll be okay.”

My mom hugged me for a long time and then pulled back. “It makes me feel good you guys got Dr. Carter. Tom’s confident there will be a cure.” I smiled and she refocused. “Well, it looks like you need to get your mind off of things, so how about we look at the magazines together?”

I shook my head. “Mom, I can’t even think about a wedding now.”

“Why not?”

“What do you mean why not? Didn’t you hear me? I don’t want it to be tainted by thoughts of dying.”

“You’re not dying,” she said.

“Doesn’t matter, Mom. When I marry Wes, I don’t want any fearful thoughts going through my mind at all.”

“Sophie, Dr. Carter is back now, and you can rest assured that they are all going to work around the clock for a cure. And what are you going to do while they work on it? Nothing. So why not try to focus on something positive?”

I thought about it for a moment. She had a point. What was I going to do? The last thing I wanted to do was hang out at the lab and watch horseshoe crab thingys be drained of their blood. Still.

“Mom, I don’t even want a wedding. I just want to be married. No production. You know I don’t like you spending money on me. It’s completely unnecessary.”

“I’ve already thought of that. I know you’re anti-production, so we can plan a very small one. I don’t care. Anything, as long as you can experience a wonderful day.”

Her eyes started tearing up, which automatically caused me to sniff.

“You don’t have to do this, Mom.”

“Yes I do. I’d be the worst mother in the whole world if I didn’t support you in this.” A few silent tears began to fall and she quickly wiped them away. “I mean hell, it’s the most ridiculously romantic story I’ve ever heard and I’ll be damned if you don’t end up happy in the end.”

I grunted, wiping away my own tears. I was mad at her for making me yearn for the happy ending so badly, but at the same time I loved her for believing in it.

I let out a submissive laugh. “Alright, you win. What do you want me to look at?”

She smiled happily, considering the fate we were up against, and then pushed a magazine in front of me. 

“I was thinking you would want to do it at an intimate place, but you’ll still want a dress. Look through here and see if you like any. Then maybe we can go to some boutiques this week and look around.”

Watching her flip through the magazine made me realize that she needed something to focus on, too. And not only that, she needed to plan this because, as a mother, she deserved the opportunity. If something were to happen to me, it wouldn’t be fair that she was robbed of this moment.

A soft smile touched my face and I shifted my gaze from her to the pages. I had never once thought about a dress. Wanting to marry Wes and actually marrying him were two different things. I just wanted to be attached to him forever. To blink my eyes and officially call him mine. And if that didn’t work, then sign a paper or something. The process wasn’t ever what mattered to me.

Now, I was looking at dresses, considering the production. I knew right away that I wouldn’t be able to completely avoid a ceremony, thanks to my mom, but I could at least make it as simple as possible while still giving her the moment she deserved.

It took thirty seconds or less for me to decide on a location. I wanted to do it at the Overlook. It was the place I’d met Wes to demand how he’d fixed my car after I hit him, and it was there that I knew I wanted him more than sanely possible. It was a beautiful place in the daytime and it would be simple, but meaningful.

My mom also thought it was a great idea, and with the place decided, we agreed to find a simple, but flowy dress. I imagined one that would look plain until it blew in the wind. I’ll admit, my excitement began to build, but I didn’t want to set the date until I was either rid of my new disease or resolved to accept that I’d have it forever. Under no circumstances could I stand there wondering about the what-ifs.

Even though my whole future was a what-if, I wanted to get back to the point where I ignored them all and let myself enjoy the moment one hundred percent, and right now, that wasn’t possible.

She thought that was a wise choice, but still convinced me to go shopping for dresses. And just so I’d be ready when the time came, we opted for a day out together on Wednesday.

In the meantime, Wes answered all of Dr. Carter’s questions and explained everything else, including my situation. Wes told me that he gave Dr. Carter all of the old journals and pictures from Dr. Thomas and let him sort through them in his study with privacy.

It didn’t take long for Dr. Carter to know what I knew, which was the truth. They agreed that he would stay with Wes until he transitioned into his own place, possibly even Dr. Thomas’ old residence nearby. When Wes decided to keep the house after Dr. Thomas died, he never imagined the purpose it might end up serving. 

Everyone else was adjusting well, too. Dr. Lyon seemed to have a relatively ordinary response to Dr. Carter joining their team. One would think he’d have flipped or been shocked if he recognized the reunion that was happening in front of him, but he didn’t.

It was enough for Wes to explain how Dr. Carter had risked his career and life to help Wes escape and that Wes believed he could help the lab once they blended their knowledge. Dr. Carter worked day and night, obsessively learning his way around the lab and reading through their notes.

By Tuesday evening, I’d had my fair share of information overload. I was so happy to see Wes’ relief and excitement at having Dr. Thomas back. I could only imagine what that meant to him, but I also saw stress and fatigue.

I’d never seen Wes tired, and in just the three days since we’d been back from West Virginia, he’d become mentally exhausted. I figured out that he was spending time at the lab at night after he left me.

The first night of his doing that seemed normal since he needed and wanted to get Dr. Carter back on track, but after the second night, I took it upon myself to nip it in the bud. Wednesday morning, I made him come over.

My mom was off, because it was the day we planned to dress shop in the afternoon, so Wes and I went upstairs and lounged around on my bed. After a few minutes of absorbing his aura into my body, I broke the comfort of the moment.

“I don’t want you spending so much time at the lab now.”

He laughed, in a yeah-right way. “Sophie, the cure you need is my priority right now. We’re so close. I can’t let up on it.”

“What’s close? You keep saying close. What does that mean in medical terms? Are we talking months, years?”

He propped himself up on one elbow and kept his head cocked to the side. I could feel compassion and worry coming off of him in waves. 

“It depends.”

“On what?”

“On if they can figure out the missing piece.”

“Which is? In layman’s terms, please?”

“Okay, well we’ve got the antibody mixture that will isolate the virus. It’s mostly from alligator plasma. We’ve replicated an agent that works like our white blood cells and when introduced into infected blood, it attacks the virus. The problem we are encountering is that the human body’s natural defenses may start to attack the antivirus serum, mistaking it for something harmful. It could lead to overactive white blood cells, which could lead to death. No oxygen in the blood, it wouldn’t be good. So we’re trying to create a barrier around the vaccine that won’t trigger the body’s natural defense to fight against it. That way the vaccine can do what it’s meant to do.”

It was times like this when I wished more of Amelia was showing through, because although I understood what he was saying, I wasn’t interested in diving into it. Maybe it was because I saw the whole thing as a wedge between Wes and me.

“You don’t have to be so consumed by this virus, you know. I’m not going to get sick from it for a while. I think we should worry about me getting hit by a bus first.”

He dropped his head back onto the pillow. “Not funny.”

“I’m not trying to be. I’m serious, Wes, I just want to spend quality time with you. We’re so stressed now.”

“Sophie, the medicine we’re working on is only a start. It’s meant to attack the early stages of a virus. The more infected cells there are, the harder it will be for the medicine to isolate them. If it doesn’t isolate all of them, then the virus will keep replicating until the body shuts down.”

Yikes. 

I rolled onto my back and stared at my ceiling. So if I were going to beat this at all, I’d have to get the medicine soon.

“Well, okay,” I sighed. “I believe you’ll find the cure. Let’s say you find it in six months. But what if I die in three months from something else? We will have wasted so many hours stressing over this that we’ll miss out on the little moments.

He put his palm on my stomach and shook me gently. “I don’t like hearing you talk like that.”

I rolled toward him. “But it’s reality Wes. It could happen. And I want no regrets.”

The corner of his mouth turned up. “I get it. You’re right. We’ll find the cure, but I won’t lose sight of us in the process.”

With that, he leaned over, rolling himself on top of me and started kissing me. At first it felt like a calculated comforting gesture, but it quickly ignited the hormones that had been dormant for a few weeks. My body easily remembered how good he felt pressed against me and how his mouth moved with mine.

This is what I’d missed and this is what I wanted more of.

“Wes?” I murmured between a break in the rhythm.

“Uh huh?” he responded, burying the bridge of his nose in my neck.

“I’m tired of stopping with you.”

With his nose still rubbing against my throat, I felt him inhale. “Me, too.”

“So what do we do about it?” 

“We do it,” he murmured.

“Shut up. I’m serious.”

“Me, too,” he replied, regaining eye contact with me.

I took it he was fine with the clarity issue. “When?” I asked suddenly feeling nervous.

His words flowed out with ease. “Whenever you want.”

I couldn’t stand to receive his burning stare, so I closed my eyes and kissed him again. Unable to come up with a logical response to his invitation, I thought of the only thing to say that would put him on the defense.

“My mom and I are shopping for wedding dresses today,” I blurted out.

He pulled his head back and assessed my surprised-at-my-own-comment expression.

“Really?” 

I nodded. “Unless you’re taking back your offer.”

“No,” he answered back, appalled. “So tell me what I’ve missed.”

The light in his eyes returned. It had been a while since I hadn’t seen the hints of worry. Now, it was pure, undistracted gleam.

I told him how my mom thought it would be something good for me to focus on and how she wanted to see a love story come true. Then I told him how I wanted it simple and at the Overlook.

“I think it’s perfect,” he said. “I’ll be there whenever you tell me to.”

“Well, it’s not all about whenever I say. When you want to do it is important, too.”

“I’ll do it tomorrow if you want to. I don’t care when or where, or whether you wear your flip-flops and shorts. It doesn’t matter to me. I just want to see you happy.”

I looked into his eyes and found myself the way I wanted to be. Happy.

We lay around for a good while longer, just glad to spend time together, and then my mom took me to the bridal shop, and he snuck off to the lab.

We were greeted as soon as we arrived by an older woman with silver hair and skin so tan it looked like leather. She turned out to be the owner and had more energy than someone in her twenties.

“Who’s the bride?” she said tilting her head back so she could get a good look at me through her glasses.

“She is,” my mother proudly boasted with her arm around my shoulder. I was taller than my mom, so the gesture was unnatural, and clearly done to make me feel like the center of attention as she gave me a small shove forward.

At first the woman assessed me, pausing on my midsection, and it occurred to me that she was taking in my body, possibly wondering if I was pregnant or not. 

Nope. Just living for the third lifetime and wanting to capitalize on this one early.

I smiled and then she clapped her hands.

“You have a lovely figure,” she said. “What do you have in mind, my dear?”

Even though I knew what I wanted, my first instinct was to shrug my shoulders, because this experience was completely foreign to me. Thankfully, my mom spoke up on my behalf.

“We brought a few pictures. Maybe you can try to find her something similar.”

“Ah,” she took the magazine ads. “Let me see what I can do. And you can call me Clarra.”

“Thank you, Clarra,” my mom answered sincerely.

Clarra left us free to browse while she disappeared down a row of dresses.

Despite my previous style selections from the magazines, my mom pulled out dresses for me to assess while we waited. My responses were easy. 

“No . . . .no . . . .um, no . . . uh-unh . . . nope . . . no . . . and no.”

Seven dresses later, she asked me to stop being so close-minded.

“We’ve already agreed to find what I want. It’s not that those dresses aren’t nice. They’re just not for me.”

Her shoulders sank. “Fair enough.”

Just as I was about to say something light to cheer her up, Clarra returned with an assistant holding two dresses.

“What do you think of these?” she asked while the assistant held them up.

I pointed to the cream one on the right. “I like that one.”

I knew without having to think about it that it was perfect for the look I was going for.

“It is pretty,” my mom said. “You should try it on.”

Realizing she wasn’t going to minimize the experience, I agreed. Clarra swept me into the dressing room. “Let me know if you need help,” she cooed. While I changed out of my clothes and into the dress, I could hear Clarra and my mother talking about the details.

I slipped it over my head and felt the soft, thin chiffon slide down my body. It felt so light and carefree. Exactly how I wished to be. It was strapless, so I took off my bra, and once I finished zipping it up the side, I stared at myself in the mirror.

The dress was a pale vanilla color, fitted through the bodice, and hanging gently in long, thin layers of nearly see-through chiffon. The only detailing was in the tiny row of pearl beading that circled the dress below my bust and the uneven hem that hung like upside-down rose petals. 

With even the slightest breeze, this simple dress would blow beautifully. It was perfect. When I stepped out, my mom immediately dug in her purse for a tissue.

“Do you like?” I asked.

She dabbed both corners of her eyes. “It’s perfect on you.”

“It sure is,” Clarra added proudly as she approached me with several clips. “Step up here, dear.” She turned me toward a small platform and gave me an encouraging push. With me now a good two feet higher, she pulled my dress tight and clipped it in the back. Surprisingly, her adjustments made a big difference. I had thought the dress looked good before, but now it brought out every detail of my upper half in a way that made me feel beautiful.

“Perfect,” she said. “Now, would you like to try on the jewelry and shoes?”

“Actually, no jewelry.” I wanted to wear my necklace that matched the bracelet Wes had bought me for Christmas. But I did agree to the shoes and ended up choosing a pair of cream ballerina slipper-style shoes that would be comfortable when walking on gravel at the overlook.

In a little over an hour, my mom and I were walking out of the store with my dress ordered and scheduled to arrive in four to six weeks.

The time struck me, because I’d be nineteen in eight weeks and having just had a taste of how I felt wearing that dress, I said a silent prayer that Dr. Lyon and Dr. Carter would find that cure soon.






Chapter 24
 ON THE BRIGHT SIDE
 

I worked the rest of the week, and on the weekend, Wes invited me over for dinner with Dr. Carter. Can you say awkward? He was still a little shell-shocked about everything, but he and Wes had gotten to know each other all over again. Me? Well, we still felt like strangers.

I supposed it would be easier for them to reconnect when Wes could answer all the questions about their past. But I was just as clueless as Dr. Carter was.

Our conversation started in the living room while Wes was in the kitchen. Dr. Carter initially started asking me questions about my life, how I’d met Wes, and how Wes had told me about the past. He found it interesting, and the way we had both come to terms with everything gave us something in common. Trying to think of other ways to connect, I refocused on that puzzling dream where Dr. Thomas showed me a formula on the pages of his journal.

It seemed like something he’d like to know, so I told him everything I saw. He was quiet, so I added, “I’m certain it was the formula to Wes’ serum, but wherever he put it, it seems long gone.”

He looked at me and then studied his glass. I waited for him to say something enlightening or exciting, but he just quietly reflected and replied, “As it should stay.” 

I stared at him, a little shocked that he showed no interest in recovering the magic serum.

At that point, the aroma from the kitchen became too strong to ignore. I excused myself to go see what Wes was up to when Dr. Carter spoke my name, prompting me to turn back.

He cleared his throat. “We’re going to fix what they did to you.”

I’d heard Wes say it, Tom say it, and my mom, but hearing him say it, too, made me believe it even more.

“Thank you.”

In the kitchen Wes was simmering some chicken breasts in a red sauce with green peppers. Sitting on a warmer was a pot of rice.

“Smells really good,” I said, leaning over the pan.

“So how did it go?” He motioned his head toward the living room.

“Oh, it went well. It’s a little strange since I don’t have the memories you do, but he seems nice. I can see how it was easy to work with him. He has a good heart.”

“He does,” he agreed.

“And so do you,” I added.

He gave me a slight smile and a long look that said maybe having that quality wasn’t enough. I wanted to encourage him, so I thought of something else positive to say.

“Dr. Carter is pretty sure you’ll have a cure soon.”

“We’ll see,” he said, turning his attention to the stove. 

We moved the food onto the serving dishes and carried them into the dining room. The three of us gathered at one end of the rectangular table, Wes at the head and Dr. Carter and I across from each other.

For the first half of the meal, Wes and Dr. Carter talked about lab funding, and then Dr. Carter talked about his military career and his passion for helping save lives. He spoke regretfully about how misguided he’d been. How he’d been drawn into the cold-blood concept, and how disappointed he was in himself for not seeing the real picture.

For the first time, I spoke up. “It wasn’t misguided, because it brought you and Wes together.”

My theory took him back a little and then he smiled. “I never thought of it that way. Who knows where I’d be if I hadn’t taken that assignment.”

“Looks like we’re all here for a reason,” Wes chimed in with confidence.

Thinking of the three of us brought me back to Tom’s theory that my situation was not a coincidence. 

“I think that goes back to what Tom said. Obviously we all have a purpose in this.”

The realization came to me as the words flowed out. Dr. Thomas’ knowledge was needed. Wes was needed to carry on the memories and the journey through time, and I was needed to bring it all together. There was no longer any doubt. I pushed away my remaining food.

“You have to test it on me,” I urged.

Wes dropped his head, but Dr. Carter studied me. With his attention, I kept talking.

“You can’t let other people with this go on suffering because you’re afraid of white blood cells.”

“This is serious, Sophie. Your body could shut down over this. You could die,” Wes said, now pushing away his own plate.

“Wes, I don’t think I’ll die. I believe it will work. Seriously. If I don’t volunteer, it will be strictly for selfish reasons. And Amelia didn’t get anywhere by being that way. It was her selflessness that got you here, and if you expect anything out of life in return, you have to be willing to put others first. If I do this, everyone benefits. Everyone. Not just you or me.”

“I remember you,” Dr. Carter murmured, astonished.

Wes and I both looked his way, with wide eyes.

“Well, not actually remember, but I’ve yearned to work with someone who inspires me to keep going, and all along it was you I was missing.”

When I decided to sound like my mother by giving advice, I didn’t plan on it being so profound.

“It’s not ready,” Wes interrupted.

“It will be,” Dr. Carter countered. “It will be.”

Wes and I cleaned the kitchen while Dr. Carter retreated to the study to go over his notes. Wes was quiet and worry waves were rolling off of him. It was so obvious that I didn’t need any reptile sense to pick up on the vibe. 

Hating to see him so tense, I hugged him from behind, pressing my cheek between his shoulder blades. He paused and took a deep breath.

“I don’t want you to do it, Sophie.”

“I know,” I whispered. I wanted to tell him it was worth the risk. That I’d be fine, but I just squeezed him until he turned around and hugged me back. Neither of us was willing to jump into anything too risky, so we just left it at that.

I did however mention the idea to my mom, and she was surprisingly all for it, and Tom was thrilled to possibly witness what he called the Revolutionary Cure.

After that, Wes and I fell into the routine of going to movies and eating in, and before I knew it, the test trial was ready . . . way sooner than I’d anticipated. While Wes and I had been busying ourselves with things to take our minds off of the virus, Dr. Carter and his team had worked around the clock to come up with the cure before my virus spread any further. It was only a couple of weeks before Dr. Carter called to say that the serum was ready.

Wes almost wasn’t going to tell me. In fact, had I not been sitting right next to him when the call came, he might not have. He was that worried, but I couldn’t sit around and do nothing, so I convinced him it was our only option for the long term. 

Once everyone was in agreement, things became so intense and uncertain that we decided to push my starting college off until the spring semester. I had been accepted to Berkeley, but there was no way I could think about upcoming schoolwork and getting my life straightened out. So I picked up some hours at Healey’s and prepped for the trial.

I didn’t even want to know what was in it. It was enough that it would rid me and millions of others of the burden of carrying around a silent killer. Therefore, I did what my mom usually did. I brushed the details under the rug and blocked them out. I knew I’d be mentally stronger by not thinking about it.

Before the medicine could be administered, I was put through a lot of pretests to check blood counts and current organ functions. By August, I was cleared for the trial. On a sunny Monday morning, Wes drove me to the lab.

Once I was in a pale green gown, sitting atop an examination table, Dr. Carter administered a shot in my right shoulder. It hurt like a tetanus shot. Immediately, a cool burning sensation spread through my arm. I cringed at the odd sensation, and Wes started reeling off questions with composure.

“What’s happening, Doctor?”

“What do you feel?” Dr. Carter asked, securing the large Band-Aid over the site of the injection. I told him how my arm felt.

“That’s expected,” Dr. Lyon said.

Everyone was staring at me and after a minute, the pain in my arm went away.

“It’s gone now,” I whispered.

“Okay,” Dr. Carter said, seeming satisfied.

“Now what?” I asked.

Dr. Carter transferred comments and notations to my medical chart and then answered, “We wait.”

It seemed simple enough, but I looked around feeling uncomfortable. “How long do I have to stay here?” I asked.

“Just for a little while. We’re going to keep you for observation for a few days.”

At the lab? That’s not what I had in mind, but that was their plan, so I went along, with minimal complaining.

Wes and my mom spent every waking hour with me, and Wes stayed while I slept. The next day, they ran test after test to see how my body was reacting. My results did show a slight peak in my white blood cell count the following day. And on the next day, I ran a fever of 102.1°. 

Wes was out of his mind, but Dr. Carter and Dr. Lyon insisted it was fine. So far nothing had occurred that wouldn’t follow any standard present-day vaccine.

On day three, I was able to go home, and on day four, I was tested for the virus. It came back an overwhelming, disappointing positive.

“Damn it,” Wes whispered as soon as Dr. Carter read the results. It was the second time I’d heard him curse.

“It’s all right,” Dr. Carter assured him. “It’s only been a few days. Let’s give the medicine a chance to work.”

“Why isn’t it working already?” Wes pressed.

“It may be,” Dr. Carter replied. “We have to give it a chance to isolate all of the virus. If any remain, it will show a positive result.”

“Don’t give up,” Dr. Lyon added. “It’s a success already.”

Wes shot him a hard glare. “She’s still positive,” he urged.

“Yes, but she’s also exhibiting no signs of her body attacking itself. That’s encouraging.”

Wes took a deep breath, trying to remove his personal feelings from the situation. Once he looked at it from the outside, he saw that I was a test subject and the trial they’d just run was huge, and I showed no major signs my body was rejecting the serum. Even if it didn’t work completely, it was a huge step forward.

I took his hand and gave it a squeeze to relax him and let him know I was all right. After a few more checks and notations to my chart, I was free to go for the day.

On the way to my house, I decided I was ready for a change. I wanted to move forward and felt like I’d given my all to combat the virus inside me, and if that didn’t work, I was ready to accept it for what it was and to live my life to the fullest. If it wasn’t successful, I didn’t want the dark cloud to permanently reign over me. 

That’s when I felt ready. 

I waited until we pulled up to my curb to tell him and just came out with it. “Wes, I want to get married . . . on my birthday.”

His emotions had been in knots for weeks and now he looked like he was going to crack from the roller coaster ride.

“Sophie, you said—”

“I know what I said. And I feel good about what we’ve done up to now. No matter what happens, I want to focus on being with you. That’s it. And I want to do it on my birthday because I refuse to let the number nineteen rule me. I want us to be in control on that day.”

I thought he might come up with a few reasons why we should wait and focus on the trial, but he just got out of the car, came around to my side, and opened my door. When I stepped out, he hugged me in an embrace that lifted me off the ground.

“Okay,” he whispered in my ear.

Instantly, nothing else mattered in the world. Fate couldn’t take away the happiness I felt when I was in his arms. Not Andy, not Tim, not anyone.

Once I told my mom about the date, she freaked over the short time frame she had to prepare. “I can’t put on a wedding in three weeks.”

“I don’t want a production. Just a small ceremony and no reception, please.”

She walked in circles a few moments before smiling with a sigh. “Fine,” she agreed and in no time, she was holed up in her bedroom with her wedding planning books. She even took charge and spoke to Wes about his duties and attire.

The following Thursday, Mom took me to ring shop for Wes—something I would’ve completely forgotten about had she not reminded me. She offered to help pay for his ring, but I had enough saved up to buy it myself.

The style was easy. I went with a plain platinum band that was wide enough to look masculine, but thin enough not to get in the way of everyday activities. What was more difficult was deciding how to personalize it. I originally wanted to put the numbers: 16-63-09 on the inside, because those are the years he met Amelia, Lenny, and me. But then I remembered that Wes had chosen a brand new ring for me because he wanted our wedding to represent Sophie and Wes’ story.

This is my story, I thought. How do I want it to go?

After a few minutes of thinking, it came to me. 

On the inside of his ring, I had the words For tomorrow engraved, hoping it would keep him looking toward a new day. No matter what happened.






Chapter 25
 THE FINAL RESULTS
 

For my fourth follow-up test, Mom and Tom drove me to the lab. It was determined that if after three weeks I was still testing positive, the cure would be considered ineffective and they would go back to the drawing board. 

I really didn’t want to go, because my mind was in a zone getting prepared for my wedding. The thought of getting news I didn’t want to hear was bringing me down a bit.

Once we arrived, the procedures for awaiting the preliminary results were the same.

Wes had stocked my favorite cookies, candies, and drinks in the lounge to keep me occupied. 

Wes, surprisingly, ended up eating most of the candies, and my mom munched on the Sun Chips like they were going out of style. Tom kept his cool as always.

After the first hour, the silence was killing all of us, so my mom decided to drop some wedding bombs.

“So, Sophie,” she started, while brushing the crumbs from her palms. “I have a little bit of news regarding your wedding.”

I teetered back and forth between not wanting to hear it while I was at the lab and wanting to hear it because I was at the lab. I went with the second option, remembering the whole need to be in control of my life.

“What’s up?” I said, finally caving and opening a Sprite.

“Well, I’ve been working on the guest list.”

“Mom! No guests. I just want it to be us. And the Healeys. I already told you that.”

“Yeah, well, you’ll only do this once, and I want it to be as nice as it can be for you.”

I raised a brow, calculating how many of her co-workers she invited when she spilled. 

“I invited Kerry, and she’s flying in.” My first thought was perfect, in a good way, and then I flipped, because I hadn’t told Kerry about my incident yet. 

“Kerry doesn’t know about my attack,” I said.

“That’s fine, honey. I didn’t tell her anything. I just invited her to the wedding. She’s coming with Rich.”

I exhaled a deep breath. That wasn’t so bad.

“Who else?” I asked, knowing there was more.

“Well . . . I sort of spoke with your father.”

“What?!” I thrust my back into the couch. 

“Yeah, well, he is your father and I thought he should know you’re getting married. And no, I didn’t tell him about the attack, either. You can call and tell him if you want.”

“Mom, I haven’t called him since I was like twelve.”

“Well, you won’t have to.” She braced for the wrath to follow.

“What does that mean?” 

“He said he’s coming.”

“Oh my gosh. Mom . . . I don’t want any drama on that day. Any other day, but not that day.” I sounded so childish, but geez. All I wanted was a small ceremony with just Wes and me, and now my father would be coming? 

“Mom—”

“Relax, Sophie. He probably won’t make it. He’s said he was coming to visit many times before and hasn’t. I just thought he should know. It’s up to him to see his own daughter get married. I’ve done my part.”

My palms started getting sweaty thinking about such a reunion. We had never had a falling out or anything, and my memories of him were good. Things just went downhill once he went back to Brazil. 

At first, he’d called and called, but eventually, those calls became few and far between until we’d grown so far apart it became too awkward to even talk to him. I’d assumed it was the same way for him, but it made me angry that he hadn’t made more of an effort, since he was the parent. So what if I’d avoided a few of his calls every now and then? He should’ve kept calling right?

“Is that all?” I asked, trying to pull myself out of my ruminations.

“Dr. Lyon and Dr. Carter?” she replied like a question.

“Okay. Is that all?”

“No,” she admitted.

“Who else?” Other than my long-lost father, everyone she’d named was perfectly acceptable. I couldn’t think of anyone else.

“Just one more person,” she said, then paused. “And I won’t take the blame for all of this one.” She glanced at Wes.

My gaze bounced back and forth between them. Wes popped some more candy in his mouth, taking the Fifth. I turned back to my mom.

“Well. I’ve been talking to Wes a lot lately.”

“Okay.”

“And, I had a lot of questions about Amelia and Lenny. Some of the questions being about their parents.”

I sucked in a breath, knowing.

“And he told me about Lenny’s mother, Maria, and what happened after Lenny died. I felt terrible for her. I could almost feel her pain as my own, and when Wes told me you’d visited her, I thought that was the most wonderful thing you could’ve done for her.” She inhaled and exhaled slowly. “So I went to meet her, too.”

“Why didn’t you tell me?” I asked, shocked.

“I don’t know. I didn’t want you to feel awkward about it.”

“I’m fine with it, but you invited her to my wedding?”

“Yes. She was so happy to hear your and Wes’ story that I thought she deserved to see you two marry.”

Wow. Now, I felt tears starting to well. I could only imagine what that would be like for her. Just as my mom deserved to see her daughter get married, Maria did, too, and she’d been robbed of that when Lenny died. Now, after waiting forty years for Wes’ promise that Lenny would return, she was still alive to see it. Of course it was okay.

“I’m fine with it, Mom,” I assured her.

“Oh, good,” she said wiping invisible sweat from her forehead.

A quick glance at Wes told me that he was happy with it, too, but when he glanced at his watch, it was obvious what was forcing its way to the front of his mind.

Tom picked up on it, too. “The results should be in now,” he said.

“I know,” Wes said, standing up.

I pulled on his wrist. “Stay here, please. I don’t want you to go.” I wanted to stay in the moment, even though it was a moment of ignorance. The last thing I wanted was for Wes to go and hurry up the news that could possibly slice through my optimism.

Without argument, he sat back down beside me. He raised his arm to make room for me to lean into him. “Thanks,” I said.

“Don’t thank me for spending time with you,” he whispered into my hair.

“I’ll thank you whenever I want,” I argued.

“You’re going to give me a cavity,” my mom said, rolling her eyes.

We laughed until the door opened. I instinctively sat up to full attention. In walked Dr. Lyon and Dr. Carter looking like zombies, followed by about four other doctors I’d met during various stages of my trial and testing.

We were suddenly outnumbered by men in lab coats and I closed my eyes and dropped my head, not wanting to feel their gazes of sympathy. Wes stood, unable to contain his anticipation any longer, and walked over to Dr. Carter.

“What is it?” he murmured.

“The results are . . . negative,” Dr. Carter said, still in some sort of trance.

Wes dropped his head and then snapped it back up. “Wait. Negative?” he asked, propelling himself in front of Dr. Carter.

“That’s what I said.”

“But wait . . . “

Dr. Carter pushed the medical file into Wes’ chest, cutting short any more comments. Wes opened it quickly and read through them.

“Negative?” he asked again for confirmation.

“They’re negative, Wes,” Dr. Lyon said. “Do you have any idea what this means?”

Wes shook his head still disbelieving. My mom and Tom were sitting with their mouths open and I was trying to process the unfamiliar words as they kept repeating. “It means we did it. We did it.” 

Dr. Carter finally cracked a smile and all at once the doctors who’d filed in with them were smiling proudly and then my mom flew off the couch and grabbed my shoulders. “You did it, Sophie. You beat that son of a bitch. You did it.”

Her mouth was moving fast and slow at the same time. I blinked away the confusion and searched for Wes, who had turned slowly and stood staring at the chart. When his eyes finally met mine, he started walking toward me. My mom shook me and urged me to stand. 

“Negative?” I asked, as he approached me slowly.

He nodded, still amazed himself. His feet stopped just short of mine and he closed the folder and stared down at me. “Negative?” I asked again.

This time, his nod was accompanied by his I-love-it-so-much half smile, and my reaction was to lock my arms around his neck. The slight jump I gave was enough for him to pick me up in a tight, long, silent hug. I buried my face in his shoulder, disbelieving that they had done it. 

When my eyes opened, I saw everyone else in the room taking turns hugging each other, too, and as Wes set me down, we turned to join in the action. I hugged everyone, maybe even twice, knowing I would never forget the relief of that moment.

I was so grateful for that day, and so happy for the scientists and doctors involved. This was a revolutionary accomplishment for them and for Wes. Shortly after our celebratory hugs, Dr. Carter cautioned that we would need to conduct follow up tests to make sure I remained negative. 

He also very cautiously told me to let them know if I felt strange in any way. I told him I always felt strange and he chuckled before specifically telling me he was more interested in possible side effects. If I noticed anything out of the ordinary, I was supposed to tell them right away. Once he finished his lecture, he ended optimistically by saying that he thought we’d beaten it.

Dr. Lyon informed us that they were issuing a call for more test subjects at various stages of infection and they’d get started on the beginning stages of organizing a small test population. If all went well, they’d be able to release the medication to the public in six months to a year. 

It was a great, great day.






Chapter 26
 COMING TOGETHER
 

Everyone was riding high when September 2nd came. It was my nineteenth birthday and the big day. With no immediate threat surrounding me, I had no reason to think it wouldn’t be the best day of my life by far, ultimately giving nineteen years a new meaning for us. That was easy to say, but I was actually a wreck. It meant everything all at once. Wes and I would be married? Living together every single day? Never having to leave each other for the night? We could do whatever we wanted, whenever we wanted. 

That’s exactly why I was a mess. We had desired each other for a while now, but something was always in the way. Either his clarity or danger or something. But after today, what would be in the way? 

Nothing.

I was feeling sick to my stomach. I’d thought about it for so long. Dreamed about it, hoped for it, desired it, and now I would get it. At least I think. He said his clarity was good and he was ready when I was. That’s easy to say when your body is doing the talking, but right now, my brain was telling me I had NO IDEA what the heck to do.

I had suggested we not go on a honeymoon yet, because frankly, I’d had enough flying and trips. I just wanted to go home with him. He was fine with whatever, but that meant we’d be going straight from the Overlook to his house. And I was not prepared.

I hadn’t bought any lingerie or anything and found it interesting that my mom had remembered everything for me except that. 

So, it looked like I was on my own, and at this point, it was hurting my brain trying to prepare for something like that. I plopped back on my bed, frustrated. This was all happening so slowly and so quickly at the same time. And no one seemed to think so but me. 

Even Dawn, Danny, and Kerry acted like our getting married was old news. All of them were like, “You’re practically glued to him anyway. I think it’s cool.” Or something like that. Cool? It was more than that. Do or die. And maybe even do and die. I covered my eyes to block the worry. After a few moments, I heard a familiar singing rising from the stairs outside of my door.

“Whoohooo.”

“Kerry?” I jerked up, hustling over to the door.

I pulled it open eagerly to find her completely calm and collected. Looking over her shoulder to make sure she was alone, I grabbed her bare arm and pulled her inside, shutting the door behind her. She was already dressed in a fitted knee-length, strapless, sky blue dress that matched her eyes.

Her hair was in her signature short style with the longer front ends tucked behind her ears. To dress up the look, she had pinned a small butterfly in one side. It was barely noon and she was already dressed. 

“Why do you look all ghostly?” she said pulling her arm free.

I felt my face. “I do?” 

“Yeah. And it’s not a good look for you. No offense.”

I sighed and started rubbing my cheeks to build some color.

“You’re not getting second thoughts are you?” Before I could answer, she moved her hands down the sides of her figure. “I spent a lot of time picking this out. Rich doesn’t even know how to function with me in this.”

I laughed, remembering how much I missed her confidence. “No, Kerry, I’m not. I’m just nervous.”

I started biting my nails, which was a first for me. Her gaze settled on my newfound habit and she made a face like she smelled something really bad. 

“What?” I asked.

“Your nails are not even done? And your hair? Please tell me you have appointments like any minute now.”

I shook my head.

“What?!”

“I told my mom I wanted to get ready on my own. I just want to look normal today, like myself.”

She rolled her eyes. “Sophie, you have got to be kidding. You are naturally fiinnnne and all. Really. But do you have any idea how freaking hot Wes is going to look today? And you want to hop out of the limo looking like you’re going to the movies??? I don’t think so.”

Just then, there was another knock at my door. 

“Hello?”

“Is that Dawn?” Kerry asked, recognizing her voice. 

“Yeah.” I turned toward the door. “You can come in.”

Kerry lunged toward the door and met it halfway open. “Thank goodness,” she said. “This is going to take the both of us.”

“What’s up?” Dawn asked, looking just as done up as Kerry. Although they had similar hair styles, Dawn’s was dark brown with red highlights and her method of dressing up her hairdo was a plum colored headband that matched her short A-line dress.

Kerry took charge, grabbing my hand. “Look at her nails and hair and the whole nine. She says she wants to be herself today and this is it.” She waved her hand showcasing me.

Dawn must’ve suddenly smelled the same odor that Kerry had, because their expressions were nearly identical.

“Guys,” I started, trying to calm them, “I’m going to get ready. I’m not walking out like this.”

“Sophie, you look like a zombie. Now take a shower while we figure something out.”

On order, I trudged to the bathroom for a fresh shower, which did relax me some. Once I put my undergarments on, I slipped on a robe and returned to my bedroom.

“So what do you have on under that?” Kerry asked right away, sending Dawn into a chuckling fit.

“Um, a bra and underwear.”

“Can I see them?”

“No,” I answered, appalled.

“It’s not like I haven’t seen you in your underwear before.”

She was right, but Dawn hadn’t and even if she had, it felt totally invasive.

“No,” I repeated, tightening my belt.

“Well, what color are they, and do they match?”

I may not have thought to go to the lingerie shop, but I did pick out my cutest matching pair this morning. “Pink and yes, they match.”

“Pink? Like pastel pink?”

“Hot pink,” I corrected.

“Lace?”

“Um,” I’d actually forgotten. “I think it’s cotton.”

“That’s unacceptable,” Kerry said. “Let me at least see the bra.”

I pulled my robe open at the top.

They both looked at me confused. “I thought you said your dress was strapless?” Dawn asked.

“It is.”

“Then why does your bra have straps?” 

Yikes. Now I caught a whiff of the foul odor.

“You don’t even have the right underwear for today?” Kerry snapped.

I could still smell the odor.

“Okay, fine,” I caved. “I hadn’t even thought this far ahead. I’ve been so preoccupied lately and I thought today would be just like normal, with me and him telling each other we do or whatever. What am I going to do? I’m so clueless.”

They were both aware that Wes and I hadn’t gone that far yet, so they knew what today signified just as much as I did. Kerry turned to Dawn, “Where is the nearest mall?”

Dawn picked up on the hint. “I’m on it,” she said without a pause. “What size are you?” she asked looking at me.

“Um . . . 34B and . . . 5 bottoms, I guess?”

“Got it.” She hopped up and disappeared down the steps before I could question her or even offer to give her money.

As frantic as the morning felt for me, it was slowing down a bit thanks to my friends. I made a mental note to be sure to include every detail of my appreciation for them on this day in my journal.

With Dawn on a mission to bring me a sexy strapless bra and underwear, Kerry worked on me. She started by filing and painting a clear coat of polish on the nails of my fingers and toes. Then she blow-dried my hair and took a fat curling iron to the ends. When I saw myself in the mirror I almost cried. She’d styled me perfectly. I looked like myself, but with a slight flare of something more. I shook my head, disbelieving how I’d planned to walk up to Wes without attempting any sort of wow factor. With this look, I knew he’d be surprised. 

My usual hairstyle was either a ponytail with bangs swept across my forehead or down and straight. Today, Kerry had given my layers a nice fullness with more flare at the ends and my bangs fanned more to the side and back. It was Sophie on special order.

“Thank you,” I said turning to give her a hug. 

The butterflies in my stomach were having a major party. I couldn’t believe how nervous I felt. I sucked in a deep breath as a knock sounded at my door.

“Come in,” I called.

The door crept open and my mom eased her way in. “Hey guys. I’ve got some lunch. Oh, your hair looks amazing.”

“Thanks, but I’m really not hungry,” I said quickly.

“I knew you’d say that, which is why I brought you something light.”

“I’m okay, really.”

“You won’t be if you don’t eat something now.”

“I’ll have some, Mrs. Slone,” Kerry piped in. “What is it?”

“Crackers with port wine cheese and some fresh fruit.”

“Yum, thanks,” she said.

My mom held out the plate and returned her gaze to me. “The crackers will keep you from throwing up with nerves, and the sharp cheese will take the edge off.”

With hopes of relieving both of those symptoms, I folded and practically snatched the tray and coveted it on my bed. Kerry and I ate all the food while my mom gave me advice on settling my nerves and enjoying the moment.

By the time we finished the snack, our mouths were dry as a desert. “I guess you’ll have to come down and say hello to your guests, then,” my mom said with a sly smile, making it obvious she forgot the drinks on purpose.

I took a quick look down at myself, and even though I was in a robe, it was long and decent, so we went downstairs. Tom was talking to Kerry’s boyfriend Rich in the living room. I said my hellos and then snuck a bottle of water just in time for Dawn to return with a pink bag tucked under her arm.

“Gotta go,” I said pulling Kerry by the arm.

“Okay, we’ll need to leave in an hour, so come down so we can take some pictures before we go.”

“Alright.”

I ran up the stairs with Dawn and Kerry like we were up to no good. Although I don’t know why. I was about to be married, so the idea of going there with Wes shouldn’t make me feel guilty.

The more I thought about it, the more I knew that was the wrong word to describe how I felt. It wasn’t guilty, it was . . . nervous.

Really nervous.

“You ready?” Dawn asked with her hand still tucked in the bag. “By the way,” she continued, “I should get an award for this.”

I shifted my weight wondering what raunchy setup she’d bought me. Slowly, with anticipation building, she slid out a neatly folded matching bra and panty set.

“It’s perfect,” announced Kerry as she took them and held them up.

“Wow.” I was actually impressed. They were red lace with an overlay of embroidered pink lace that softened the color. It was definitely special-occasion worthy, with a steamy flare, toned down with a touch of innocence. It couldn’t have represented how I felt any better. “I love them,” I agreed.

“I told you. Award-worthy.”

“So what do you want?” I asked, willing to negotiate.

Without even thinking about it, she replied, “I want to be a fly on the wall when he first sees you in them.”

“Absolutely not,” I answered quickly, unable to hold back a smile.

“What? I just want to see his eyes bulge.”

The mention of his eyes actually being on me made me shudder. 

“Don’t be nervous,” Kerry said.

“I can’t help it. Do you have any idea what this means?”

“Uh, yeah. I think we do,” Dawn interrupted. “Now take the bull by the horns and run with it.”

“Dawn, it’s not funny. I’m serious.”

Kerry laughed, but then decided to take the mature route. “Okay, okay, okay. Don’t worry about it, Sophie. Stop thinking of the actual process and just think about Wes. Think about how he makes you feel when he kisses and touches you, and you guys will be fine.”

Think about how he makes me feel. I took a deep breath, remembering and relaxing more with each intake.

“What did I do to deserve such a good friend?” I asked.

She reached out for a hug that led to the longest embrace we’d had in the history of our friendship.

“I get the goods, and she gets the award. Nice,” Dawn quipped with her arms crossed.

She looked hurt and offended, but Kerry took charge before I could. 

“Oh, stop pouting and get over here.”

We pulled her into a group hug until it turned corny and Dawn broke off. “Okay, I’m good,” she said.

From there, I asked them for a few moments alone and they obligingly went downstairs while I changed into my dress. It fit like a glove and staring at myself in the full-length mirror made me feel pretty and sexy at the same time.

I hadn’t talked to Wes since last night when my mom had made me say goodbye to him and then confiscated my phone, so I was more than ready to see him. 

I took one more satisfied look in the mirror, took a deep breath, and then made my way downstairs. I’m not sure if it was the dress, hairstyle, or undergarments, but I felt confident and ready.

I turned the corner to the living room and saw the proud, smiling faces of Kerry and Dawn, and the awed expressions of everyone else.

My mom’s face was the first to turn from surprise to a smile. “Sophie, you look absolutely stunning.”

I felt good, but stunning, I’m not so sure. I must’ve shrugged, because my mom zeroed in on me. “Oh, you do. Believe me. It’s perfect.”

I smiled and thanked her and she hugged me while Tom started snapping away with the camera. “If your father misses this, I’ll never forgive him,” she whispered in my ear.

I jerked back. “He’s really coming?”

“He said he was, but he was supposed to be here an hour ago.”

For a moment I was annoyed she’d not only put this reunion on me at a time like this, but filled me in on the possible failure of it—just when I was feeling calm. But the feeling dissipated when my thoughts turned back to this day.

Even still, the possibility of his not coming now seemed rude.

“Sophie, you look great,” Rich said.

“Thank you,” I said pushing memories of my dad out of my head.

My mom looked at her watch and got nervous, so she hurried us outside to take some pictures by the garden. The first few were of my friends and me in front of my mom’s rose bushes.

Next, my mom slipped the camera to Kerry who took some of us with Tom. I felt happy, but every now and then my thoughts traveled back to the pictures of Amelia and Lenny. I couldn’t help wondering whether, fifty years from now, someone else would be looking at these pictures and thinking about how happy I looked.

I blinked away the heavy reflections and found myself smiling and laughing in the moment. It is a good day, I reminded myself.

“Come on, Sophie,” my mom chirped, “a few more pictures. Let’s do some of just you.”

Those were by far the most awkward. It was strange having all eyes on me. I can say with confidence that the limelight is just not for me, but I turned whichever way I was told and smiled away. It was fine for a while, until it seemed like pictures were taking way too long.

“Mom, I’m ready to go,” I announced. And I was. There was not one ounce of hesitation or nervousness at that point. I think taking pictures with my family and friends was nice, but Wes was missing because he was waiting at the Overlook for me. I felt totally incomplete, and one hundred percent ready to see him.

“Just a few more.”

“Mom.”

She looked around nervously and dropped her shoulders. At that point I realized she had been stalling. But what for? Before I could come up with my own theories, a black limo pulled up and my mom let out a huge sigh of relief.

“Mom, a limo? This isn’t necessary.” Though it would’ve been a little lame to pull up to the Overlook in my mom’s Honda. 

“Yes, it is,” she said. “You deserve every bit of this, and I wouldn’t have you miss it for the world.”

I was about to question her assumption that a limo would mean that much to me when the door opened, causing me to hold my breath before my brain even thought to. Getting out of the back was a tall man with black and gray hair, slicked back, and a matching mustache. His black suit hugged his broad shoulders and growing midsection.

When our gazes met, my eyes immediately began to water behind the hot emotions flowing through me: confusion, anger, surprise, regret, and lurking somewhere underneath, joy. His eyes also watered and he showed no signs of hiding the fact, because he had a handkerchief at the ready.

Even though it had been about ten years since I’d seen him and seven years since we’d talked, I knew without a doubt it was my father standing there, waiting for my reaction






Chapter 27
 THE VOW
 

Numerous thoughts ran through my mind including shaking my mother for placing me in an awkward situation like this, in front of my friends. But as time froze around us, I realized that now probably was the best time to pull this surprise on me. She knew I wouldn’t cause a scene in front of everyone and ruin my big day. 

Although I’d missed the command that came from my brain, my feet slowly started moving in his direction. He met me halfway across the grass, still dabbing the corners of his eyes.

“Você é linda,” he said so low I could barely make it out. My Portuguese was practically nonexistent, but I remembered enough to know he’d called me beautiful.

“Thank you,” I said, having a hard time maintaining eye contact. Avoiding his gaze, I saw everyone else staring at us. I quickly turned back to him.

“Hello, Sophie,” he said with a heavy accent. He seemed a little nervous and shy, and it made me wonder how he and my mother had ended up together. She had told me they’d met in college. She was attracted to the tall, dark, and handsome look and one year, when he didn’t have anywhere to go for Thanksgiving, she’d invited him to eat with her family. 

A year later, they got married, but after I was born he wanted to go back to Brazil, and she didn’t. At first she said the separation was amicable with promises that he’d visit. He ended up coming once a year until she decided to divorce and change our names back to her maiden one. After that, his visits turned into phone calls, and eventually I just found other calls to look forward to.

Now, he was standing in front of me on my wedding day, looking at me like I’d just taken my first steps. That’s all I kept thinking, so I reminded him.

“I’m getting married, Dad.”

I don’t know what sort of response I expected, but he just nodded. “I know. I want to be there today. For you.”

Before I could respond, my mom walked over and touched him on the shoulder. 

“Davi, we’re glad you made it,” she said warmly.

“Gayle,” he said smiling, as if he’d just remembered how pretty she was.

She cut off any further conversation. “It’s time to go. You’ll take Sophie in the limo, We’ll ride ahead. Just walk her up to the groom, and that’s it. Okay?”

Wait, walk me up to the groom. “Wait, Mom.” I grabbed her arm before she could turn away. “What do you mean walk me?”

“Your father has flown here for your wedding, and he wants to walk you down the aisle. I think someone should escort you.”

“But I don’t need anyone to walk me. I’m fine.”

My dad placed his hand over top of mine, while it was still resting on my mom’s forearm. “Sophie, I would like to walk you, but the decision is yours.” 

I looked around and everyone was watching the reunion like a bomb would go off if anyone moved an inch.

The last thing I wanted was an argument or feelings of disappointment today.

“Alright,” I agreed, softly.

“Great, now come on, someone’s waiting for you,” my mom lured. 

I sucked in a breath and was escorted to the limo. Inside on the seat, my mom had placed a small bouquet of white roses with peach tips. I smiled and picked them up to find a blue handkerchief tucked inside the ribbon around the stems. She really had thought of everything, and I felt so lucky to have told her the truth and to have her on my side.

During the drive, my father’s presence pretty much kept my thoughts from wandering to needless worry. He took the chance to tell me how pretty I had become and that my younger half-sisters would be very happy to meet me one day. There was enough time for me to hear a little about his life and how he hoped for me to visit his beautiful country. 

I nodded, but my body could sense us closing in on the Overlook. Instantly, my dad’s voice became a hum as I tried to remember the vows I’d planned to say. No matter how much I tried to remember them, it was blank in there. All I could hear was the pounding of my heart in my chest.

As we pulled up, I caught a glimpse of Wes standing near the edge of the cliff between a few rows of white chairs. Everything closed itself off at the moment I snuck a peek at him looking so handsome, even from a distance. I smiled as my rehearsed words began to come back to me. After a moment, my father called my name.

“Um, yes,” I answered, forcing myself to turn from the window.

“I brought you something.” Reaching out, he said, “I want you to have it.”

I looked down at a small blue velvet box. “Okay.” 

“It belonged to your avó.” 

Wow. I’d never had anything from his side of the family. Suddenly all the attention and love from everyone was enveloping me as I blinked away emotional tears. 

“Thank you,” I whispered.

The top slid off the box easily, but the contents were hidden under pink tissue paper. My fingers gently moved away the paper to reveal a pair of pendant earrings. When I held one up, a small white flower dangled in the center of a short string of blue and silver beads.

I usually didn’t wear earrings, but I had lingering holes from earlier piercings, so I went ahead and put them in. They just looked and felt right with my dress. I was about to say thank you again when my father said something everyone had avoided all day for one reason or another.

“Happy nineteenth birthday.”

The kind gesture sent an icy pain down my neck and I waited for the chill to come back up, but it didn’t. And once my body rejected any further shock waves from the sudden reminder, I exhaled in relief. Sure, it was a number I had been avoiding, but my dad didn’t know that, so I couldn’t fault him.

“Thanks,” I whispered, trying to find a place within my heart to accept the milestone. Regardless of what could happen tomorrow, today couldn’t be taken away. I was within reach of having the best day ever and that’s what I planned to do. I smiled, feeling proud that I’d picked this day to do something other than worry about turning nineteen.

My father gently patted my knee and then slid toward his door.

“Please stay. I will get your door.” He was still looking at me with a hesitant sense of pride, and I nodded as he exited from his side of the limo, giving me a moment alone while he walked around the huge car.

Taking another peek at Wes, I picked up the flowers, took a deep breath, and embraced the wild butterflies which had just migrated from my stomach to my chest.

The door opened and I took my father’s hand and let him pull me to my feet. Wes was about forty yards away, but as soon as he shifted his weight forward like he wanted to come to me, I knew this moment was perfect.

Not once had I considered my father walking me down the aisle, but I can say that having him there was a huge help. I found myself squeezing his bicep with my intertwined arm as we walked. If I had to do that alone, I probably would have wobbled or tripped. With my father to hold on to, I was easily able to steady myself with each step. 

There was no music playing, but the wind had picked up perfectly. The gentle whistle tickled my ears pleasantly and blew around the bottom of my dress just as I had imagined it would. 

The closer we got to Wes, the faster I wanted to walk. He was so incredibly confident and inviting. The pants of his gray pinstriped suit swayed gently in the wind in a calming rhythm that almost made the moment feel surreal. 

When I reached the last row of chairs before Wes, a sniffle to my left caught my attention and when Wes’ gaze followed the sound, mine did too. At first I only saw Tom and my mother with her left arm around the back of the chair next her. She was leaning into the occupant handing over a tissue. As I took my next step, I saw very frail ankles protruding from under a lavender floral dress and elderly hands dabbing away tears.

My gaze traveled up to Lenny’s mother’s moist eyes that so familiarly matched the green in my mother’s and mine. I sucked in another cool breath and when my gaze returned to Wes, his expression showed concern for me. I shook my head quickly and gave a soft smile to let him know I was okay.

In that instant his perfect lips turned up on one side and the minister called for our attention. Everything moved in slow motion as I watched Wes shake my father’s hand. Then I felt a small push on my lower back as my dad gave me away.

Before I knew it, I was standing square to Wes, reveling in his suit and vest, which were accented perfectly with a turquoise tie. His hair was freshly cut with enough left on the top to curl slightly, and his sides were cut close and perfectly trimmed around the edges. His face was smooth and all I wanted was to put my own cheek against his.

It felt like just the two of us until the minister instructed us to hold hands. I turned, looking for somewhere to put my flowers and Kerry stood up and took them for me. She went to sit back down until she noticed the handkerchief sticking in the stem of the bouquet. “Oh, here,” she whispered, handing it back to me.

As soon as the blue handkerchief was in my hand, I realized it was taking all of my concentration to hold in the tears. I looked back into Wes’ eyes. They were nowhere near to exhibiting the same weakness mine were. Thankfully, he looked completely composed and gave my hands a squeeze when they found his.

The minister recited a standard welcome and then redirected his attention to us.

“At this time we will have the bride and groom share their own vows. Sophie?” My gaze was fixed on Wes, but I could tell everyone was watching us in my peripheral vision.

Just then, the wind picked up, making me feel like every moment in my life culminated in this moment. Feeling the wind carry the hem of my dress back and forth made me remember why I had chosen this place to publically share my feelings for Wes.

I cleared my throat to make sure I was loud enough so our closest friends and family could hear.

A natural need to be even closer to him came over me, so I moved in until our intertwined hands were pressed between the valley of our bodies.

“I love you,” I started. “So much that whatever I say today can’t fully express it, because what I feel for you runs deeper than my thoughts, and deeper than my heart. The place where I find the most love for you is in my soul, and even I can’t explain why or how. All I know is that wherever you are, I want to be, and whenever you need me, I’ll always be there.”

I watched him swallow a few times and bite gently on his back teeth as his way of keeping his emotions under control. His slow blinks and frequent squeezes of my hand told me he wasn’t going to last too much longer trying to hold in the tears that seemed to be lingering on the edge. My purpose was not to force him into a public display of an emotional meltdown, so I hurried along my portion.

“Neither one of us knows what tomorrow will bring, but whatever happens, I will stand with you every single day, through the good and the bad, the easy and the difficult. I want you to know that I’m in this for the long haul, because I love you, and because I want to take care of you forever.”

I sniffled a little and at the word forever, Wes bowed his head and closed his eyes. I squeezed his hands and gave our hold a small shake, hoping he was still with me.

The minister called Wes’ name and he took a deep breath and looked into my eyes.

He didn’t rush his words or seem pressured to start too soon. After a long moment of him boring into my soul, he spoke words that wove into my ears and wrapped around my bones.

“Sophie, meeting you has redefined my life.” He was speaking only to me and I was sure our guests were leaning forward to catch his words. 

“What you’ve already done for me will sustain my love for you indefinitely, and what I say today will only convey a fraction of what you’re truly worth to me.”

He paused to look at the few who knew about our true past. Glancing back at me, he continued in a way that only those privy to our history would truly understand. “I have loved you even before you found me. My heart beats today because of you . . . and for you. All I want is to keep you safe and happy, because when you are those things, I am the same. 

“I love you for the way you make me feel. I stand here Sophie,” and as the slow tears began to fall from my eyes, he leaned in so close I was sure I was the only one who would hear him, “because I promise to take care of you for all of your days, and I will never stop believing in a tomorrow with you.”

I pulled my hand free to dab my nose and eyes with the handkerchief. Imagining how horrible I looked, I glanced at my mother only to see her and Maria looking tearful, too. The sight made me smile as I turned back to Wes, cursing him for not caring about how I would react to something so intense in front of everyone.

The minister prompted us to exchange rings and then pronounced us married. He didn’t get as far as telling Wes to kiss me, because Wes’ hands were already on the sides of my face, pulling me in. His mouth assaulted mine in the softest, most pressing manner, spreading warmth down my shoulders. My hands reached around his back as we kissed at the edge of a beautiful cliff with my worries blowing in the wind. 

Neither one of us pulled away until our friends and family clapped so loudly we could no longer ignore their presence. I was the first to laugh with joy as I hopped up in excitement and he picked me up and hugged me so hard it felt like we were one person. I felt his joy, his fears, his pain, his love, and his hope for whatever the future had in store for us.

There wasn’t one dry eye in the audience. After the ceremony, I was able to notice everyone who was there. In addition to my family and friends, Dr. Lyon and Dr. Carter were present. Everyone greeted us with hugs and whispers in our ears, saying, “That was beautiful, that was perfect, you two are wonderful together.” 

My mom hurried some pictures along—she and I, then with Wes, too—then she pulled me close to say how proud she was of me. Then she shoved the other guests in line to take pictures with us. The first in line was Maria. Kerry stepped up to help her walk. Her hands were frail and hesitant to touch me, but I knew what this moment meant to her and how difficult it must be to see me. Even though it was a reassurance that Lenny wasn’t gone forever, we couldn’t change the fact that I wasn’t truly her Lenny. I felt for her and didn’t want her feeling unsure about her presence, so I wrapped my arm around her small, petite frame and pulled her close. 

Her free hand brought a tissue up to her eyes and then she gave my hip a gentle shake with the hand that was wrapped around me. The volunteer photographer, who happened to be Kerry’s boyfriend, Rich, requested our attention and gave us orders to smile. After a few pictures, Wes discreetly stepped away and let us get a couple pictures with just the two of us.

By the time Wes and I were finished, my mother was gone. 

Where she had disappeared to was a mystery, but I was too overwhelmed with the presence of my father and Maria to give it any more thought. After a few more kind exchanges with my friends and father, Wes and I walked Maria to one of Wes’ waiting SUVs.

Maria was helped into the vehicle that would drive her back to her nursing home and although she looked happy, it seemed like she had many questions or wanted to say something else. I wasn’t sure what it was, but I didn’t want her leaving with any doubt about what this day meant for me.

To give her hope and comfort, I leaned into the open truck and gave her a hug. I spoke softly in her ear, so only she could hear. “I remember the night of Lenny’s accident. You tried to stop our fight and he shoved you to the floor. I remember how much you loved me, and I want you to know no one could have stopped what happened. And it’s okay, because I’m here now.” I kissed her cheek as she sobbed softly. 

We watched her drive off and then said our goodbyes to everyone else, except for my mother, who still seemed to be missing. Inside our limo, Wes pulled me onto his lap with one arm wrapped around me and the other hand tucked under my bottom, securing me to himself.

He slipped his hand there so naturally that one would’ve thought he did it all the time, but he didn’t. Usually his hands only found their way across my body when we were making out, but now we were just sitting there and the comfort between us felt good and natural.

I leaned my head into his and absorbed his sweet scent. He held me tighter, and even in our perfect post-wed moment, he managed to tell me he missed me. There we were, pretty much bound to each other for however long forever would be, and the feelings we felt from being separated the night before were still lingering.

“I missed you, too,” I whispered, feeling like the day simply couldn’t have been any more perfect.






Chapter 28
 THE FIRST TIME
 

Had I known how special it was going to feel to have my family, friends, and Lenny’s mother there, I might have chosen to have a small reception. But at the time my thoughts had been to keep it simple and just go home with Wes. My mom understood, so she relented.

Along with no reception, Wes and I had agreed that we’d rather stay home for a while. We briefly thought about taking a short drive to an inn or resort, but decided against it. All we wanted to do was go back to his place and call it ours.

A few days before the wedding, Dr. Carter had moved into Dr. Thomas’ old residence, so when we got home the place was one hundred percent ours. Waiting for us.

I’d pulled into his driveway many times, but never like it was my own. The feeling was indescribable. Wes took my hand and led me up the front steps. Just before the threshold, he did the inevitable, picking me up and carrying me inside. The way he held me made me want to stay there all night, but to my disappointment, he spun me toward the living room, kissed my cheek, and set me down. The aroma of food struck me first, but then what I saw took my breath away.

Dozens of white rose petals led away from the foyer. “Go on,” he said.

I turned, tempted to ask questions, but knew to comply. My feet willed themselves through the hall, which was lined on both sides with vases of white, pink, and red roses. It was Valentine’s Day in September.

I stood awestruck by the romantic touch and then the delicious scent pulled my attention toward the dining room. I turned and looked at Wes, no longer wanting any more surprises. “Did you order food?” I asked.

He smiled and shrugged. “Let’s just say your mom wanted you to have a reception. Even if it was a private one.”

My eyes opened wide. “What?” Before he could answer, I made a beeline for the dining room where a candlelit table, set with fine dining for two, awaited. One metal food warmer and a small, round, three-tiered wedding cake with a border of white roses had been placed in the center.

“My mother did this?”

“She did.” 

“Wow.”

I stood with my mouth pretty much hanging open and Wes pulled my chair back, prompting me to sit.

In zombie mode, I watched Wes take off his suit jacket, revealing a fitted vest and tie tailored to his physique, perfectly. He looked unbelievably sexy. He filled our plates with shrimp and angel hair pasta in a white wine sauce. And there we sat, the two of us, enjoying an intimate dinner. We talked about how his morning had gone, as well as mine. I left out the part about Dawn’s trip to the mall and as I thought about that, it became apparent that our whole conversation was very platonic. 

It felt like a first date, except that both of us were aware of what this night meant. We would either share our first time, or not, because of Wes’ clarity, and either way, I was sure Wes was the more nervous of the two of us.

It was ironic how thinking of him being nervous always gave me more confidence. Maybe it was a desire to make things easier for him. Whatever the reason, I felt like I could do this. Like I wanted to do this. Ready to push the evening along, I slid my plate to the side, half-eaten.

“Are you ready for cake?” I asked.

He dropped his fork willingly. “Sure.”

“What kind is it?” 

“Don’t know,” he answered, watching me curiously.

“Hmm . . . well let’s find out.” I grabbed the knife and cut a piece. Red velvet with white icing. Yum. I stood up and cut two pieces. “Come on, get up,” I ordered, eagerly.

Wes stood and came around to my side, taking the plate. “I’m sure my mom went to all this trouble so we could have the complete experience, so let’s do it.”

He opened his mouth at my command, and I gently fed him a mouthful. He swallowed and then laughed. 

“I can already see you’re going to be a bad influence on me with sweets.”

“Shut up,” I joked, shoving him in his stomach. “Now it’s my turn.”

He took the other piece and I opened my mouth, impatiently waiting for the rush of sugar, but all I felt was the assault of cake and icing smearing on my face. I turned away and screamed, feeling only a tiny taste of icing on my lips.

“I can’t believe you just did that!” 

He shrugged innocently and backed up before I could retaliate. “Your mom made me swear to get you. It’s her fault!”

“What? You listened to her?”

He grabbed a napkin and tossed it at me, and then ran around to the other side of the table. “What? I told you I wanted her to like me!”

“Ugh!” I groaned wiping my face off. At least he didn’t get it in my hair, but I was still mad. How dare he? We stood for a few moments while he waited for further reaction from me.

I crossed my arms and stared at him. 

“You look beautiful,” he said.

I groaned again. “You watch too much TV. Flattery won’t work.”

“I don’t watch any TV,” he pleaded. I just stood there. “I’m sorry,” he offered sincerely.

“Fine,” I said. Then my gaze turned out the window over his shoulder. “What is that?” I asked, intrigued. A look of confusion crossed his face as he questioned what I could possibly be looking at across a twenty-mile stretch of mountains, but he still fell for it.

With his head turned for only a second, I picked up the top tier of the cake and tossed it over the table at him, just as he was turning back. It hit his chest and the lower right side of his face and mouth. 

Oh, my gosh. I couldn’t believe I just did that. My hands immediately flew up to my mouth. “I’m sorry,” I said.

He looked down and felt the cake on his face and then looked at me. After a minute of thick silence he said, “Your mom didn’t tell me about that part.”

Even though I was horrified at my actions, I couldn’t help but laugh, and after a second he did, too. 

“At least it was the small tier,” he said. His light reaction caused me to hurry around the table and help clean him off. “It’s fine.”

Seeing him react this way made me remember having covered him with funnel cake powder by accident on our first date.

Thinking of how easygoing he’d been made me feel all the more lucky to be with him. I remembered that day like it was only yesterday. We had just met, and thoughts of tasting the sugar crossed my mind, but at the time, those thoughts needed to be contained. I simply wouldn’t have had the nerve to do it then, but I did now.

I stepped closer to him and slowly licked a trail of icing off of his mouth. “What are you doing?” he asked, naively.

“I didn’t get to taste the cake before. You missed, remember?”

Between the kisses and small licks, it was tasty. I moved my mouth to his and pressed myself closer. He kissed me back, but kept his hands at his sides.

“You’re going to ruin your dress,” he whispered between kisses. I briefly thought about it but didn’t care. It was just a dress and besides, I was taking Kerry’s advice and absorbing how Wes made me feel when we were together. It felt good, and I wanted more.

“Not if you take it off,” I said finding his mouth again. In the same motion that his tongue found mine, he lifted my dress and picked me up, so that my legs were around his waist. Not missing a beat, he started walking toward the stairs. I knew where we were headed, and it was making me nervous again. But even though I was pressed up against him, it wasn’t close enough.

Once inside the bedroom, he set me down and backed me against the wall. Still kissing me, he took off his vest and unbuttoned his shirt. Following his lead, I began unzipping the side of my dress. The sight of his bare, perfect chest caused me to pause to build up the nerve to let my dress fall, but after a moment, I didn’t falter. I let it slip down my body, revealing my newly acquired lingerie.

Wes looked at my chest for a moment, closed his eyes, and started kissing me again. First my mouth, then moving to my neck. Feeling his bare chest against mine was making me shudder. I was ready to be with Wes mind, soul, and body. 

He continued to unbutton his trousers, and I sighed with passion as they dropped to the floor. 

I had no clue what he was wearing under them, because he scooped me up so fast, kicked his shoes off and carried me over to the bed. In that moment, all I wanted was all of him.

“How do you feel?” he murmured pulling back to watch my reaction.

“Like I want you, right now,” I whispered pulling him back into a deep kiss. I found his tongue and he lifted my back and reached around to unclasp my bra. Once I felt it slide away, I slipped into some sort of blissful trance and I don’t remember how the rest of our remaining garments came off. All I remember is Wes kissing me in places that had never been kissed. Until he paused.

I opened my eyes and saw him only inches from me with a hard expression on his face. 

“Hey,” I whispered. “You okay?” I put my palm against his face and he felt flushed. Warmer than I had ever felt him.

“I’m all right,” he whispered, still with his eyes closed. “Give me just a second.”

I knew he was concentrating hard, trying not to lose focus and, more important to him, not to lose time with me.

“Open your eyes,” I murmured, reaching up to kiss right below each of them.

“No, I’m all right,” he repeated.

“Open your eyes,” I urged, taking a stronger hold of his face. After a few seconds, he slowly revealed to me the deep brown eyes of a worried lover. “It’s okay,” I promised.

“I know,” he replied, looking at me. “I just don’t want to lose a single minute with you.”

I smiled. “You won’t. Just stay with me.” I kissed him once and pulled back to find his hesitant gaze again. “Just look at me,” I whispered.

He watched me for a moment and his face slowly relaxed.

“I love you,” he said.

“I know,” I said kissing him again, and just when I felt the nerves in our bodies relax completely, he gently brought us together completing our bond. There wasn’t a moment more full of every possible emotion than right then. 

So many feelings were shooting through me at once that I couldn’t stop myself from crying, silently. When he felt the wetness on his cheek, he paused. “I’m okay,” I urged, hugging him tighter. 

“Are you sure?” he whispered.

“I’m sure. I’m just overwhelmed with feelings for you right now.” He gently wiped away the tears and found my mouth again. 

We kissed and found a new, intense rhythm between us that felt like pure heaven.

“This is beyond what I imagined,” he whispered moving his lips away from mine, only to move them to my neck and down my chest. I wanted to respond, but couldn’t find the breath, because his rhythm picked up causing a release of electricity as I felt my body shudder along with his.

Oh. My. God. Just when I felt like jello, he wrapped his arms beneath me again and squeezed me to him like he wanted me to stay. Don’t worry, I wanted to tell him. I’m never leaving you. Not yesterday, and especially not after today.

That night, I fell asleep curled up against the inside of his arm, where I imagined I’d be every night for the rest of my days. He kissed my forehead, and whispered the one thing we were avoiding, but also the one thing he didn’t want to ignore.

“Happy Birthday.”






Chapter 29
 TOMORROW
 

I woke up lying in my new bed, unclothed and alone. Wes had left the bedroom door open, allowing the smell of cinnamon to greet me. A contented smile seeped its way into my soul. It couldn’t have felt more perfect.

Lying next to me on his pillow was a small koala bear. I touched it, realizing it was the prize I had won at a carnival on our first date. It was adorable but so tiny and I remember feeling like I’d wasted my time and Wes’ money playing a zillion times just to win it. My disappointment had prompted Wes to win a big one for me.

I picked the bear up and saw a small card resting beneath it.

“What is this?” I said out loud.

Curious, I took the card and opened it to the sight of Wes’ perfect handwriting:

This was worth every penny.

 

Love, your husband

 

A flood of blissful energy jolted me out of bed. I quickly brushed my teeth and threw on a tank top and shorts. I took a quick look in the mirror and decided to run my fingers through my hair. I contemplated a little makeup, but after a closer look in the mirror, decided against it. 

Wes had always made me feel beautiful the way I was, and I wasn’t going to start changing now. Then, just as I went to turn away, a tiny trickle of moisture dropped onto my lip. Instinct caused me to wipe it, but when I pulled my hand back, it was smeared with red. Confusion washed over me for a second until I realized I had a nosebleed.

I quickly tilted my head back and found a tissue, thinking how strange it was. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d had one, but I didn’t panic. I held my head back and pressed the tissues to my nose. After a few minutes, the tissues were coming away clean and I felt relieved that it wasn’t something Wes would be greeted with on the first morning of our life together. That wouldn’t have been attractive.

Glad it was over, I flushed the tissues and glanced back into the mirror. There was no sign of the mishap, and choosing to ignore the strange occurrence, I convinced myself that it was just a small interruption in my morning. So small I erased all traces of it from my mind.

Before heading downstairs, I wanted to redirect my attention to the amazing feelings experienced the day before, so I pulled my journal from my bag. Every detail about yesterday was so important that I wanted to take the time to put the memories on paper before I forgot a single detail.

I wrote about the whole day and what each person meant to me. I wrote about last night, and how perfect it was. About how I still feared tomorrow, but that it wasn’t going to deter me from enjoying every minute of every day with Wes and my family and friends. I also wrote about how, if anything happened to me, Wes would have our memories. How we’d already defied fate, and that everything I’d just written was totally ours, and nothing could erase it. When I was finished, I confidently and optimistically signed the entry,

This is my story.

 

Sophie

 

Once I’d closed the book, I tucked it neatly back in my bag, looking forward to finding a permanent place for it later. No longer able to stand the distance, I skipped down the stairs like a child on Christmas morning. A new level of completeness permeated my entire body, pulling me toward Wes.

“Hey, you,” he greeted as I entered the kitchen.

“I love you,” I stated for the record.

“Good thing. Because you’re stuck with me now,” he breathed, pecking me on the lips.

I laughed. “I don’t consider it stuck and this is so not fair, you know?”

“What?” he asked, holding a spatula, confused.

“You’re spoiling me by cooking. I want to start spoiling you. I’m your wife now. I need to start acting like one.”

He raised a brow. “You’re not my wife because you aren’t cooking?”

“You know that’s not what I meant. It’s just that I’m excited about moving in and getting a chance to take care of you.”

He strategically placed strips of turkey bacon on a platter and paused to cross his arms, contemplating deeply.

“How about tomorrow?”

I smiled immediately. The sound of tomorrow rang so perfectly in my ears. 

“Yes, tomorrow sounds perfect.”

“Good.” He smiled that delicious smile of his. “Now, Wife, will you please help me carry this into the dining room?”

I thought for a second and then bounced my way out of the room, “Nope.”

“What?” he yelled after me. “I thought you wanted to help?”

“Today is your day. Tomorrow is my turn, and maybe the next day, we’ll share.”

I heard him laugh. “Fine.”

Within minutes, he was juggling trays of eggs, bacon, fruit, and cinnamon rolls, Yum.

We shared the best breakfast possible, just the two of us and, of course, the perfect three-sided view from his dining room. Finally full, I leaned back and finished off my cranberry juice.

Deciding to capitalize on all the things I was grateful for, I brought up something I was sure Wes would feel good about—besides our new life together.

“I’m really happy that you have Dr. Thomas back. It’s like fate knew exactly what you needed. Now you’re about to release one amazing cure and who knows how many more to follow. It’s perfect.” 

He took his last sip of orange juice and then reached over to touch my cheek with his fingertips. “Yes . . . it is.”

He smiled softly, but it didn’t move up to his eyes, telling me he was holding something back. A few quick thoughts of what it might be ran through my mind, hoping it wasn’t related to last night in any way.

Sure, finding a cure for the cancers and diseases would be hard, but working together with him and Dr. Lyon would be perfect. Even fun, I imagined. So why the look of seriousness?

“What’s the matter, Wes?” I asked, feeling self-conscious.

He shook his head nonchalantly, “Nothing.” Then he leaned over and gave me a kiss. “Nothing at all Mrs. Wilson.”

Hearing him say my new name made me smile, and pulled his smile into his eyes, but I pressed further, “Then what’s going on?” 

He leaned back about to change the subject, so I moved myself onto his lap, wrapping my arms around his neck with his eyes turned to me.

“Tell me, Wes. Please. ‘Be honest with each other,’ remember?” His gaze melted into mine and he put his arms around my waist. “Please?” I whispered again.

I waited for a few moments as he gathered his thoughts. When they didn’t turn into words, I gave him a squeeze. 

“Okay.” His voice was soft and flowed through my soul in a way where I knew nothing would take away anything we had accomplished up until this point. At least, nothing I could think of.

“Sophie,” he began, interrupting my self-assuring thoughts, “I didn’t want Dr. Thomas to come with me just so he could find cures for other people.” He repositioned me so I was facing him more directly, and the sparkle in his eyes returned. “I want him to . . . find a cure . . . for me, too. I want him to fix me.”

“You what?”

“I want him to change me back.”

“But I don’t understand. How, I mean . . . what are you thinking? You can’t change back.”

“Why not?”

“Because everything in you is changed already. Your blood, everything.”

“Yeah, but what happens if he replaces it with regular blood again. Maybe he can reverse it.”

“What?” I stood up. “Wes, you’re scaring me now.”

He pulled me back down. “Listen.”

I shook my head. “I can’t. Please don’t. We just got to a point where everything is perfect, and I was content knowing that if I die, I’ll find you again. And now you’re talking about putting yourself at risk. No. No way.”

“Everything is not perfect. If anything happens to y—”

“Nothing will. I’m cured. I’m perfectly fine.”

“I know you are, but it’s not over. You still have to be monitored for side effects. These cures take time to perfect and anything can go wrong. I won’t sit around while we wait and see.”

“I can’t think about something happening to you. Please don’t make me think that. It’s too risky.”

“Sophie, they have things like dialysis now and ways I think it could work. I mean, I don’t know, but it’s worth looking into. If Dr. Carter can’t do it, then we won’t try it.”

“Even if it were possible, why? Why would you? If something happens to me, you’ll die and we won’t ever find each other again.”

He moved my bangs out of my face and raised my chin to his. “I don’t believe that. I think the whole reason you have never had a full life is because our destinies have been artificially altered. I want to set it right. Like it’s supposed to be.”

“Wes, you were supposed to die at sixteen years old. You’re trading my life for yours. No.”

He started swaying his knee back and forth, calming me with a rocking motion, and then he got a look in his eyes that spoke of more secrets.

“Wes, what else are you not telling me?”

“Nothing, it’s just . . . “

My eyes widened. More? “What? What is it?”

“I’ve been having dreams.” He paused, and I waited anxiously. “Of us. You and me.”

“Okay? What about you and me?”

“I was old and you were, too.”

The sound of those words softened my heart, but my brain still twisted with anxiety.

“Wes, I won’t risk your life for a dream.”

He grabbed my face, demanding my complete attention, as if he didn’t already have it.

“I don’t think they were dreams. I think they were memories.” I shook my head, not understanding. “Did you hear me? Memories. We were wearing clothes, not of this century or even the last one, and we were rocking in chairs on a front porch of some farm I’ve never seen. It was us.”

“So what are you saying?”

“I’m saying I think there is more history to our lives than Wes and Amelia. Something further back, that neither one of us remembers.”

I took in what he was saying, trying to make sense of it. If we were true soul mates then we could’ve been together before Wes was changed, but it didn’t solve anything.

“It doesn’t change the way things are now,” I said.

“Yes it does. Sophie, I believe that I was saved in 1916 for a reason. To help others, but I wasn’t meant to be this way forever. Now that I’m close to fulfilling that medical purpose, I want to go back to being normal, with you, the way I’ve seen us.”

“But what if it’s not possible? Do you understand what you’re risking? I might die anyway, and then we might never find each other again.”

“I would find you anywhere. I know that now.”

“No,” I growled.

He looked deeply into my eyes, and his intensity slowly softened, but his words spoke with an unfamiliar excitement. “It sounds crazy, I know, but I’m willing to risk it to have a long, normal life with you. Please, will you just consider it? I wouldn’t do anything hasty. I just want to explore the possibility.”

I had been so wrapped up in his words that I’d neglected to fight the tears that were welling up in my eyes, and in that instant one snuck up on me and spilled over, traveling slowly down my face. He wiped it away and kissed the wet trail.

I thought about saying something, but couldn’t form any words. Instead, I leaned into his collarbone and squeezed him, hoping and hanging on to this moment. I couldn’t think about his insane thoughts or my fears of tomorrow. 

I found myself unable to hold back a second tear, which traveled slowly down my cheek. Once it reached the bare skin of Wes’ neck, he held me tighter, still rocking me, and after a moment, he whispered the familiar words, “Please don’t cry . . . Everything is going to be all right…
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