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Chapter 1
 SECRETS
 

“Everything is going to be all right.” That’s what Wes had assured me, sitting in our kitchen a few weeks ago. Wanting to believe him, I kept repeating it—even as I swam. For Wes, spending time in his indoor lap pool was both mentally and physically calming. I didn’t need the newlywed nesting experience to discover that.

In hopes that it would have the same effect on me, it was a pastime I had come to try myself. Admittedly, the swimming did relax me. It felt good—peaceful, even. But in order to feel completely calm, I had to constantly repeat those words: “Everything is going to be all right.”

Yeah, I know. What’s new, right? Well, every day of the week, for one thing. It was November, and I no longer had the safety net of not turning nineteen until next year. I was already nineteen.

I’d dealt fate a low blow when I decided to get married on my nineteenth birthday. I figured I’d turn the dreaded day into something good. It worked for all of twenty-four hours.

The day had been perfect and the night even better. The way he loved me took away all my worries and fears. Then the morning came and that was great too, until he told me he'd been having dreams. Dreams he thought were actual memories of us from before I was Amelia and even before he was Weston Wilson I.

The dreams had given him a new focus, since he’d never considered that our souls had been together before his transformation. He’d assumed that the first time had been when Amelia saved his life that day in London 1915. Never the possibility of a before. Until now.

That’s all it took—images of us, long ago, growing old together. Not of me dying at nineteen. Those images made Wes believe we were true soul mates, meant to live long, happy lives for all time. Yeah, it was cliché, but it didn’t stop him from theorizing that the only reason I kept dying was because he’d been transformed to live on, slowly. Aging so slowly that there was no way for us to have a normal life together.

He believed he could set our lives back on track by reversing his transformation. So that’s why the worry began approximately one day after the best day of my life. Not necessarily because I might die while nineteen, like in my past two lives, but for the insane reason that Wes thought he could save me by killing himself.

Not going to happen, which is why I had been a little less than honest with Wes. There was one other thing that happened the day after we married. That morning, my nose started to bleed. It was the first time since I was a child, so deep down I suspected it had something to do with my recent trial treatment for my virus. Dr. Carter had firmly instructed me to call him if anything out of the ordinary came up concerning my health, and that would’ve qualified. Yet, I initially refused to allow myself to accept the setback after such an amazing evening.

Then, when Wes told me what he wanted to do to himself, I just couldn’t bring it up at all. Not while fearing it would send him straight to Dr. Carter to try and reverse his transformation. No, I had decided to do the one thing I begged Wes not to do anymore, and that was keep secrets. I say secrets because, in the last couple of months, I’ve had two more nosebleeds, and Wes knows about none of them.

I decided to look at it from his perspective. If he knew, I’d spend most of my time back at the lab being pricked, and he’d foolishly volunteer to have his cold-blood replaced with some new, normal concoction, hoping fate’s short hand would leave me alone. I shuddered as I swam.

“Hey you,” I heard, the words soft and inviting and yet still somehow startling. I shouldn’t have been thinking so negatively, but it was hard not to.

“Hey,” I replied, slowing my breast stroke until I was treading water.

“Can I come in?” he asked with a sly smile. He was shirtless and wearing his delicious trademark grin. Since when does he ask? Never. But looking at him, the reason became clear.

He was either trying to seduce me or tease me. I managed a smile. “What are you doing?”

He bent down. “I’m asking you if I can swim.”

“I don’t know. Can you?” I shifted to a back float, exposing my baby-blue bikini.

“Okay.” He stood. “This isn’t going where I’d hoped.”

“And where was that?” I asked, weaving myself farther away from the edge.

He shifted his weight and shrugged. “I don’t know. Maybe I'd come down here, flex a muscle or two, and then you'd beg me to come in and—”

“Okay, I get it. Sounds nice, but I’m not interested.”

He pressed his brows together, paused a moment, and then responded, “If you say so.”

I held my smile until he turned his back, and it was the visual of those muscles shifting beneath his skin as he walked away that had me feeling like the water was a little too warm.

“Okay, okay, you win,” I called.

He stopped and turned around. “Win what?”

“Me…duh.”

“I already won you,” he said, crossing his arms.

“Okay, fine. Will you please come in here and cool me off? Happy now?”

“Of course. But all you had to do was say yes to my question in the first place.”

I flipped over and started swimming. “You’re wasting time,” I said a few strokes later. When there was no response, I turned around to check on him, and he was gone. “What the…”

Surfacing right in front of me, he grabbed my hips, causing me to shriek. “Oh my—”

“Shh…” he said, putting his lips over mine.

Once my heart settled down, my natural reaction was to wrap my arms and legs around him, prolonging the moment. My mind melted into oblivion whenever he kissed me.

Which was why I’d rather die, and see him again in thirty years, than watch him kill himself and risk us never finding, or remembering, each other ever again.

So that’s where things stood as we affectionately embraced each other. Us keeping deadly secrets, because I knew him well enough to know he was already working on something self-destructive behind my back. The only question now was which one of our sacrifices would occur first. His? Or mine?




Chapter 2
 LIFE
 

There’s no place like home. That’s one well-known saying I’d come to appreciate as Wes’ house became my refuge. All of the furniture I’d ordered had come in. His once cold-feeling great room had turned into a warm and cozy place to curl up.

The space was large enough to fit a huge ottoman and sectional that swallowed you whole if you plopped down hard enough. To top it off, I’d matched the coffee-colored sofa with a dozen pillows, alternating every earth tone you could imagine. I’d also filled the space with crimson-colored candles and didn’t hesitate to use them.

On cozy nights, our favorite thing to do was watch TV or just sit there. The house, the space, the feel—it was everything I could’ve hoped for. It was what was happening outside of it that caused my nails to take a beating.

The first time I’d gnawed on them was on my wedding day, because I’d been so nervous. After that, I just bit them because I was still nervous.

Between the secrets and our continued security detail, I seriously expected the worst every time I left the house. Wes didn’t talk much about that kind of danger anymore, but the fact that he kept the Tahoes around told me we weren’t out of the woods.

After Wes was rescued from that military-op group, his chief of staff at the California Blood Research Lab, Dr. Lyon, had made a deal with the government for our safety. As well as Dr. Carter's, because, when Wes was rescued, the operation had been so furious, they’d discharged Dr. Carter for his part in helping Wes escape. And then they attempted to kill him, but Dr. Lyon was able to seal a deal with them before any more harm was done.

The agreement assured everyone’s safety, as long as the lab shared its research−which Wes didn’t have any intention of doing. But at least it bought us time. And of course, Wes’ secret was still intact, but we still remembered how dangerous those people could be and how quickly they could take one of us again.

Just driving down the winding driveway, I'd scan the trees to make sure someone didn’t jump out of the bushes. At a stop light, I’d catch a glimpse of the Tahoe a few cars back and glance to my left and right to see whether anyone was watching me.

Since I didn’t smoke or drink, and Wes wasn’t always around to help me keep things together, I took the nerves out on my nails. The only other calming moments were with my mom or friends at work. Mom and I kept our Thursday lunches at Berkeley, and Wes and I had dinner with her and Tom every Sunday. On every other day, I still worked at Healey’s. It wasn’t really work, in my mind. I enjoyed every minute, because it helped keep my mind off all that was scary. But on an early November day, even Healey’s took a new turn.

Pulling in, I glanced back and saw the Tahoe take up the usual space directly across from the front door. I smiled to myself because, even though they were an intrusion on my freedom, they always reminded me that Wes was close even when he wasn’t. As I stepped out of the car, the second thing that caught my eye was a “now hiring” sign in Healey's front window. Immediately, it brought me back to the last time we needed a new employee: Ms. Mary’s murder last winter. I stole another comforting glance back at the Tahoe.

Then I thought about how her replacement, Chase, had also died by the hands of the same murderer. I had volunteered to take on his hours afterward, so there hadn’t been a need to rehire. Last I checked, and hoped, nobody else had died. Wrapping my sweater around my cami, I took a deep breath and went inside.

Mr. Healey was behind the front counter as usual.

“Hi, Mr. Healey. What’s up?”

“Nothing much, lady,” he answered, and gave me a brief welcoming smile before looking back down at his handheld pricing gun.

Unable to wait to put my belongings in the back room before asking, I stopped at the counter. “What’s with the sign?”

“Oh.” He glanced up only for a moment and shrugged. “I’m just looking for someone else to help cover some hours over the holidays.”

He took a second glance up at me before putting his head back down. Something about the look in his eyes told me he was avoiding something, and his explanation didn’t make sense.

“But no one buys used books over the holidays,” I replied.

He looked up again and studied me for a moment. “Why don’t they?”

“Because they’re used.”

“Well I think people will start buying them, and even if they don’t, we’ll be busy with people bringing their old ones in.”

That may have been true, but it wasn’t reason enough to hire a whole new person. Something was going on, but instead of pressing it, I tried to lighten the mood. “You’re not going to fire me, are you?”

“Not at all. Dawn just mentioned you were starting school in January, and I should probably be proactive.”

She what? Since when did Dawn concern herself with my hours?

“You are going to school, aren’t you?”

I blinked a few times and cleared my now dry throat. “Um. Yes, I think.”

“You think?” he countered quickly, setting the pricing gun on the counter so he could cross his arms authoritatively. I felt the need to stand taller myself, a defense mechanism I’d learned from years of parental interrogation.

“Yes, I think. But most likely will,” I added.

He shifted his weight. “Good, because you need school. Let’s be real; who knows how long Healey’s will be here.” He looked around the store and sighed quietly. “With all this new technology, it’s just a matter of time before this kind of store is obsolete. My father passed this business down to me, but I’m not sure what will be left to pass on." With that statement, he turned his attention back to me. “So you kids need to get your education.” He nodded firmly and went back to his work.

I stood for a moment, trying to process the unexpected personal lecture. He was either tired of me working there or was treating me like family. I liked the latter idea, but wasn’t sure how to respond, so I silently walked to the back room.

I put my purse in my cubby and went back out, avoiding the front counter. Instead, I paced the aisles, straightening up books and picking up bits of trash. Mr. Healey’s words were in my head the whole time, and the more I thought about it, the more pressure I felt.

My life was comfortable, or at least as comfortable as it was going to get. Why should I go out and start something else I’d just worry about finishing? And how dare Dawn take it upon herself to practically shove me out the door. I was pretty worked up by the time she arrived.

She walked in and, as usual, headed straight to the back. I took the liberty of cutting her off halfway down the center aisle.

“Hey,” I said nonchalantly as we nearly collided.

“Hey,” she answered dryly, stepping around me so quickly that our shoulders bumped.

Turning, I caught a glimpse of her shoving open the door to the back room.

Okay. I thought I was the one who was supposed to be annoyed. Two options passed quickly through my mind: keep on working, or try to figure out what her problem was. Before I could decide, she walked back out and headed down another aisle.

I slid over and cut her off again, this time shifting my feet in sync with hers until she knew she was cornered.

“Having a bad day?” I asked.

“I don’t want to talk about it right now.”

This was so unlike her, especially the way she was avoiding eye contact. She was known to be short and bossy with other people, but not with me.

“Dawn, what’s going on? Since when do you avoid me? What did I do?”

She finally looked at me. “Hmm…let’s see. How about just being perfect. Super freaking perfect.”

“Say what?” Dawn had no idea about my tragic past or my uncertain future, but she had never hinted at feeling this way.

“Perfect Sophie. That’s what I said.” Now she was directing her negative attitude straight at me.

“Well,” I said, taking a small step backward. “You’re wrong. You have no idea.”

“Oh, what, Sophie? Let me guess, you can’t decide which semester to start school. Hmm, spring or summer or maybe never? It doesn’t matter, because you can just have Wes take care of you.”

Wow. I sucked in a deep breath at the low blow. I was not a confrontational person, but I was not one to back down either. Three lives’ worth of turmoil almost popped out right there in that aisle, but I let out a deep breath instead. She was my friend, and something was off.

“Dawn, you forget I know you. Your little alter-ego is not going to get to me, so you might as well tell me what your problem is. Or I’m going to—”

“You’re going to what? Read a book? Make dinner? Go on a vacation? What exactly is it that you have to deal with? Huh?” My mouth fell open, and she threw her hands up. “You know what? Forget it. I’m out of here.”

She went to the back and grabbed her things and made a beeline for the front door. Mr. Healey called after her, but she ignored him as she bolted. What the heck? Without thinking, I ran after her.

“I’ll be right back, Mr. Healey.”

I saw her getting into her car and went over to her. “Dawn. Stop. What in the world is going on?”

“Sophie, just leave me alone. You’re not helping.”

“Dawn. Please. What is it? Did you and Jackson have a fight?”

“Yes! Okay. Are you happy now?” She started the car and tried to close the door, but I was blocking it.

“No, I’m not happy,” I said, standing firm.

She and Jackson had been dating for about a year now, and they had their moments, but she hadn’t ever reacted this badly before.

“What happened?”

“I want to leave, please,” she said, looking at me. Fire still burned in her cheeks, but her eyes were glassing over now. She was clearly hurting and I didn’t want her to go.

“Can you just tell me what happened?”

She gave me one more glare and then slammed the back of her head into the headrest. With her eyes closed, she sat there for what seemed like minutes before speaking.

“Fine. I broke up with him. He’s the biggest ass on the planet, and I cannot stand him right now. I really don’t want to have this conversation with you.”

“Why? I’m your friend,” I said, bending down. “You can talk to me about anything. I can help you. What happened? Did he do something? Say something? What?” With her eyes still closed, Dawn's cheek muscles started to twitch. “You can tell me,” I whispered.

In that moment, the first tear fell, allowing her face to relax. I watched one tear fall after another, though she didn't make a single sound. “Dawn, I hate to see you so upset. I’d like to help you.”

Finally wiping away the wet trails, she opened her eyes and stared at the ceiling of her car. “He told me he's going to college. That his lacrosse scholarship is too important to give up. And that I would be holding him back.”

“When did this happen?”

“Right after I told him I'm pregnant.”

The world around us fell silent as her words swirled around my head and traveled through my body and down to my knees. I found myself looking around and focusing on items around me. Crumbs and trash stuck between her seat, sunglasses on her floorboard. Not wanting to say the wrong thing, I replayed her words in my mind.

Dawn and Jackson were such opposites, but he practically followed her around like a puppy. It didn’t make sense.

“Wait. He said he didn’t want to be with you because of that?”

She whipped her head around to face me now. “No, he said he still wanted to be with me.”

“I don’t get it.”

“Right after he suggested I get rid of it.”

My eyes traveled inadvertently to her midsection. “He told you that?”

“Yes, Sophie. He told me that.”

“Well, maybe he didn’t mean it.”

“He meant it.”

My hand covered hers. I finally understood her emotional attack. “Dawn, that’s hard news for someone to hear. Maybe he’ll change his mind after he’s had time to think about it.”

“He’s had time, Sophie. I told him last Friday and he sat on it all week. And that’s what he told me last night. You should’ve seen him. What a coward. I was so stupid.”

“No, you weren’t. You loved him.”

“Yeah, well a lot of good that does me now.” The anger was returning in her voice.

I’d known my life was not perfect, but in that moment I realized that nobody’s was. Whatever the issue, worry was everywhere, in different forms, in different places. But one thing was the same—how it makes people feel.

“I’m sorry, Dawn. I really am.”

“Yeah, me too. Listen, I gotta go. I don’t want to be around my dad today.”

“Does he know?”

“Are you kidding me? Please. He would flip. I just want to get out of here. For good.”

“Just wait. Please. Things will be fine. Give it time.”

“Time? Are you serious? I don’t have time. I’m seven weeks along. If I’m going to do it, I need to do it now.”

“Wait. Do what?”

“Look, don’t make me say it.”

“Dawn, you’re not getting rid of it…are you?”

“What, Sophie, do you think I’m going to raise it here? With my dad? While Jackson’s off at college, moving on? No thanks.”

My head was spinning again. I didn’t have a clue how to be a good friend in a situation like this, but everything she was saying felt all wrong.

“Dawn, you just broke up with Jackson for asking you to do that. Why? If you wanted to anyway?”

“I don’t want to, Sophie!” she growled. “But I can’t do this by myself.”

“Well, what about adoption?”

“And see the look in my parents’ eyes when they find out? It’ll just be reckless old me again. No thanks.”

The conversation was all happening so fast, and in a very uncomfortable location. Sure, I didn’t have a solution or experience with such a situation, but my senses were clinging to her and I didn’t want her to leave and go through it by herself.

“I’ll help you do whatever you need. Just take it easy for now. You have time to decide. And you’re right. He was wrong. You deserve more support than that. We’ll fix it. Okay? Just go home and relax.”

“I can’t relax.”

“Just let me think of something. I’ll meet you later, okay?”

It took her a few moments to answer, but she finally gave me a maybe and drove off looking more pitiful than I’d ever seen someone look.




Chapter 3
 WORRIES
 

Back inside, I told Mr. Healey that Dawn wasn’t feeling well, and I avoided him the rest of the day. Simple tasks became tedious, as thoughts of Dawn stayed on my mind. She was pregnant. I’d grown to love Dawn and her family and had considered us close. How had I not known? Although we had never talked about how serious she and Jackson were, looking back, I guessed it was obvious. But the fact that she'd been pregnant for the last seven weeks hadn’t been obvious. Or had it, and I'd just missed it?

Thinking back, we’d worked together three days a week, and I hadn't picked up on anything unusual. Guilt started to permeate my stomach; I'd been such a poor friend. I looked at my watch, counting the minutes until the end of my shift.

Wes and I were supposed to go out to dinner, but, not wanting to leave Dawn to handle this alone, I called him and canceled. He said he would stay late at the lab and get some work done. My worrisome self would have liked to give more thought to what he was doing there, but I was too relieved about having the chance to find Dawn without feeling bad about standing him up.

This time, when my shift ended, the Tahoes were an unwanted addition. Danger was the last thing on my mind at that point. I just wanted to help a friend, and their presence felt invasive. I turned up the radio as if it could make them go away, and used the temporary relief to think about what to say when I got to Dawn’s.

By the time I arrived, a light drizzle had started, so I turned on my windshield wipers and crept down her narrow street, looking for her car. Danny’s pickup truck was there, but her Honda was nowhere to be found, and she wasn’t answering her phone. Any other time, I would’ve considered it no big deal, but not tonight.

The rain started to pound on my windshield, and the rain and I had never been best friends. The warm, dry confines of my home were calling to me, but finding Dawn felt like a necessity. The longer it took, the more guilt emerged, causing me to doubt our friendship even more. We’d been friends for more than a year now, and the only places I knew her to hang out were her house, Jackson’s, or with me and Wes when we were doubling. Other than that, I had no clue where she could be.

The rain was not helping matters, and now I had to turn the radio off just to think. I was coming up blank, so I started thinking about what I would do if I were in her shoes.

Of course I would be devastated if that happened to me and Wes reacted like Jackson had. There was no way I’d be convinced that he’d put his lacrosse career ahead of our baby’s life.

It was those doubts that made me think that Dawn wouldn’t believe it either. She was really upset and crushed by his reaction, but I thought she would give him another chance to change his mind. I turned my car around and headed toward his house, which was only about ten minutes past hers.

By the time I reached his long, winding street, the rain had lightened some, but not much. I could at least see out of my side windows, but it wasn’t easy. Dawn’s car was dark blue, which blended in with the night just perfectly, so I crept along the street at a snail’s pace, glancing out each side, trying to locate her car. Certainly, the security detail following behind were unhappy, but they would just have to deal as I kept looking.

Sure enough, on my left, her car was parallel parked directly across the street from Jackson’s house. Just as I passed his driveway, I noticed two figures in the dark, without umbrellas, and knew immediately it was them. A sense of relief came over me, knowing they were communicating and that she was safe. I kept driving, and it wasn’t until I turned around in the distant cul-de-sac and made my second passing that I noticed her push him in his chest. He shuffled backwards and then reached for her elbow. She snatched it away and pushed him again.

As she spun around and darted across the street, Jackson began walking back up his long driveway, shoulders slumped. By the time I pulled up beside Dawn’s car, she had plopped into her seat and was hunched over the wheel. I left my Jeep right in the street and jogged around to her door.

She jumped at my knock and then rolled down her window a few inches. “Jesus, Sophie! What are you doing here?”

“Hey. Sorry, I went by your house to talk to you and you weren’t there. I thought I’d check here before going home. Are you okay?” As soon as the words left my mouth, I knew it was a dumb question. “I mean, you wanna talk?”

“Not really.”

Her eyes were red and puffy. I felt helpless, but I didn’t want to let her go so easily.

“Look, I’m getting wet out here. And you're wet already. Let’s go to my house and get in some warm clothes. Spend the night. Get away from your house and we’ll talk. It might help to get away.”

She looked at me. By then, my hair was soaking wet, framing my face in a sticky mess. Standing there, in a downpour, I shrugged my shoulders.

“You’re nuts, you know?” she said.

“Well?”

“Fine. I’ll come…I definitely don’t want to go home, that’s for sure.”

I jogged back around to my car, feeling a little victorious, and gave a little wave to the Tahoes.

She followed me to my house, and Wes was still not home, which was fine. It allowed us some privacy to get Dawn to the spare room, which I’m sure she appreciated. I gave her clean towels and a fresh pair of sweats, and convinced her to take a warm shower, knowing the last thing she needed was to get sick.

While she was settling in, I thought about a warm shower myself. With the rain, the temperature had dropped and I had started to shiver. Sweats sounded good to me too, so I scooped some up and made my way to my own shower.

The hot water relaxed every muscle in my body, helping me to think more clearly. I closed my eyes and tilted my head back, letting the water soak through my hair and run down my back.

Feeling calm, I ran my palms over my face to clear the water trails, but a slippery sensation caused me to open my eyes. I pulled my hand away from my face and saw that, sure enough, it was another nosebleed. Dang. Just this once, it would have been nice not to have to think about myself. Irritated, I rinsed my hand and pressed a washcloth to my nose.

Standing there with a bloody cloth pressed against my nose, it was impossible not to think of my own problems. Why now? Why tonight? How was I supposed to help someone else fix their life when I couldn’t fix my own? Thoughts like that made me realize something unimaginably important.

That was exactly it. My future might be nonexistent. For whatever reason, it might not be in nature’s plan, and that’s something I’d have to face and deal with every single day. But Dawn shouldn’t have to worry about her baby’s life. Not when it could be saved. Closing my eyes, I resolved myself to do whatever possible to help the life inside of her. Even if I had no control over mine.

“Hey, you.”

I snapped my eyes open to see Wes’ silhouette through the glass shower doors.

“Hey. You scared me,” I said, turning toward the water to rinse out the bloody washcloth.

“Sorry,” he said, cracking the shower door open. He leaned in for a quick kiss, which caused his shirt to get splashed, before closing the door. “Why are you showering so early?”

“I got wet in the rain while talking with Dawn. I figured I’d get it over with before putting on dry clothes.”

“Oh…can I come in?”

“Sure,” I answered, feeling a little panicked.

In one motion, he pulled his shirt over his head, kicked off his shoes and bottoms, and slid in with me. “Is that who’s in the other shower?”

“Yes.” I laughed, nervously realizing that he might find that odd. “She got soaked too.”

He smiled, dipping his broad shoulders in the second showerhead before titling his head back under the water.

“So is everything okay?”

“Yeah, why do you ask?”

“You seem a little on edge.”

I held the washcloth behind my back, doing some final squeezes. “What’s that smell?” he asked, looking around.

“What smell?”

“Blood,” he answered, still looking. This time his gaze traveled to the ceiling and then to the floor. “Wait a minute, what’s in your hand?”

“Nothing. Just my washcloth.”

He leaned in closer, inspecting me. “Is that blood on your face?”

Putting his hands on my cheeks, he tilted my head back. “Sophie, your nose is bleeding.”

I shrugged it off as no big deal, and he might have believed me if I hadn’t been hiding the evidence of it behind my back.

“How bad was it? Let me see.” He pulled the washcloth from my hands. Unfortunately for me, it had been bright white, and now the whole thing was splotched with pink stains.

“Whoa,” he said. He wrung it out and dabbed my nose again, pulling it back to reveal a few more fresh drops.

“It’s fine,” I said, taking the cloth.

“It’s not fine.”

“Yes, it is. I was running around in the cold rain with Dawn, and I think I just jostled my sinuses. It’s fine. I used to get them all the time,” I lied, feeling instantly horrible about it.

“Sophie, I’ve never seen you get one of these before. I’m going to call Dr. Carter.”

“No! Please just forget it. It’s fine, really. I don’t get them very often—”

He shifted his weight. “What’s very often?”

“I don’t know.”

“What’s very often?” he repeated, leaning closer.

“I don’t know. Only a few times.”

“A few? When? How long ago?”

“Um…I don’t know. Maybe once a month?”

He opened his mouth to speak, and then shut it, staring into my eyes silently. He studied me for a moment longer, his jaws tensed. “I’m calling Dr. Carter,” he said flatly, stepping out of the shower.

Dang it, I thought. This was not going to go well. I finished rinsing my hair, shut the water off, and slipped out behind him. I had just started to dry off when he left the bathroom, wearing only a towel and a frown.

This really wasn’t going to go well.

I quickly slid into sweats to follow him, but hesitated. I knew Wes well enough to know there was no talking to him during a worry-fest. He needed to settle down, so I brushed out my hair and took my time.

When I came out, he was sitting on the bed, still in his towel, talking on the phone.

“I don’t know. She’s not being specific.” He cast me an evil glare before turning his attention back to the phone. “It doesn’t really matter at this point. I just want you to take a look at her. Okay. That should work. Thanks. See you then.” He hung up and went over to his closet without stealing a second glance at me.

I was contemplating a good defense for my secretiveness, but then, watching him dress in complete silence, I became angry.

“That’s not fair.” I stated—or, more so, pouted.

“Really?” he said, putting on his last sock without glancing up.

“Really,” I repeated, approaching him firmly. He smelled amazing, and his Henley was fitted in a way that made my knees wobble. I didn’t want to fight with him. He was the one person who could hold me and make me feel safe. But there we were, arguing, so I caved. “Okay. I’m sorry. I don’t want to fight. Please.”

He balanced his weight and crossed his arms. “How could you keep something like that from me? With everything we’re trying to do here. It’s like you’re working against me.”

“I’m not working against you.”

“Yes, you are. If you know you’re having side effects and you keep that from me, then you are working against me. How can I help you like that?”

The distance between us felt cold, and, although I hadn’t told him for this very reason, he was right. I stepped close to him in submission, leaving only an inch between us. He stood still for a moment, but then accepted my invitation and pulled me in for a much-needed hug.

“You’ve already helped me,” I whispered, and with that he squeezed me harder. “I’m sorry,” I said.

“Just please don’t keep anything else from me.”

“Okay,” I murmured.

We hugged for a few moments before he made me agree to see Dr. Carter the next day, and then I told him for the first time why Dawn was upset. The expression on his face was similar to when he first noticed my nosebleed.

“Are you serious?”

“I’m serious.”

By then we’d let go of each other and used the wall next to us for support. I leaned in close. “Wes, I think I want to tell her about us?”

His head snapped back. “You what?”

“You heard me.”

He crossed his arms again. “I’m sorry, I thought you just said you were personally sabotaging your own recovery by hiding a side effect from me, and that now you want to tell our secret to one of the biggest gossipers on this side of the Mississippi?”

“Wes.” I dropped my shoulders. “I’m not trying to sabotage anything. That’s not fair. And I just want to help. Jackson turned his back on her. He said that he wants her to get rid of it because he won’t be able to go to college and play lacrosse. Seriously.”

A glimmer of sympathy touched Wes’ eyes. “He said that?”

“Yes.”

“Well maybe he doesn’t know what he’s saying. Give him time to think about it.”

“She did. She’s seven weeks along and he’s known for a while. They had another falling out about it tonight, and she’s planning to get rid of it, because she’s alone and scared.”

He shook his head slowly. “And how is telling her our secret going to help?”

“Because, Wes, I want her to know what it really feels like to worry about not having a future. I don’t want that baby to miss out on a life because her mother doesn’t really understand what a gift it is.”

My eyes started to glass over, and he pulled me in for another hug. “Here we go again. You’re always trying to help everyone else. Even I wouldn’t be here if it weren’t for you. And you wouldn’t know the truth if you hadn’t been ready to jump off a bridge for a stranger. I still don’t think it’s a good idea, but if you feel she’s really going to do it, and you want to help her, then I’ll understand.”

He looked completely doubtful, but I appreciated his support more than he would ever know. I just hoped it was the right decision if it came down to it.




Chapter 4
 SACRIFICES
 

After our discussion, Wes ordered Chinese food, and I went to the guest room to see how Dawn was doing. She was on the bed, lying on her back, completely still. I would’ve thought she were sleeping had I not walked over to find her eyes open.

“Hey.”

“Hey,” she responded, still looking at the ceiling.

I sat down next to her and curled my feet under me.

“So, what did Jackson say this time? It looked like he was being a jerk.”

She let out a huff. “Yeah. I’d say so.”

“Same old, same old?”

“Yup.”

We were quiet for a moment. “I would’ve gone over there too, you know. You did the right thing.”

“Yeah, well, it’s a little late for the right thing.”

“No, it’s not. Not really.”

She finally turned her head in my direction. “What do you mean?”

“Well, Jackson is wrong, and you shouldn’t let his reaction determine what you’re going to do.”

She shook her head. “Sophie. It’s really not about him. I don’t want a baby either. My mom and dad will flip if they find out. And I never pictured myself playing house. But somewhere inside, I just wanted Jackson to care. To show support, you know? Not act like a selfish jerk.”

“But you said yourself, you can’t imagine—”

“What I meant was that I can’t take care of a baby. My family already has enough issues. It would only make things worse for everyone, including the baby. Can you imagine me carrying it around the bookstore? Really, Sophie? And where would we live?”

There was so much I wanted to say to reassure her, but I was the last person to know about assurances. Besides, we would have gone back and forth about them. Dawn was more stubborn than me, so I needed to pull out some real artillery.

“Dawn. Remember when I got stabbed with that needle last year?”

“Yeah?” Her eyes narrowed in confusion.

“Well, I never told you that the needle was carrying HIV.”

She lifted her head a few inches off the pillow. “What?”

“I became infected.”

“Sophie. You never said anything,” she whispered.

“I know. It was because Wes’ lab conducted an experimental cure on me. It was confidential, and it worked, but—”

“It worked?” She pressed, now sitting up completely.

“It worked, but now I’m having side effects from the medicine.”

Our eyes locked, and hers were full of shock and concern. Suddenly, Dawn’s focus was directed at something else besides her dilemma, and that’s when I realized that she might not need to know the whole secret to understand.

“What kind of side effects?”

“So far, just nosebleeds.”

Her mouth fell open. “Why didn't you say anything all this time?”

I shrugged. “I guess for the same reason you didn’t.”

“Wow. Some friendship, huh?” I chuckled. “So why tell me now?”

“Because, Dawn. I want you to see what’s important. Don’t you get it? I could die.”

“Don’t say that, Sophie.”

“No, I mean it. It’s the truth. And it could be soon.”

She slid herself away from me, like she was afraid. “Stop saying that.”

“Dawn. I’m not trying to scare you. I’m just trying to show you that there are much worse things in life than having a baby.”

“Sophie, I can’t even believe what you’re telling me right now. Do you hear yourself?”

“Unfortunately.”

She opened her mouth and closed it several times, like there were a million thoughts floating through her head and she didn’t know which one to focus on.

“Look,” I said. “I can’t even begin to imagine how you’re feeling, but I know that life is a gift. No matter what. And if the worst thing that happens to you and Jackson right now is having a child a few years too soon, then I think you’re lucky. And that’s the truth. There are much worse conditions that your mom and dad could have to accept about you, so don’t worry.”

“I’m seventeen.”

“You’ll be eighteen in May.”

“I can’t take care of myself. I’m needy. I’m spoiled. I’m dependent on my parents.”

“Well, that sounds pretty much like that baby of yours.” I looked down at her stomach. “You guys already have things in common.”

She glanced down at her lap. When she looked back to me, there was a different, softer look in her eyes. Then she sighed. “Sophie, are you messing with me?”

“What do you mean?”

“About your illness?”

“No, I’m not. I mean, I don’t know if anything is wrong for sure. We’ll find out tomorrow, but I feel it. You know?”

“Damn it, Sophie. You’re not making this easy for me.” She studied my stoic expression before standing up. “I gotta pee.”

When she left, I felt myself breathe a little easier. It was by far one of the most tense and important moments of my life. She’d choose one way or another, and at that point I’d feel like a failure if she didn’t see the possibilities I hoped for.

Just as she came back into the room, the bell rang from downstairs. Her face tensed until I told her it was the food delivery. To my surprise, she sighed with relief. “I’m starving.” And as if turning over a new leaf, she raised her shoulders up and pulled me downstairs toward the source of the aroma.

I expected her to eat with Wes and me, but she asked if we’d mind if she ate in the guest room.

“Not at all,” I replied, more concerned than hurt.

My expression must have given me away, because she stopped a moment and gave us a soft smile. “I’m good, guys. Really. I just want to think this through.”

Wes and I ate, and he was obviously relieved that Dawn didn’t know everything. I was too. That would have been way too much for her to reconcile with, considering her ordeal. So I felt a little bit more at ease, and made it a point to enjoy my dinner and the time with Wes. The relief was enough for me to fall asleep a whole lot easier that night, though staying that way was a whole other matter.

Sometime during the night, I was awakened by the bed jostling. Startled, I turned over to find Wes tossing and turning. “No!” he mumbled loudly, bolting into a sitting position.

I sat up too. “What is it? A bad dream?”

He looked at me, still breathing heavily. “Um…yeah.”

“You okay?”

“Yeah, I’m good.” He patted my knee. “Sorry. Go back to sleep.”

I ignored his prompt and flipped on the small lamp. “What was it about?”

“Nothing.”

“So you’re going to be a hypocrite right now?”

He turned his head in my direction, his eyes still adjusting to the light. “What?”

“You get upset when I keep something from you, yet you’re doing the same thing.”

“No, I’m not.”

I raised my brow. “Then tell me what it was about.”

He stared at me for a long moment. “You don’t want to know.”

“Seriously?” I tilted my head to the side, and he eyed me.

Turning his body toward me, he sighed in submission. “I had a dream about us.”

“And?”

“And…your house was on fire.”

“You mean our house?”

“No, we weren’t living together. It was different.”

Yikes. I placed my hand on his back. “What a strange dream. At least that’s all it was. Right?”

He shook his head. “No, I think it was a memory.”

Now he had my full attention. “Why?”

“Because it was from the past.”

“I don’t remember that happening.”

“Because I think it was before my transfusion. It looked like it was during the Revolutionary War.”

“What? The war? How do you know?”

He paused a long moment and looked at me. “I was wearing a red coat and my regiment was the one that burned your house.”




Chapter 5
 THE FIRST DREAM
 

We both sat quietly for a moment, reflecting on his words. I should have been used to Wes’ flashbacks by now, but this one caught me off guard. I asked him whether he remembered anything else. He told me he'd been trying to fish out memories of a possible life before Amelia and Wes ever since he’d started to think there was such a past.

He said he’d only had a couple of other dreams, but that this one had been the most vivid. He expressed frustration with having a hard time deciphering his thoughts, because he had so many memories already. One hundred years’ worth of true memories made it nearly impossible to separate fact from fiction when it came to a dream. He reached across me, turned out the light, and rolled over. If he saw anything else, he wasn’t sharing.

The following morning, he dressed quickly and holed himself up in the study. Dawn and I moved about much more leisurely. By ten, we were eating cereal, still in our sweats. My plan was to let her lead the conversation and feed off of her, hoping she was in a positive state of mind.

It was awkward, but after a few minutes of crunching, she spoke first.

“Are you afraid?” she asked.

The question took me by surprise, and I had to think about it for a moment. That’s when I knew the answer was no. I shook my head.

“You’re not?” she asked incredulously.

“No.” I shrugged. “I mean, I’ve cried, gotten angry, moped. You name it, I’ve felt it. But, now I’m just trying to focus on the positives: my family, Wes. And he’s working on a cure, so—”

“So that’s it? No worries.”

“I guess I’m just trying to look at the bright side. That’s all we can do, right?”

She smiled and looked down. “Thanks.”

I didn’t know whether a “you’re welcome” was in order, so I paused.

“Thanks for making me focus on what’s important,” she added.

I smiled. “You’re welcome.”

“Well,” she said, standing. “I gotta go.”

“Where?” I asked, a little too quickly.

“My house. I’m going to tell my parents while I still have the nerve.”

“I think that’s a good idea.”

We gave each other a hug and she was on her way. No sooner had the door closed than Wes swept me over to the lab.

Everything I’d hoped to avoid was happening before my eyes. Plus more.

My weight and vital signs were checked, and about six vials of blood were taken. Wes tried to entertain me by playing me in various phone apps while we waited, but I just wanted to go home. There’s nothing pleasant about spending extended periods of time in any medical room.

Finally, after three hours, Dr. Carter came in with the news. I had some antibody called U1-RNP present. At the mention of it, Wes turned around and faced the window.

“What does that mean?” I asked.

Dr. Carter patted my shoulder. “Well, it’s not certain yet. I’ll know more when further results come back, but for now, it indicates that your immune system is attacking itself. We may have a connective tissue disorder developing. It’s good we caught it now.”

I was having trouble concentrating, with just one thing on my mind.

“Could I die from it?”

At that point, Wes turned around. “No,” he answered sharply.

I looked at Dr. Carter for confirmation. “It’s too early to tell, but we’ll start you on steroids and anti-inflammatory drugs, and we’ll monitor you frequently.”

Wes didn’t look happy, but he did his best to hide it. He offered me reassuring smiles that didn’t touch his worried eyes, but what could I do? You just go with it, and that’s what we did. Dr. Carter wrote my prescriptions, and we left, grabbed a bite to eat, and went home.

Other than taking regular medication in the following weeks, and Wes hovering whenever he could, most of the action was happening at the bookstore. Dawn did follow through and tell her parents, so Mr. Healey walked around like a zombie for a few days. Then he redirected his displeasure from Dawn to Jackson. Once he thought it through, he was not only angry that Jackson had been so irresponsible, but that he'd left Dawn feeling high and dry. To make sure he wasn’t going to get off scot-free, Mr. Healey called Jackson’s parents.

At that point, Dawn was indifferent to Jackson and said she could care less if his mom and dad flipped. She seemed more focused, and, though still scared to death, she felt ready to grow up and be responsible for once.

When it came to me, I coped as well as I could until the meds Dr. Carter prescribed started making me tired. I worked and went about my days as usual, but whenever I was home, I slept more than I ever had before. My body called for it badly. So badly that sleep became boring. So boring that I decided to try my hardest to have dreams. The kind of dreams that would hopefully be memories, like Wes said he was having.

I'd had flashbacks before, about Lenny’s accident and about Amelia helping Wes during his transfusion, so now I just hoped to have more.

The new dreams started on a night when Wes was late at the lab, and I knew he was up to something. And I was pretty certain it had to do with him wanting Dr. Carter to transform him back to “normal.” He insisted that he believed it would set our destinies back on track.

His long absences made my mind spin. He had to be working on something serious. So lying down, I decided to focus on his idea that we knew each other many lifetimes ago. Because if we did, then maybe he was right, and just maybe I wouldn’t be so worried about what he was planning.

To help jostle the possibly suppressed memories from another life, I thought of Wes’ dream about the fire. I focused on the details, knowing that if they really were in Wes’ subconscious somewhere, then they had to be in mine too.

I started with what he'd said about being a redcoat, and about the house burning. I tried picturing him in uniform, with an army. I engraved that image in my brain and kept it there until I could no longer keep my eyes open, and that’s when I slowly slipped into a deep sleep. At first it was dreamless, but then I found myself helping my mother prepare dinner. Only she wasn’t my real-life mother, but someone else entirely; yet somehow I still knew her to be my mother.

Her dark hair was tied up in a bun that was starting to loosen as she bent over the wooden table, kneading something.

“Phoebe?” she called, her voice soft and inviting, but also authoritative. “Can you fetch me a bucket of clean water from the spring, please?”

“Yes Mother,” I found myself saying. Part of me wanted to protest, to ask what was going on, and how she was my mother, and why I was answering to Phoebe, but my body willed itself to move obediently. Before I knew it, I’d grabbed the pail and my shawl and headed outside.

“Phoebe?” my mother called, stopping me short. “Take your father’s gun with you.” For the first time, I felt myself tense, knowing something was not right. “I just have a bad feeling,” she explained. “The war is getting too close for my liking.”

At first I wanted to question, “What war?” But then, I knew. Phoebe's memories somehow became my own. Without hesitating any further, I walked over to my father’s cabinet and pulled down a gun. Strangely, I knew easily how to work it. I checked it for bullets and, when satisfied, I headed down to the spring for fresh water. It was about a quarter-mile walk along a dirt pass. A few horsemen trotted by, but it seemed serene and quiet.

I would’ve liked to use the time to wrestle with my understanding of whether this was a dream or a memory, but my thoughts were overtaken by other faces. As I walked, images of a young, dark-haired boy and man crossed my mind, and I remembered they were out gathering firewood. They were my family too, and thoughts of them made me smile.

I felt calm until I approached the spring, and then excitement took over.

A girl my age, with long red hair, was already dipping her pail into the water. She squealed when she saw me. “Phoebe! Where have you been?”

I was surprised to realize that I knew her name.

“Charity? You’re better?”

“Yes. All better. The dreadful cough is gone, and I’m free. Free as a bird. This is the first time Mama has let me out of that awful, dull house!”

She hugged me tightly. “I missed you,” I whispered in her ear.

“Me, too! I can’t wait to come visit you soon. I’ll be by later. She’s already put me to work. But I’m not complaining this time.”

We smiled and filled our pails. On our way back, we passed a few other friends, including two lads who bumped into us on purpose, causing water to splash on our shoes.

“Watch it!” Charity barked.

“What are you going to do?” The taller, lanky one shouted. Something told me I knew his name once, but I couldn’t quite recall it.

“I’ll sic my brother on you if you keep it up,” Charity warned.

Both boys laughed and went on their way. It was then that I remembered how close a friend Charity was. We'd spent all our free time together, running the hills and navigating the forest. In those times together, I'd known her to be like me. Restless. We knew there was a big world out there, and we wanted to be a part of it while we still could. To see what the world held. And those rambunctious lads were of no interest to us.

When we got to where Charity would normally turn off, she suggested we follow the path up the hill between our houses. That way we could walk together longer, and when we reached a certain point, she would walk down one side and me the other, to go our separate ways.

We also liked the hill because it gave us a view of all the acreage that stretched between our houses. We’d often sit up there and dream about what our lives would be like beyond what our eyes could see.

By the time we reached the top, she had already mapped out how old she was going to be when she left. She said that being sick had made her realize that time was wasting away. Listening to her talk about it made me feel claustrophobic also. I loved my family and my life, but felt like I was missing out on something.

We stood at the top of the hill and gazed out. It was beautiful. Our feelings swelled to pure hope and worry. Somehow we knew that tension was building beyond those hills. We'd heard talk that rebels and loyalists were among us, but Mother believed it would pass. Hmm, then why was I carrying a gun today? The thought stayed with me until Charity’s raised voice sliced through the air.

“What’s that?” she said, pointing.

“Where?” I asked, following her finger.

“Right there?”

My vision wasn’t as sharp as hers, but I squinted hard enough and was able to make out the objects of her concern. Red-and-white formations marching north along the road below us.

“Are those soldiers?”

I looked harder. “I think so.” Charity said they looked like the king’s men who frequently passed through our town and sometimes patrolled for long periods of time. But something about the massive size of this group told me this was something different.

“I think we should tell our parents,” I murmured.

“I think you’re right.”

We took one final look and nodded toward each other before heading down opposite sides of the hill.

“They’re a bit fancy-looking, aren’t they?” she called over her shoulder.

I smiled and waved, not sure what to say about that. They looked impressive, but to the best of my knowledge, we’d never really interacted with them before.

About fifty feet from our porch, I spotted my father and brother running from the woods that surrounded our small farmhouse. That’s when panic started to set in.

“Get in the house, Phoebe! Right now.”

I picked up the hem of my dress and hurried through the door, placing the half-full pail of water on the floor. Mother turned with a start as Father and Andrew burst through right after me.

“What is it, John?”

“The Redcoats. They’re coming.” The look in his wide eyes sent fear through my shoulders and down to my knees.

My mother immediately went to the window. “Where?”

“About a mile out. People are talking of an invasion.”

“Here?” she quailed, turning quickly from the window.

“No, I don’t think so. Francis Adams says they’re headed north.”

“So we’re safe then.”

“No, Martha.”

Her eyes darted between me and my brother and then back to my father. “Why not?”

“Because they’re passing through, and up until now, we haven’t had to choose a side. And now we just might.”




Chapter 6
 1776
 

Seeing my parents prepare for the worst was unsettling. My mother restlessly cooked dinner while Father hid all of our valuables. Halfway through our meal, a knock sounded at the front door. Mother jumped and started to pray.

Father put his hand up to hold us still and then hesitantly made his way toward the doorway. He didn’t have it all the way open before a man in a red coat and bright white trousers barged in.

“Good evening,” he said, peering around the room with one hand on the hilt of a sword at his hip. Once his gaze settled upon us, he spoke quickly. “I assume you and your family are loyal to the king?” The man tilted his head forward, waiting for an answer.

I swallowed hard and glanced toward my mother, who was wiping her hands on her apron and staring at my father.

“Well, are you or are you not?” the man demanded, standing slightly taller.

“We are,” my father said, stepping forward. His answer surprised me, but I knew well enough not to react as such. The man turned back to me and my mother and then appraised the table.

“I’m sorry, madam, to interrupt your meal, but my soldiers have been traveling a long distance and we are in need of refuge. Two will stay here. They will need their clothes washed and a hot meal.”

My mother sat frozen, unable to speak. “Shall I expect your hospitality then?” he asked, raising a thick brow at her. She still didn’t move, not even a blink, so I nudged her foot beneath the table.

“Um…certainly,” she answered, finally coming to life.

“Good then.”

He nodded and walked out, and it felt like we all breathed for the first time. But just as I was feeling the slightest relief, he came back in, guiding the way for others. “You two will stay here and wait for further orders.”

The air became even cooler as a soldier hustled his way through the doorway. His presence felt invasive, and he looked dirty, as did the blankets and satchel he was carrying on his back. My mother gasped. I turned back to see a second soldier duck through the doorway. Part of my mind wanted to shout “Wes!” but my body stayed still, confused because my dream-self only knew him as the second soldier.

His movements were hesitant and more cautious than his comrade's. He took off his hat and looked around. He too looked dirty and tired, but his expression showed that he felt lost and confused, and when his brown eyes met mine, I found myself unable to look away.

The first soldier waited until his superior left and then spoke. “Thank the heavens. I’m dying for a bath and a hot meal.” The second one finally turned his gaze away from me to give his comrade a hard glare.

My father cleared his throat. “My family was in the middle of dinner.”

His words caused the first officer to glance our way before smiling. “Yes, I see that.” His eyes traveled over the food and then settled on me in a way that made me pull my shawl around myself.

He chuckled, and my mother got out of her seat.

“Martha,” my father started. “Can you check to make sure we have enough warm food for these young men? Phoebe, please get a warm wash basin going, and I will show them to your room. It has the most floor space. Phoebe, you will share Andrew’s room for now.”

I stood quickly and stole another glance at the men. The first one was still staring at me, his hand on his belt. The other one was now looking at the floor, which I was glad for, because I needed to walk right past him to get outside.

“I’ll put on the water,” Mother called.

I turned, nodding in appreciation, and slipped out. The washing quarters, a private stone addition attached to the back of the house, were simple but sufficient.

I grabbed a small wash basin and a couple of rags and carried them back into the house. By then the men had gone upstairs, and my mother was boiling water, mumbling to herself. I tried to keep her calm.

“Everything is going to be okay. I’m sure they’re just passing through.”

She turned to me with wet eyes. “I sure hope so, Phoebe. I sure hope so.”

The water was just starting to boil over the roaring fire, so she took the pail and poured half of it into the wash basin. I carried it out to the bath house and placed the dry rags over the edge of the basin. The small room darkened as the soldiers entered, causing me to jump.

“Oh, I’m sorry, little lady. Didn’t mean to interrupt.” The first soldier smiled as his eyes traveled down to my lips. “You can stay if you want.”

Dumbfounded and mortified, I backed up a step.

“Enough, Samuel,” the second one snapped in a way that struck me still.

“Relax, William. How did I get burdened with you, anyway?”

Aside from being completely embarrassing, the encounter was odd. Samuel had such an intrusive personality, but somehow William seemed more intimidating. Like when he said something, he meant it.

I excused myself quietly, inadvertently brushing William’s shoulder in the cramped space. There was no way to describe it other than to say that it felt like time stood still for a moment. Just long enough for me to feel some sort of energy transfer from his shoulder to mine.

I shook off the strangeness and scurried back into the house.

My mother and father had their backs to the door, and they both turned with a fright.

“It’s just me.”

Father spoke up first. “Phoebe, go to your room with your brother and do not come out until you’re told.”

“Why?”

I glanced between them, knowing they were worried, but stood my ground.

“I’m eighteen now. And I have a right to know what’s going on.”

My mother opened her mouth to speak and then her shoulders drooped as she placed her hand on my father’s arm.

Visibly upset, he moved close to me and spoke in a near whisper.

“All right, but you cannot repeat one word of this or our lives will be in danger. There is rumor of a rebellion. There’s talk that the British are planning to attack a fort up north. I believe these men are headed that way. At this very moment, there are rebels preparing to meet them. The war is here. And we are right in the middle of it. Now I want you to stay out of sight. These men are very dangerous.”

Even in my dream state, I felt fear. Numbly, I turned toward the narrow stairs and made my way to my temporary room.

My younger brother was on a small cot next to mine, so there was barely any room to walk. As I settled next to him, he sat up.

“Who are those men?” he asked, his green eyes wide.

“They’re soldiers.”

“What kind?”

“What do you mean?”

“The good kind or the bad kind?”

I knelt beside him. “I don’t know, Andrew. And until we find out, we must stay away from them.”

“I want to be a soldier!”

I smiled, giving him a hug. “So brave. But the best soldiers aren’t just brave, you know. They have to be smart too. You can’t trust anyone. Not until you know for sure whether they’re on the good side.”

We stayed in our room the rest of the evening. Andrew tried his best to eavesdrop as my mother and father fed the two soldiers, and, to be honest, a part of me wanted to also. That night I lay on my cot, turning over a thousand thoughts. After Andrew fell asleep, I realized the two soldiers were talking in the room next to ours.

I slid down to the foot of the cot and pressed my ear against the wall. I was then able to hear the husky voice I recalled as Samuel's. “Did you see how they shielded the boy and girl from us?”

“No, I didn’t,” the other replied.

“How could you have not? And that man calls himself a loyalist.” He huffed.

“Why is it of your concern anyway? They’re giving you a warm place to stay and some much-needed meals.”

“That’s not all I need. I’d like to look at a woman every now and then, and that fine little lady of theirs would be a nice reward for my time in this wretched terrain.”

“Is that all you think about?”

“You don’t?”

“No.” There was a long pause. “At least not until now.”

“Are you mocking me?”

“No.”

“Well, I’ll be. William has an infatuation with a lady. She does have a fine body. At least from what I could see under that sack she was wearing.”

“I don’t have an infatuation,” William spat back.

“Then why so testy?”

“Because I’ve been fighting in this terrain as long as you have, and it’s my turn to get a reward.”

I pressed my lips together and suppressed a grunt. How dare they talk about me like that? Reward? Not if my life depended on it.

“Okay, Romeo. You can have this one as long as there is another nice set of legs somewhere in these godforsaken hills. Otherwise, you’re sharing.”

“What?” I shouted, jerking upright. I covered my mouth immediately, wondering whether anyone heard me.

“Sophie, you’re dreaming.” Sophie? I shook my head and realized that I was awake in my own room. Taking a deep breath, I felt around for a pillow. When one came within my grasp, I picked it up and tossed it at Wes.

“What was that for?” he asked, turning on the light.

“You were being a jerk…in my dream,” I clarified.

“I was? Impossible,” he chuckled.

“No, you were.”

“What did I do?”

“Nothing. It was something you said.”

“And what was that?” he asked, feeling his hair that was mussed from the pillow.

“I don’t know. You were talking about my body.”

“And that makes me a jerk?”

“Well, yeah. It was rude.”

He tossed the pillow back at me and rolled over.

“What are you doing?” I asked.

“I’m going back to sleep, and you should too. So you can finish your dream.”

“But I’m mad at you.”

Chuckling, he fluffed his pillow and plopped his head comfortably in the center. “Well, take it out on me in your dream.”

I grumbled and rolled over too, realizing that’s exactly what I wanted to do.




Chapter 7
 THE ENCOUNTERS
 

By morning, I felt an overwhelming urgency to leave the house. I looked around and, sure enough, the old, wooden-planked floor told me I was back in my dream. I listened until I heard the men leave, and then went downstairs. Mother was wiping out a pot with rapid, rough strokes. My father, who was still sitting at the table, looked up at my entrance.

I sat down, noticing the remnants of breakfast on previously full plates, which made me want to get away more. “Father? May I eat and go visit Charity?”

His mouth parted, and my mother turned around. “She can’t stay in her room all day. It will look suspicious.”

He exchanged a glance with my mother and then settled upon me. “I suppose your mother is right about you staying in your room. I don’t see any harm in you visiting your friend. John Jacobs said the soldiers passed on by the Martins’ road. Every other northern home all the way up to the Warrens’ pasture is housing soldiers, but they were spared.” My mother nodded and nervously went back to scrubbing. “Be home by dinner.”

After breakfast, I put on a coat and headed out into the cool morning air. The wooded path I took was desolate, except for all of nature’s beauty. Even so, walking now, knowing what was possibly coming to the surrounding area, made the hairs on my arms stand up.

The sight of Charity's home finally came into view. Upon my approach, she ran down her porch, her red hair blowing behind her.

We hugged, and I chuckled with relief to see her, as her mother opened their front door.

“Phoebe?” she called. I waved. “Come on in and warm up.”

I eagerly accepted the invite, and, once inside, I found myself sipping warm tea while answering several questions. Charity’s father listened attentively, and once I finished recounting the soldiers’ arrival, he spoke.

“Well, hopefully they will soon be on their way.”

“Hopefully,” I repeated, taking another steaming sip.

I stayed awhile and helped Charity sew a dress for spring. The sewing somehow came naturally to me. When it was time to leave, she insisted upon walking me halfway, and only when she agreed not to descend the other side of the hill did her parents allow her to come.

We weren’t very far from her house when she started peppering me with more questions.

“Are they handsome? What do they look like?”

I told her that there was something intriguing about them. Their uniforms made them appear powerful. I also told her that Samuel was sort of good-looking, but lacked any proper manners whatsoever, and that William was very pleasing to the eye and had seemed like the nicer of the two until I'd overheard him talking about me.

She weaved her arm through mine as we walked. “He said that? Are you certain?”

“It’s not a good thing, Charity.”

“Are you kidding? You’ve caught the eye of a strapping soldier. A king’s man. How exotic.”

There didn’t seem to be anything exotic about it. It was on the verge of infuriating.

When we reached the hill, I bid her goodbye and continued on my way alone.

I hurried along the winding path, worried about being out after dark, until I heard a twig snap behind me.

Spinning around, I saw Samuel moving aside branches along a path that ran deep into the woods.

“Well, well, where have you been?” Despite his easy demeanor, instinct told me to take a step back.

“My friend’s house,” I stated, trying not to let the fear escape in my voice.

“Is she as pretty as you?” he purred.

My heart started pounding. I felt utterly cornered by now unfamiliar woods.

“It’s okay,” a voice proclaimed. It was followed by an additional body making its way along the same path behind Samuel.

“Well, heavens,” Samuel said, turning to find William. At the sight of both of them, my knees nearly buckled with fear.

“William, don’t you have something you could be doing besides following me?”

William stood tall with his chin slightly raised. “I do, as soon as I get you back to your post.”

“So, it’s your duty to—”

Their squabble was interrupted by a familiar voice, coming from behind me, laced with curiosity. “Phoebe?”

Oh no. I immediately turned to find Charity approaching, eyes wide.

“What are you doing? You’re past the hill. Your pare—”

“I wanted to see them for myself,” she whispered, coming up beside me. Her gaze traveled past my shoulder, and I dared to steal a glance. Both boys were staring at us, but Samuel started walking over, his gaze set on Charity.

“You are lovely,” he said, getting closer.

I turned to warn Charity, but the glow in her blue eyes told me it was too late.

“Thank you,” she stuttered, placing a hand over her chest, inadvertently drawing attention to her rosy flesh.

Before I knew it, they were standing face to face, introducing themselves.

“Charity, you don’t want to—”

“Would you calm yourself?” Samuel barked quickly, and then seemed to catch himself. “We’re just talking. May I spend a few moments with this lovely lady?”

I turned to Charity. “We need to go.”

“Phoebe, it’s fine,” she said between tight lips.

“See, it’s fine,” Samuel echoed, standing between us. “Just a few moments. Now run along and settle William there. He could use it.”

I went to grab for Charity, but she pulled back, stuck her arm in Samuel's, and disappeared down the path. I slowly turned back to see that William had come to within a few feet of me. I jumped in fright.

“I’m sorry,” he murmured, backing away slightly.

Suddenly, I was filled with rage toward William, and with frustration over Charity losing her wits. Whatever the reason, my response sounded brave and assertive.

“For what?” I challenged. “Having such a wretched comrade, or insulting my virtue?”

He took another step back. “What does that mean?”

“You know…since it’s your turn…you get to pick and choose your women in all those towns you pass. Well, I’ll have you know, I’m not interested.”

His deep brown eyes were blazing a hole through me, so I was entirely grateful when he looked down. After a moment of thought, he looked back up and took a step forward so fast, all my courage went out the window.

“You overheard us talking?”

Even though I now found myself to be the one taking a couple of steps back, I verbally stayed my ground. “Yes. I did. Now if you’ll pardon me, I’ll be on my way.”

I went to turn, but he grabbed hold of my elbow. Even through my layers, I could feel the warmth of his touch. I was so stunned and confused by the sensation that my feet froze.

“It’s not at all how you think,” he pleaded. I neither replied nor moved, even when he let go. “I just told him that so he would leave you alone. I don’t want that at all.”

Somehow, hearing him explain that I was wrong seemed even more offensive, and I felt myself shift my weight as reason tried to reach my brain. He must’ve read the disappointment in my face.

“Well, I do. But…” he stuttered. Something about his discomfort made me soften. “I don’t know,” he continued, “but it’s not like you think.”

His gaze held a sense of resolve that made me not only believe him, but it seemed to drown out the danger beyond the forest. Only when we heard loud giggling did we turn away, and it was then that my senses returned.

“I have to go,” I said.

He nodded, and as I turned to retrieve Charity—and her senses also—he reached for me again. Only this time, he stopped himself.

I raised my brow, waiting for him to say something. “May I walk you back?” he asked.

“I’m going to escort Charity back home,” I stated, almost wishing I wasn’t.

“When will you be back?” he pressed.

I glanced around, suddenly feeling like the conversation was entirely forbidden, but my words betrayed me. “I have to be back before dinner,” I answered.

He nodded. “I’ll wait for you here so you’re not returning alone.”

When a soft smile formed against my will, I nodded and turned quickly.

With a determined stride, I hurried my way over to Charity and insisted upon returning to her home. Surprisingly, Samuel backed away and nodded.

“Good day, lady,” he said with a grin. “Your kindness has made my day.”

He practically skipped away while I pulled Charity by the arm.

“What were you thinking?”

“What?” she asked innocently.

“Coming here. Talking to him.”

“I told you. I just wanted to see for myself. And it was so worth it.”

Watching her beam was making me think I’d lost my friend somewhere.

“Oh, stop worrying, Phoebe. They’re just boys. Samuel’s only nineteen.”

I rolled my eyes. “You were talking to him?”

“Of course I was. What did you think we were doing?”

By this time, her house was in view, which brought more comfort to me than usual, except that her father was standing at full attention on the front porch.

“Don’t you dare tell him I saw anyone,” she whispered.

We walked the rest of the way in silence while I tried to mentally relieve the tension between us. Somehow I managed to act normal as she passed by his scrutinizing glare.

I waved goodbye and shuddered as I thought about the encounter. Nothing was at all normal about either of those soldiers, or their passing through our town. But one thing was certain. We were both a bit smitten, even if only one of us was admitting it.




Chapter 8
 LOSS OF INNOCENCE
 

Walking back, I couldn’t help but wonder whether William would be actually waiting. Part of me hoped not. I rounded the same bend where Samuel had made his appearance, and sure enough William was there, sitting against a tree, throwing rocks. He still wore his white trousers, but this time he wasn’t wearing his red coat, which made him appear younger.

Once he noticed my approach, he quickly stood, but made no move toward me. My body felt tense, but relieved at the same time. The feeling was so foreign to me that it brought on a heavy sense of apprehension. Suddenly I felt my pace slow, and my gaze found a safe place on the ground as I walked. But just as I was about to pass by, he stepped toward the middle of the path.

My gaze immediately found its way up again, hoping to determine his intentions. As if reading my mind, he spoke, his deep yet soft voice vibrating through the air and into my head.

“I just want to escort you,” he murmured, turning so we were now walking side by side. He kept a respectful distance, and forever seemed to pass with no words spoken at all.

“You didn’t have to wait for me,” I finally offered.

“I know,” he said without glancing my way. “But I wanted to.”

“Why?”

“Let’s just say these are large woods, and I’d rather you not have any more encounters with, you know…”

The reference to Samuel brought me barreling back to reality. “Why was he out here anyway? Was he following me?”

“I think he was. But he follows every lady he sees. You could say he bores easily and is always looking for trouble.”

The thought made me shudder. It was then I realized that nothing about being beside William felt uneasy at all. In fact, it made me entirely curious about the tall soldier, shy but confident, walking next to me.

“How old are you?” I asked

He looked at me with his soft smile still lingering. “Twenty.”

Suddenly I became nervous again. All that experience he’d had traveling the ocean and the Americas on foot. Women? I wondered if he had experience with them too, and an odd sense of jealousy crept up my spine. I looked away in hopes of shielding my thoughts, when something else occurred to me.

“Do you have a special someone back home?”

“No.” I kept my head down, but his next reply pulled my gaze back to his. “I wouldn’t be out here with you like this if I did.”

My lips were surely parted, dumbfounded, as I tried to think of something to say.

Sure, looking at him was pure pleasure, and the closeness of his shoulder as we walked felt undoubtedly electric. But my father didn’t raise a fool, even if I was blushing. There was a war brewing, and even though he didn’t know it, we were entirely on opposite sides.

After one more long glance to remember his perfect face, I turned my gaze forward and didn’t release it from our destination. Nor did I speak again, all the way home.

Dinner was on the table when I got home. A fire was raging, and mother appeared to be in good spirits. Confirmation that the soldiers would be leaving tomorrow was certainly cause for that.

Surprisingly, Samuel was quiet but cordial through dinner and slipped out shortly after. William made his way up to their room, and, as I passed it on the way to mine, I saw that his door was ajar. Lying there, he was reading a book. Upon hearing my passing, he glanced my way, but I kept walking.

That night there was no conversation to listen to for a long time. Only my own recollections and lingering sensations of being alone with William in the woods.

I could’ve pictured him for hours, but some time, late into the night, my thoughts were interrupted by footsteps making their way from below. They were heavy and invasive and could have only belonged to Samuel. Once they passed my room, the door next to us creaked open.

“Have you been drinking?” I heard William ask.

“Yes I have,” Samuel slurred.

“You have no shame, do you?”

“No. I do not.”

“And to think you serve the king.”

“I serve myself. I’m only in this God-awful army so I can please myself with this great land. Heaven knows it’s not for the pay.”

“Is that all you think about—yourself?”

“Not everyone is like you, William. Honored to serve. Honored to be right all the time.”

“Honor is something you should try having. Now, I’m going to bed, and if you know what’s good for you, you’ll sleep it off. We march tomorrow.”

Samuel slurred something else I couldn’t quite understand and then plopped onto the bed. Trying to drown out irritating thoughts of him, my focus settled back on William. Of our walk, and then of his words about leaving the next day. Strange, mixed feelings swirled around my stomach. I tossed and turned, trying to get comfortable, and eventually gave way to sleep.

A short time later, I heard a knocking at our front door. My eyes peeled open and my ears perked toward the door. I couldn’t tell who it was, but I heard men’s voices. They sounded alarmed and panicked.

Unable to resist, I put on my night coat and crept toward the stairs. From the top, I could see my father hurriedly putting on his raincoat. Beyond his shoulder was the terrified face of Charity’s father.

Needles pricked at my chest from the inside as I rushed down the stairs. My parents turned my way, and, by the looks on their faces, I could tell something was horribly wrong.

“What is it?” I asked, my gaze bouncing around the room.

Charity’s father’s nostrils flared, and my mother stood before me. “Charity is missing,” she murmured.

“Missing? But I just saw her today.”

My father turned to my mother. “We have to go. We’ll find her,” he said, glancing at me. “Do not leave the house.”

My limbs felt like butter, but my nerves were as hard as ice. “I don’t understand. She was home.”

My mother gave me a shake. “They’ll find her. Now, I want you to go straight to your room and do not come out. Do you hear?”

“But—”

“Phoebe, do as I say.”

I nodded without even feeling it and made my way up the stairs like a zombie. Each step felt like an eternity as I tried to think. What was happening? Where in heaven’s name could she be?

And then it hit me. And just as it did, I reached the top of the narrow steps and ended up square to a chest. I started to back away, but the faint glow of the fire from below revealed William. Even still, I stiffened.

We stood, watching each other for a moment, frozen in time. When my gaze bounced from his to the door where he’d come from, he more than knew what I was thinking.

He shook his head.

“If—” I stuttered.

He shook his head again and took a step toward me.

“Don’t,” I said shakily, feeling entirely chilled.

“They’ll find her,” he said.

I leaned against the wall, afraid. “What if they don’t? What if—”

“He didn’t,” he said knowingly, confirming that he knew my thoughts. And not only knew them, but had them too.

“I swear,” I started, but I felt myself slide down the wall. He reached for me and turned me toward my room.

Inside, I restlessly paced back and forth and eventually gathered myself and dressed. Downstairs, my mother was watching a faint dawn through the window as I approached. I stood beside her, unable to form the right words. After a moment she turned and gave me a long, worry-filled hug. Our silent embrace was interrupted by Samuel stomping down the stairs with William following.

“Shall we have breakfast before we report for duty, then?”

My mother was forming an answer when we heard the racket of horses’ hooves outside. We both ran to the door, hoping for good news. Instead, we saw a wagon racing toward the town, with Charity’s father in the back, hovering over a blanket.

Following closely on horseback was my own father, who dismounted and ran straight for our front door. Before my mother and I could understand what was happening, Samuel quickly stood and grabbed his gun, which had a newly attached bayonet on the end. He stood with the long, sharp end of the weapon facing the ceiling, but certainly at the ready.

When my father burst through the door, his gaze quickly settled on Samuel.

“How could you?!”

“Now, settle yourself,” Samuel said, gripping the weapon. “I am entirely innocent.”

“Then how did she come to be beaten and violated and left alone in the forest!” he spat, charging after Samuel. Tackling him into the wall, my father managed to thrust his powerful fist into Samuel’s side before being pushed off.

My father quickly gathered himself and set his sights on Samuel again, only this time Samuel lifted his musket. My mother screamed, and William suddenly moved from the periphery and lunged at my father.

Before I could fathom what was happening, Samuel was pulling the long, shiny bayonet from William’s stomach. I fell to my knees beside him, trembling.

“You fools!” Samuel shouted.

“What have you done?” my mother pleaded, kneeling beside me. My mouth was frozen as we watched William reach for his side. His hand came away covered with blood, and then he looked at me with eyes full of confusion.

I instinctively reached for his shirt and began to urgently rip open the buttons, my hands shaky, not caring who was watching. By then a small crowd had gathered in our doorway and chatter erupted.

Once the shirt was pulled away, it was clear that there was a two-inch puncture wound that went all the way through his lower side. Blood spilled out in a trail, only stopping at the waist of his trousers.

“Clear the way!” a voice commanded, startling me even more.

I gave William one more concerned gaze before my mother pulled me up to make way for their captain. “What’s going on here?”

My father stepped forward, pointing after Samuel. “Your soldier violated a young girl last night and just stabbed his comrade. That’s what’s going on here.”

“That is a lie,” Samuel retorted. “I did no such thing. This man attacked me, and William tried to break it up. It was an accident.”

“You fool,” his captain said through gritted teeth. After a momentary assessment of the situation, he ordered Samuel to grab his things.

“That’s it?” my father asked. “He needs to pay for what he did!”

“We have no time for trials. We are on the march.” He looked down at William. “Get him to a doctor immediately. He’ll have to stay behind. It looks like it’s a clean wound. If he can avoid infection, he should recover. We’ll gather him on our march back. Hopefully he’ll be well enough to travel by then.”

By that point, Samuel had grabbed his belongings from upstairs, and had hurried out the door.

“You can’t do this,” my father said, standing tall.

“It’s already done,” the captain said before stomping out.

In the midst of it all, William tried to stand, but quickly keeled over. I lunged for his arm. He put his weight on me, and I immediately looked to my father for help. Frustrated, he rushed over and helped me guide William outside. No one else offered assistance as we walked him to a waiting wagon. I made a motion to hoist myself up, but my father held me still.

“Please,” I said, not even understanding why.

“No. Not with him.”

The crowd was still gathered, and everything about the moment felt forbidden, so I didn’t want to argue, but I was still worried. I thought of the only alternative that would at least make sure William got the care he deserved.

“Will you go with him?” I asked.

“No, I will not.”

“But he saved your life. Please. It’s only right.”

He looked at me for a long moment, then at the retreating army, and then to William, who was now losing color.

Father's nostrils flared and he exhaled strongly. “All right. I will, but you stay here with your mother and brother, and do not leave the house until I return. And keep a rifle with you at all times. Let no one, and I mean no one, into our home again.”

The urgency in his voice made me nod immediately, and with one last hard stare, he hopped into the wagon and pulled away, with William alone in the back.




Chapter 9
 THE AGREEMENT
 

Calling out in frustration, a firm hand steadied my shoulders, but I jerked away, tossing and turning. “No,” I mumbled.

“Sophie. It’s okay. You’re dreaming again.”

I peeled my eyes open, trying to adjust to my surroundings. It was dark, but the bed felt soft and the sheets warm and gratifyingly familiar. It was my own bed. My real bed.

I quickly turned to find Wes lying alert beside me. At least I thought it was him. I had to check to be sure. “Wes?” I asked, peering at him sideways in the dim moonlight.

“Uh, yes. Who else would it be?”

“Um.” I started to explain and then realized the absurdity of the moment. “No one.”

“Are you okay?” he asked, sitting up on one elbow.

I focused on his familiar face in the moonlight. The proportions of his features still struck me as the most perfect I’d ever seen. Without a doubt, the same perfect face in my dream. It was strangely exciting and frightening at the same time. There was no way I could make sense of it on my own.

“I dreamed you were a boy named William.”

He bolted upright, his perfectly proportionate face no longer relaxed and inviting, but distorted and surprised.

“What?” I asked.

“William?”

“Do you know him?”

He huffed and raised his brow. “I’d say so…since I’ve been him, in my own dreams.”

“Your own?” He nodded. “So, that makes it a…”

“Memory,” he finished.

Part of me had already known what it was, but it took my groggy brain a minute to grasp it.

“And I was—”

“Phoebe?”

“Oh, my God,” I whispered.

He just stared at me in the darkness while I sat with my mouth surely sitting open.

“You see it now?” he asked quietly.

I nodded, still hesitant to believe it. A few silent moments passed before Wes unexpectedly leaned over me and kissed me hungrily.

The emotions from the dream lingered, making me feel for a moment that he was unfamiliar and forbidden. Or was it thoughts that he had been right about a past between us all along. I wasn’t sure, and there was no time to think, because soon the unfamiliar faded into the familiar and I melted into him, pulling him on top of me.

He shifted his arms beneath me and held me to him in a way I’d been missing for days. The whats and whens of our dreams didn’t matter then.

All we wanted was to be together, in a way only eternity could appreciate, and it was a moment that neither of us was willing to take for granted.

I made the first move to tug at his Henley so he'd know just how close I wanted the moment to be. He pulled away long enough to pull it over his head, revealing the firmness of his chest.

Wanting more, I slid off my tank and pulled him back to me, where the coolness of his chest calmed the soaring heat of mine. The dream had felt so real, but not nearly as real as this moment. He’d always thought we belonged together, but now we both were more convinced than ever, and it showed in the intensity of the moment.

After awhile, I lay there, thinking. Not many people find the person they’re really meant to be with. Most people grow impatient and force things without waiting for the right person. It’s those same people who probably don’t believe in soul mates.

I knew Wes was significant the very first time I saw him. Even though I had been horrified to crash into his car, there was something about his presence that swarmed its way into my very core. And I just knew. Knew that I would miss that feeling, whatever it was, the very moment he drove away.

And I still did. He made me feel so alive and complete every single time he was in the room. Without him there, I missed it. So much that I feared not having it. But now I understood that I shouldn’t spend all of my days worrying and hanging on to moments, because, somewhere, there truly was a forever.

Wes held me in his arms all night while I recounted my entire dream, which ended up being more than I expected to remember. He was fascinated by the details, but once the fascination wore off, I could sense disappointment, even lying there in the dark. It didn’t make sense, given that I was now very much on a big high, full of hope.

“What’s the matter?” I asked.

He paused for a moment, which made me sure he was going to avoid my question, but then he spared no punches.

“Well, I think it’s great that we know my dreams are actual memories. But I can’t forget what I saw.”

“Which was?”

“Which was me running toward your house burning.” I tensed a little, remembering he had mentioned that. “And I couldn’t find you,” he finished.

“So. We still knew each other. And that’s a good sign. Right?”

“Yes, but it still doesn’t show us past your twentieth birthday.”

I shifted against his side. “No, but you already told me you had a dream of us being old before. Maybe these memories will lead to that?”

“Maybe,” he said, doubtful.

Part of me wanted to argue with him, but one dream wasn’t enough to convince me of anything contrary to his worry, especially since, in the last image I saw, he was injured. I shuddered and nestled closer to him as we both lay there, him falling back to sleep and me pondering the last few hours.

The following day, I wrote it all down in my journal. Every detail, from William to Charity to Samuel to, of course, Phoebe, being sure to capture every detail. Writing the story was invigorating and hopeful in many ways. One, because I knew Wes was right about us. And two, because it bought me more time to uncover answers. He was still worried that we hadn’t seen Phoebe any older than nineteen, which meant he was not sure whether I was destined to have a short life, or if it was only a result of him not “setting nature back on course.” If Phoebe died at nineteen too, then Wes’ theory was out the window. That meant, even though he’d scurried off to the lab that morning, time was on my side, for now.

I went to work as usual and found myself compelled to read books we had on the American Revolution. But even though my fingers lingered along the spine of several that looked old and incredibly tempting, I held back, knowing I wanted my dreams and my memories to be my own.

There was something exhilarating about feeling and reliving the era for myself. I didn’t want someone else’s written words to taint or sway my own thoughts. No, I would remember on my own. I would find out everything I could about Phoebe. Including how old she was when she died. So I left the books alone.

Dawn arrived in the afternoon, looking tired and pale. Worried, I followed her into the back room and asked if she was okay.

“Um, I threw up two times this morning. I’d say, not okay.”

My face scrunched up in disgust and then distorted to shock when I realized she was directing her anger at me again. She faced me with a scowl. “It’s so not fair.”

“What? Life? Tell me about it.”

“I don’t get it,” she complained. “Boys have it so easy. They just do whatever they want, and we get stuck with everything. The stigma, the responsibility, the suffering. Ugh! I hate his guts so bad.”

And the full-blown anger was back. Wisely, I went along with it and then eased my way to the front, next to Mr. Healey for protection.

She was in a foul mood for the rest of the day, and nothing I attempted to do could pull her out of it anyway. Plus, I was itching to get off work and cook Wes a nice dinner, so I figured that if I crowded Mr. Healey, he would let me go early.

Just because this small window of time stunk at the moment, it didn’t mean a light wasn’t at the end of the tunnel, shining ever so faintly for both of us. Dawn would be just fine, and regardless of what happened to me and Wes now, we would be too, eventually. And that was something to celebrate.

For dinner, I made angel hair pasta with chicken and shrimp, roasted red peppers, and pesto sauce, plus Italian bread, and sparkling cider. When Wes came home, he was shocked.

He walked into the kitchen, glanced around, and then looked back to me with one eyebrow raised.

“You’d better watch it,” I warned, waving a wooden spoon.

“What?” he asked, raising the other eyebrow also.

“You'd better not act like I can’t cook, like you’re surprised. Because I can, you know….even if I don’t…often.”

I rambled on a weak defense until he smiled and moved toward me. “I didn’t say anything. I was just wondering what I did to deserve this.”

I grinned and nudged him in his chest. When he didn’t move, I nudged him again. He still didn’t move, but then caught me off guard by lifting me over his shoulder and carrying me out of the kitchen.

We’d been through this routine before, so I didn’t bother fighting him. Instead, I dangled and went with it, laughing. He held a firm grip on the back of my thighs and carried me up the steps.

“Wes! The food.”

“It’ll wait.”

“What are you doing?”

“What does it look like?”

“You’re taking me upstairs now?” I asked, feeling heat flush my cheeks as the blood rushed to my upside-down face.

“Yeah,” he said matter-of-factly.

“But my food,” I whined.

“I’m not hungry right now.”

“That’s rude,” I said, trying to sound irritated.

We reached the top step. “You won’t be calling me rude in a minute,” he murmured, on a mission.

“Wes!”

We got to the bedroom entrance. “Do you really want me to take you back down?” he asked, pushing open the door.

I thought about it for a millisecond. “No.” I smiled, but before I could enjoy the moment, something slid up my cheek. I blinked, wiping my face to find the dreaded smear of red.

He slid me off his shoulder and set me upright, a frozen look on his face. He paused for only a moment and then turned me toward the bathroom, practically shuffling me in.

“I got it,” I said.

“No, I got it. Stay there.”

He hustled to grab a cold washcloth and pressed it to my nose as I leaned over the sink.

I was certainly capable of handling a bloody nose, but having him take care of me made my heart warm, though it also made me a little sad for what it meant. Nevertheless, I found myself smiling at the closeness of his presence.

When he noticed, he glanced at me sideways. “It’s not really funny, Sophie.”

“I know. I’m just happy you’re here. That’s all.”

Against my will, my eyes moistened, and I tried to blink it away, but he still noticed.

His shoulders sank and he ducked his head eye level with mine until I was looking at him. “I’ll always be here for you, Sophie. Always.”

With his deep brown eyes gazing into mine, I leaned forward and pulled him into a hug. He held me for a few precious moments, and then quietly finished wiping my face with a cool cloth. He made me take my medicine right then and there. For once, I was happy to do it, knowing it would make me tired. Knowing I just might be able to find out what happened in the rest of my dream.

After many more tight hugs, I convinced him to eat dinner, threatening to be forever offended if he’d made me cook for nothing. He agreed, and was surprisingly upbeat at the table.

Apparently his ego was a little shot, but he chuckled when reflecting on how his plan to seduce me hadn’t worked.

“How is that funny?” I asked, taking a big bite of my pasta.

“It’s not, except when I think of how my friends tease me about married life. How we won’t, you know, be spontaneous anymore. That we’ll grow old and boring. They’re wrong.”

I raised a brow, not understanding.

“Let's just say I never thought I’d be trying to be intimate with you one minute and holding a bloody rag to your nose the next.”

I chewed slowly. “I still don’t see the positive side of that.”

“It’s positive because we’re together. And we’re taking care of each other. We’re making memories. As crazy as this one is, it’s a memory I won’t forget.”

A small smile touched my face as I processed that. We were two messed-up newlyweds, but he was right. We had each other and that was important.

“I love you,” I said.

“I love you more,” he replied, and then took away the moment a little too quickly with increased excitement. “Dr. Carter has found something.”

“Really? What?” I asked, leaning forward. He paused, but it was too late for any hesitation. “What did he find?”

“Well, he took samples of my blood, and there are new antibodies that he’s never seen before. They were created when my blood was blended with cold-blood.”

“And?”

“He thinks the antibodies might heal you. And not just you, but all kinds of diseases.”

“Really? That’s amazing.”

He nodded. I always knew Wes’ blood could help create cures, but I never thought it could fix me.

“And the best part is, he thinks he’ll be able to produce more of the same antibody my system created by blending human blood with cold-blood, without it needing to be transfused first.”

“Wow. Are you serious? That’s huge! Why are you just now telling me?”

I leaped up and sat on his lap, hugging him in excitement.

He was chuckling in his own subtle way. “I was going to tell you, but you looked so cute in your apron thingy that I got all distracted.”

“Really?”

His face turned serious. “Really.”

My gaze traveled to the soft smile lines that lingered around his mouth, inviting me to focus on his lips. I kissed him greedily, but he pulled back.

“What’s wrong?”

He cringed again.

“Wes…tell me.”

“Well, I want to be honest with you.”

“Yeah…” We had agreed to that.

“Now that he has a formula going, he thinks he can create the antibodies on his own. So there isn’t a need for me to stay around.”

“Stay around? Like what…around here? The lab?”

He gave me a squeeze that didn’t feel so reassuring. “Well, yeah, those places too, but I meant like in time.”

My body tensed, and he held me on his lap. “I just mean there’s no need for me to stay like I am forever. He’s gotten what he needs from me. I think he can reverse my transfusion.”

Normally, I would’ve protested. After all, we’d been down this road before. So to buy time, I just said the only thing that popped up. “Can you please just wait until I have a little more proof about the past before you decide? Let me see whether I can remember more about Phoebe? Please?” I pleaded.

More readily than expected, he agreed, and he kissed me one soft time before leading me back upstairs, making me forget that I had just agreed to something that terrified me entirely.




Chapter 10
 KNOWING
 

As I lay in bed, it felt colder than usual. Wes normally kept it pretty warm in the house, and I had grown used to sleeping in a tank and shorts while he slept in long sleeves and sweatpants.

Cold was something we avoided, so I pried my eyes open, planning to make my way to the thermostat. That’s when I realized that the dark walls surrounding me were not my own.

Somehow knowing that there was no way to turn up the heat, I wrapped myself in the knit blanket that covered my narrow bed. On the outside, I felt better, but not on the inside.

I glanced over and saw my brother and was comforted that he was sleeping soundly. I rolled toward the wall and became lost in thought. What day was it? I tried to sort through the memories. The most recent, though hazy, was of my mother explaining to me that Charity’s youth had been forever taken. That she had been beaten and strangled until unconscious. The one good thing about it was that she didn’t remember much of anything. Only that she'd set off to meet Samuel shortly after I’d made my way home.

I shuddered with anger, and then vowed to visit her in the morning, hoping she would forgive me. I’d tried to warn her, but I hadn’t tried hard enough. When I’d seen the joy in her eyes at the thought of Samuel fancying her, I hadn’t been able to ignore the feeling in the pit of my own stomach about William. It was a stupid curiosity of young and naive girls.

Or was it? It all felt so confusing. William appeared to be nothing like Samuel. He had placed himself in front of my father, and was now the one suffering. If he was as selfish and uncaring and dangerous as Samuel, then why would he have done that? He wouldn’t have.

As daylight filtered through the small window, I dressed hurriedly, ate breakfast quickly, and walked to Mr. Corey’s, the town doctor. Or at least he was the closest to a doctor that we had.

His large house sat on a sprawling property on the north side of town, and somehow I knew I’d find both Charity and William there. When I reached his porch, there was a small gathering of locals, whispering and hovering about.

“Good morning, Phoebe,” they said upon sight of me.

I nodded. “Good morning.”

“You’re lucky, you know?” Rosana, a town gossiper, informed. “We heard. You could very well be in there, thanks to those blasted savages.”

Something about the idea of including William in that category caused me to give her a cutting glare. I knocked on the door and was greeted with the narrowed eyes of Mrs. Corey. I cleared my throat.

“Good morning. May I visit Charity, please?”

She studied me a moment and then softened. “Of course. She’s resting, but I am certain she would be glad to see you.”

I followed her upstairs and noticed two doors open, showing empty beds inside, and two closed. She took me to the last room and slowly cracked open the door so I could enter.

Charity was lying on her back, and her mother was sitting next to the bed, holding her daughter’s hand. They both looked at me with glossy eyes, only Charity’s were swollen, with fresh purple rings under them. In that moment, guilt consumed me, and I was about to back out, when her mother stood and called my name.

“Phoebe. It’s all right. Charity has been asking about you. Heaven knows this is not your fault.”

Relief immediately struck me, and I strode over to her bed and knelt beside her.

“I’m so sorry, Charity,” I whispered, needing her to believe me.

“I know, Phoebe.” Her voice was weak, which made me cringe.

Her mother excused herself and left us to talk alone. It was true, what they'd said about Charity not remembering the attack. She said the last thing she remembered was meeting Samuel to talk in the woods near the hill. He asked whether he could write to her, and she agreed. Then when it started to get dark, she tried to go home. The next thing she remembered was hearing the sounds of dogs barking and people calling her name, but she couldn’t move or respond.

I apologized again, but she insisted it was not my fault. “I’m the stubborn one,” she whispered. “I should have stayed home.” A tear spilled over her bruised cheek.

Just then, her mother came into the room and announced breakfast, followed by more rest for Charity. They expected her to go home later that day, and I promised to visit her soon. I kissed her forehead and slipped out while her mother helped her sit up.

On my way down the hall, my feet felt heavy and hesitant. There was no sense in denying my overwhelming curiosity to know whether William was behind the other closed door. Questions passed through my mind about where he would be going next, how soon he would be leaving, and whether he was even all right.

I was nervous and fearful, but then reminded myself that he saved my father’s life. At the very least, he deserved a thank you.

Without contemplating any further, I placed my knuckles on the door and gave it a light knock. There was no answer, but the pull I felt coming from the other side of that door told me the room was not empty. Maybe he was asleep, or worse.

I glanced down the hall and, with it clear, felt it was now or never, so I put a hand on the latch and gave it a push. A very startled William was sitting shirtless on the bed, wrapping his torso with a bandage. My mouth fell open in horror at my invasion.

“Oh, my gosh, I’m so sorry.”

“No!” He put his hand out. “Please. Stay.”

I froze in my tracks, needing to make a choice. My whole body felt like it both did and didn’t belong. Sorting through my options, the hallway didn’t seem appealing, so I turned my head away from his bare chest and closed the door, remaining inside.

With my back turned, I could hear him dressing. It seemed like it took forever. No longer able to refrain, I stole a glance to find his face clenched in pain as he tried to pull on his coat. He certainly didn’t look dangerous. If anything, he looked helpless and alone. Especially since I hadn’t seen one single comrade of his since they'd marched out the day before.

In addition, his bandage was still seeping blood. At the sight, I scuffled over to him.

“You’re still bleeding.”

“I’ll be fine,” he said, not so convincingly.

“What did the doctor say?” I asked, needing to know how bad it was.

“He said I’ll heal.”

“Did he stitch you well enough? Did he clean it?”

He gave a soft smile and a shake of his head. “No, Phoebe, he did not stitch me.”

“But I saw the wound. It certainly needed stitching. Let me go tell them and—”

“Phoebe.” He looked at me with a peaceful gaze. “They will not be stitching me. I’ll be fine. They gave me a place to rest for the night and some cloth to wrap myself with.”

The dark circles under his eyes told me he hadn't slept very well, and knowing his wound was still open, I imagined he was still in a good bit of pain. I turned to go get Mrs. Corey to see what the delay was, but William grabbed my arm.

“No, please. I don’t want to draw any more attention than I have already acquired.”

“What does that mean?” I asked naively.

“Didn’t you see the crowd downstairs?” I nodded. “It turns out your town is not so fond of us.”

He looked away, and I knew. How could I have been so blind? Rumors of rebellion had been circulating for weeks. All Father talked about was our freedom and fighting for what was right. I’d heard the conversations several times, but believed, or maybe just hoped, that both sides would come to an agreement. Maybe in a meeting house? But not after one of their men attacked one of us and then just marched out of town under the protection of the throne. This wasn’t going to pass. Right now, the only evidence of what happened was sitting in this room, alone.

“What are you going to do?” I whispered.

He gave me another soft smile. “I’m going to leave and hope I catch up to my comrades. If not, I don’t know.”

The idea sounded absurd. “You can’t travel like that. You won’t make it to the road.”

He shook his head. “I overheard them talking last night. Rebels are coming, and I can’t be here when they arrive. I’d rather take my chances in the hills.”

Without thinking, I blurted out that he could come back to my home. He gave me that pitiful smile again.

“I can’t. Trust me, the town wants me out. And I don’t blame them.” His shoulders sank, but I didn’t want to leave him to fend for himself. An idea occurred to me. “Just wait here. I’m going to get my father. He carries a lot of weight in this town. I know he will help you. You can stay with us. I know it.”

He looked at me for what felt like the longest moment, and then nodded softly.

Not wasting another moment, I slipped out of the room, down the stairs, and past the gossipers, and made my way home at a hurried pace that left a sharp pain in my side. I quickly found Father outside, chopping wood with a vengeance.

“Father, please?!” I pleaded, coming to a stop in front of him. I was out of breath from running, and panting heavily.

Concern crossed his face. “What is it?” he asked, leaning forward.

“I need your help,” I panted.

“What is it, Phoebe?”

“I went to see Charity this morning—”

“Is she all right?”

“Yes, well, she’s getting better, but I...I saw William.”

Father’s shoulders dropped several inches, and he shifted his weight. I felt guilty for a brief second, but forged on.

“Father, listen, please. I just wanted to thank him for saving you, and…and I saw that they haven’t even stitched his wound. He’s just sitting there alone, and he says he’s not safe. Without anywhere to go, he’ll die.”

My father shook his head and shrugged.

“Father?”

“Phoebe. There are things you do not understand.”

“No, I understand very well, Father. I get it that there’s a war brewing, and that there are rebels…and you…you’re a rebel too.” His eyes widened. “I know. I’ve always known. But William doesn’t deserve to be abandoned.”

“We weren’t the ones who abandoned him.”

“But he is abandoned nevertheless.”

“There is nothing else I can do.”

“Yes, there is.”

“No, I’m afraid there isn’t.”

“He’s a person, Father.”

“So was Samuel and look what he did to Charity. You cannot trust them for a second, Phoebe. They are lawless.”

His lips were in a tight line, but there was still a hint of my father’s signature compassion in his eyes. As if sensing my recognition, he looked away quickly and walked over to the pile of wood.

I hurried over and put myself in his path.

“Listen to me, please. I could have been Charity.”

He cringed. “Which is precisely why we are staying away.”

“No, I mean I really could’ve been her.” I had his full attention again. “Samuel came out of the woods when I was on my way home from visiting Charity yesterday.” His eyes were as round as large coins. “William followed him and made him leave me alone. That’s when Samuel met Charity. He saw her when she came over the hill. She wouldn’t listen to me when I told her to stay away from him. If William hadn’t come, I would have been there. And since William knew Samuel was a threat, he stayed by the path while I walked Charity home, and when I came back, he escorted me home safely. We had no idea Charity was going to come back out later.

“I know he’s a good person. I just know it. And he deserves more than to be stuck here alone, at the mercy of the rebels, in the wake of what Samuel did.”

“What would you have me do, Phoebe?”

“You can go get him and bring him here.” He was shaking his head, but I kept talking. “People will listen to you. If you demand his safety, they will listen.”

“They will not.”

“They will.” He closed his eyes and massaged his brow with one hand. “If you tell them he saved your life and you owe him time to heal before sending him on his way. It’s the right thing to do. Please.”

When silence followed, I knew he was considering. My father was a good man, and I believed he would see the fairness in my request.

After a long moment, he opened his eyes. “All right. I will permit him to stay until he heals, but we will have to be on alert at all times. If I sense he is any danger at all, I will shoot him myself.”

I hugged him tightly and thanked him repeatedly. After chopping the last bit of wood, he instructed me to stay outside while he went in to talk to my mother. I had never heard her yell before, but her voice carried all the way to the yard. Never once did I hear my father, so I knew he was keeping his calm and allowing her to rant until she settled down.

I became antsy. Thinking of William in that house alone, with all the raucousness going on in the streets, made me nervous for him. No longer able to stand it, I took a step toward the porch, prepared to double-team my mother, when my father came out looking like he’d just finished plowing in the hot sun. I raised my brow, rocking on my toes in anticipation.

“Your mother is not happy, but she is thankful he prevented Samuel from harming you…if what you say is true.”

“Of course it is.” I plopped back on my heels, feeling offended. “What would I have to gain by making up such a thing? And he saved you too, remember?”

I looked at him wide-eyed, challenging his protest, until he looked away. “Very well,” he sighed. “Let’s be on our way, then.”

He strode in front of me, walking with purpose, but I sensed he didn’t want me to see the frustration in his expression. Knowing when to leave well enough alone, I walked behind him quietly as he made way to hitch the wagon.

The sun was high in the sky when we reached the doctor’s place, and not only had the crowd tripled in size, but most were now armed as well.

“Wonderful,” my father mumbled.

“What’s happening?” I asked.

“The rebels are gathered, and I’m about to explain to them that my daughter would like to offer refuge to the enemy.”

Before I could protest, familiar faces turned toward us, and people immediately started for my father. One of the biggest landowners spoke up.

“John, good to see you’re well. Can you believe the bastards came through here?”

My father just nodded.

“Eating up our food, using our good linens, and, good heavens, violating our women.”

“Women?” my father replied, leaning forward.

“Yes, Thomas Lewis’s niece was caught swimming naked in the river with one of the no-good lads. And poor Charity...the bastards.”

My father glanced at me and then back to the man. I didn’t dare comment.

“So,” he asked my father, throwing his shoulders back. “Are you here to help?”

“Help what?”

“Hunt the bastard down and make sure the rest of ’em never come back?”

By then, the crowd had gotten so rowdy, we could barely hear. My father leaned closer to the man. “I’ve only come to retrieve William. My Phoebe here has told me he was not treated, and I’d like to assure that he is.”

The man snapped his head back and assessed my father.

“Are you bloody serious?”

“I am.”

He huffed. “Are you loyal to the king?”

“No. Now if you’ll excuse me.” He took his forearm and swiped the man out of his path, but the man chased after us.

“Do you not know what this man did?” he barked over our shoulders. “And you go against us?” His fist was in the air and the crowd hushed.

“I am not against anyone. My purpose is to do what is just. The man inside may be an enemy, but he saved both my daughter’s life and my own from the hands of his own comrade. And I intend to make sure he gets the proper care.”

I was proud to see my father stand firm in his belief.

The crowd grumbled, but signs of doubt spread in waves as shoulders lowered a few notches. No one protested until a steady voice, hidden in the crowd, announced that William was no longer there.

My head jerked around, and I grabbed hold of my father’s elbow. He turned to the source as well. “What do you mean?” he asked, looking among the spectators.

An unfamiliar man holding a shotgun stepped forward.

“He’s up and run off. Knew we were comin'.”

“Run off where?” I asked, panicked.

“Don’t know. But we’ll git ’em.”

“Father,” I said.

He turned toward the doctor, who was now standing on the porch.

“What has happened?” my father asked, approaching.

“The boy slipped out this afternoon. Gone.”

The crowd started shouting again. “We’ll find him. Not so innocent now, eh?”

Even though I knew my father hadn't wanted to come down here, I could see the fury in his face. He stepped closer to the doctor and leaned in so the rest of us could barely hear. “That boy saved my life, and I sent him to you to repair his wound, and you did nothing. Not only did you fail to do your job, you allowed this mayhem to take place on your property, and now an innocent boy is off probably bleeding to death.”

I thought the doctor would scurry guiltily back into his house, but he just stood there, smug. “That boy is a bloody-back. Not only is he the king’s pawn, he’s a hoodlum. His whole back is scarred from lashes. He couldn’t get right if he were the son of God himself. I say let him suffer for his own choices. Clearly, he can’t make the right ones.”

My father clenched his teeth and turned to leave. The doctor called after him. “It’s for the best, John! We’re protecting our town!”

As we headed back to the wagon, more men headed past us with weapons. Instantly, a sick feeling swarmed through my whole body.

“Who are they?” I asked in a whisper.

“It’s a search party, Phoebe. They’re going to hunt him down.”

“No!” I growled.

“There’s nothing I can do,” he said.

“But—”

“Keep walking,” he urged.

“But Father.”

“Phoebe, you have no idea what is happening here. We’re at war. These men are fighting for our freedom, our safety, our lives. And they’re right.”

“Father!” Tears welled up.

“Phoebe, you’re too young to understand.”

“I understand, Father. But it doesn’t change what he did and that he needs help.”

“Phoebe, you don’t know anything about that boy. Where he’s from. What he’s done. We know nothing. I tried, but it’s done.”

“We can find him,” I said, squeezing his arm.

“He’s gone, Phoebe, and now you can just hope he finds somewhere safe until his men come back. And when that happens, God help us all.”

He patted my arm and pulled away. I couldn’t believe he was giving up. Or maybe I could. I felt so helpless. He at least tried, but I knew that was all I would get out of him. I wasn’t oblivious to what was happening. Everyone’s lives were at stake, but none of that took my mind off of William, and every man and boy we passed who was headed to town with a gun made me want to find him that much more.




Chapter 11
 BONDED
 

My mother opened the front door, looked around, and sighed. I listened as my father explained, and although there were signs of relief in her face, she seemed conflicted as well.

A warm dinner was waiting for us in the kitchen, but all I could think about was where William had gone. After just a few bites, I went upstairs to lie down, but couldn’t sleep. Every ounce of determination made me want to search for him. To at least try. And that’s what I did.

Just before the sun peeked its first rays over the horizon, I sneaked out of the house without the first idea of where I was headed. The only bit of protection I carried was, ironically, the musket that William had left behind.

While standing in the road looking north, then south, I realized he could be anywhere. If he was smart, he would have probably headed after his regiment. Maybe he could catch up to them and be protected. But surely that’s the first direction the rebels would look. The only other terrain he would be familiar with was the south terrain from which his regiment had come. But that was the direction from which many of the rebels now traveled. So where did that leave him?

He would want to be somewhere hidden, somewhere off of the road, and somewhere no one would think about. There was only one place that came to mind, and that was the hill. The very hill I took to Charity’s every day. It was sure to be desolate.

Charity’s parents traveled the road when they passed through town, and I knew for certain she wouldn’t want to travel that route again anytime soon. So maybe, just maybe, he might go there in hopes of finding a place to heal, or worse, to die.

Shuddering at the thought, I picked up my pace to a quick and purposeful stride and made my decision to go to the woods alone, in a time of war, where my friend was attacked. What I was thinking was beyond me, but my body was determined.

It was still mostly dark as I began my ascent. There wasn’t much time before my parents would find me missing, so I hurried. The air was muggy and made visibility even more difficult, but I knew the path well. The dampness of the ground from the morning dew made only my footsteps known, and disappointment set in at the thought of knowing I could be the only one to have traveled this way recently. Then instinct kicked in. I realized that only someone wanting to be found would actually leave a trail of fresh prints.

Moving to the side of the very narrow path, I started to scan the brush for evidence of a disturbance. It looked uninterrupted, but it was still too dark to be sure, so I kept walking. When I reached the area where Samuel had first interrupted my journey to Charity's, an eerie feeling crept over me. Memories of Samuel and his wicked smile made me stand stock-still, as if he would slither from behind a tree.

I wrapped my coat around myself and gripped the gun tightly, but realized I wasn’t even sure how to use it. This gun was different from my father’s, and the thought made me feel more vulnerable as I scanned the shadowed woods.

I found myself bowing my head to say a prayer, to please not let my decision to venture alone be for nothing. After begging for my safety and protection, I opened my eyes. In that moment, I noticed a small smudge of mud leading off the path. Gripping a gun I didn’t know how to use, I crept my way through thick brush. That was when it appeared: behind the tree line, the tip of a boot stuck out just enough for me to see.

I hurried closer, hoping it was William and not someone far more dangerous. The body lay completely still, despite the rustling of my approach, and I began to fear the worst.

His back was to me, but I was close enough to see the red color of his coat and know it was definitely him. I reached out my hand hesitantly, and, in the blink of an eye, his body lurched toward me. He seized my collar in a tight grip. I closed my eyes and yelped as a sharp object pressed against my side.

“Wait!” I cried, opening my eyes. The first ray of morning had peeked over the horizon, and I could see the brown eyes of a desperate boy. “It’s me,” I pleaded, recognizing William’s familiar face.

His eyes widened, and he gave a frightened shiver. He released me, falling back against the ground. The arm holding the weapon fell lazily beside him.

I scooted closer to him. “Are you okay?”

He nodded weakly, and then glanced over my shoulder. “What are you doing out here? It’s not safe.”

A creepy chill crept up my spine as I, too, looked around. Several sounds became audible, but it was too difficult to decipher who or what was making them. Feeling vulnerable, I pressed my lips together and focused on him.

“You should have stayed put.”

He chuckled weakly. “And be mobbed to death? I prefer not.”

He was right, but I needed him to know how much I cared, even if they didn’t. “I came back for you, with my father. We came to get you, and you weren’t there.” He turned and looked at me in surprise. “And I was worried,” I added.

He looked at me softly for a short moment and then mumbled, “You must go.”

“And leave you here alone? I don’t think so.”

“I’ll be fine. More of my army is coming from the south. I’ll wait for them.”

Suddenly my father’s words replayed in my mind. God help us all. The realization of what that could mean gave me more chills, but I stayed focused in the moment.

“Let me see your wound,” I said assertively.

He shook his head and turned away.

“Yes,” I argued, feeling like my mother. I went to move his coat and was shocked by the stiffness of the material. It was hardened with dried blood. William capitalized on my hesitation and placed his hand firmly over mine.

“Don’t,” he said, gazing cautiously at me.

I looked into his brown eyes for a long moment, absorbing the coldness of his hand on mine. His body temperature was too low, but he still made me feel warm. How was that possible?

The feelings were completely strange to me, but they felt comfortable, like when I was with Charity or my own family.

“Move your hand. Please?” I asked. He shook his head, never taking his eyes off me. “Please?” I whispered, struck by all the shades of brown in his eyes. My heart pounded from the intensity, and I was about to crack from impatience, when he blinked and moved his hand away. It took me a moment to realize what he was granting, and when I did, I quickly seized the opportunity to peel up his shirt, revealing a swollen gash about two inches long. My breath caught when he twisted his torso away from me, only to reveal the mirror image of the wound on the back side.

I cringed and pulled his shirt down, not needing to think about what to do next. “Get up,” I ordered. He turned back, his brow raised. “Come on. Get up.” I was no longer concerned with outside dangers. His greatest threat was already upon him and he needed help immediately.

He didn’t move, but I could see a small tear forming in the corner of his eye.

“Please,” I said, remembering the effect of my first plea. “I won’t leave you out here alone.”

“Where can I go?” he asked, resting his head against a rugged tree root protruding from the ground.

“Well, my house, of course.”

He shook his head weakly. “Your parents won’t—”

“They will.” I glanced around, noticing our now-lighter surroundings. The growing daylight was making me nervous, because the more my parents worried, the more likely it was that they would send people to come look for me. That was the last thing we needed.

“We have to hurry,” I pleaded. “Otherwise people will start looking for me. And I’m not leaving you out here alone.”

He glanced my way again. “Why do you want to help me so much?”

I sighed impatiently. “Because you saved my father…and me. And…” I paused, softening, realizing the whole truth in it. “Because I like you.”

The words shocked even me as they rolled off my tongue, but I held still, maintaining composure. He studied me for a long moment and then nodded once.

I wasn’t sure what that meant until he attempted to stand. Then, no longer contemplating the moment, I lunged forward and positioned myself beneath his arm, helping him to his feet. We said nothing as we returned to the pathway, but his firm grip on my shoulder told me I wasn’t leading him by force.

He walked as best he could, with minimal complaining, and never released his hold from my shoulder. The closer we got to my house, the more nervous I became about exposing him to the open. Especially with him wearing the red coat. I stopped walking long enough to suggest that he remove it, and he did so willingly, turning it inside out and carrying it beneath his other arm.

As soon as we reached the boundaries of my family's property, my mother and father burst through the front door. William tensed, but I kept walking, pulling him along. When my father got close enough, I could see his lips pressed in a tight line as he ran full speed. I expected him to scold me, but he just ran to William’s other side, lifting him noticeably higher, and began leading him along with more urgency.

“Have you lost your wits, going off like that?”

“Father, I’m sorry. But I told you—”

“Phoebe!” My mother shouted, holding the hem of her dress as she ran closer.

“Your mother has been worried sick,” my father griped as he pulled a pace ahead with William, who hadn’t dared speak a word.

“What were you thinking?” My mother hissed as she reached us.

“Mother, we won’t let him die.”

She looked him over with nostrils flaring, and then scurried beside him, grumbling.

“If you harm one hair on my Phoebe’s head, I will—”

“Mother!”

“I won’t harm her,” William interrupted.

“That is right, you will not,” my father added, guiding him relentlessly.

Relieved that the hard part seemed to be over, I hurried ahead of them and turned around. “Why are we walking so fast?”

“Phoebe,” my father said harshly. “It’s morning, and, in case you haven’t noticed, rebels and the continental army are coming, and they will pass right by that very road over there.” He didn't need to point. I knew it well. Our property sat right off the main pass. “And I don't want anyone to see that we're sheltering a redcoat, wounded as he may be.”

William slowed his already labored stride and unwrapped his arm from my father. “I can be off, Sir,” he said.

“It’s too late for that,” he argued, grabbing hold of him again and hurrying him along. William winced, but did not protest.

Upon finally reaching the confines of our house, my mother ordered us to keep him in a bedroom upstairs and to speak of his presence to no one. I quickly arranged his bedding and boiled water to clean his wound. My mother moved around the kitchen, irritable but quiet. Father helped William up the stairs and then left the house without a word.

When I reached William’s room, I found my brother standing over him. “Andrew, back away,” I ordered, carefully carrying the hot water.

“I want to help,” he said.

It was not a good time to be meddling, but I appreciated his selflessness. “Okay. Help me take off his shirt.”

I tried to pretend that I was allowing him to stay only because he wanted to, but the truth was that it made me nervous to undress William alone.

I took a deep breath and focused. “William. You are going to have to let us take off your shirt so I can clean your wound.”

“This really isn’t necessary,” he mumbled, regaining eye contact with me.

“I cannot get to your wound if you don’t take it off.”

“I’m not talking about that. I just mean this.” He waved his hand at the water bowl.

“I feel uncomfortable overstaying your family’s hospitality.”

“Then let me help you so you can be on your way,” I said sharply, feeling like we were wasting precious time.

He shared a long glance between me and my brother and then slowly sat up.

Andrew helped him pull the sticky shirt over his head, revealing angry scars slashed across his shoulder blades and back. I sucked in a sharp breath, prompting him to look my way. Andrew’s eyes were wide. William bowed his head, making me feel horrible. Trying to regain my composure, I blinked several times and cleared my throat.

He lay back, and I was again confronted with the swollen wound. My hands started shaking as I realized this whole experience was beyond my expertise, but I dared not ask my mother for assistance. She didn't know I had planned to nurse him at all, so I sucked up my nerve.

“All right,” I began. “I’m not sure how—”

“It’s okay,” he said. “I can—”

“No,” I countered quickly. “I want to.” Why? I had no idea. Perhaps I owed it to him.

Without further delay or loss of nerve, I took the rag, dipped it once into the water, and began to wipe away the dried blood and dirt. His stomach muscles tightened, drawing my gaze to his bare chest, which was smooth in contrast to his back.

I quickly returned my attention to his wound, soaking the cloth and re-wiping. When finished, I turned him over slightly and worked on the exit wound. Again, the tensing of his muscles against the hot water drew my eyes over the ridges of his back. The crisscrossed scars made me feel both curious and intensely sorry for him at the same time.

What had happened to him? Unable to stand the sight, I placed my hand on his bare shoulder and rolled him back toward me.

“It’s not as bad as it looks,” he whispered, unable to look me in the eyes. I was about to reassure him when a sharp tone sliced through the air. “Phoebe! Back away from him this instant!”

I jerked my hand back and turned to face my mother. “You frightened me!”

“We said he could heal in our home and that is the extent of it. Nothing more. You need not tend to him.”

“I was just cleaning his wound.” I was about to argue over her insensitivity when I noticed that she was carrying a wet towel and cup. She was on a mission and I knew well enough to step aside.

“You are not to be alone with him,” she ordered as she walked closer.

“I’m not. Andrew is here.” I pointed, reminding her.

“Well—”

“Did you bring him something?” I asked, trying to refocus on her sense of purpose.

“Yes. I brought him something to drink.” She sat the cloth on the bed next to him. “This is to clean yourself. John is bringing you something for your wound. And drink this,” she instructed, handing him the cup.

“Thank you,” he said softly, taking it.

“Drink all of it,” she ordered.

He took a whiff and made a face. I dared step closer to get a better look. “What is it, Mother?”

“It’s honey, water, and vinegar. It will help him heal.” She was facing me, but her answer was surely directed at him.

Without another word, he started sipping slowly and cautiously.

“It’s not poison,” I said, finding myself holding back a smile.

My mother huffed. “Let’s go, Phoebe. We shall prepare breakfast so he has something to eat.”

I nodded and followed her out, almost forgetting the presence of my brother until my mother ordered him to come with us.

Downstairs, we prepared a hearty breakfast with eggs, ham, and biscuits. My mother took William his food and then quickly returned without a word. Andrew asked many curious questions, but my father quickly shushed him into silence, explaining that we were not to speak of William to anyone. He also instructed me to stay away from William’s room.

I argued that I wanted to help him, but Father scolded me for being naive. He assured me he would treat his wound with tightly wrapped turpentine cloths and then would send him on his way in three days’ time, healed or not. I nodded humbly, at a loss for words.

That night the walls around me felt thick and suffocating. I was eighteen and should be able to move about as I pleased. I could’ve even married if I wanted. I had never wanted to, and the army had enlisted most boys my age anyway, but that didn’t mean I wasn’t old enough to make my own choices. As the night went on, my irritation at the edict grew. In defiance, I found myself sneaking out of Andrew’s room and into the dark hallway.

Feeling along the wall, I crept into the next room, being sure not to rouse my parents downstairs, and once I was standing inside, my body froze. What was I doing? Only my stubbornness would cause me to impede on William while he slept! It wasn’t even light enough to see his face. I was so foolish.

I went to take a small step backward when I heard a low, soft voice. “Phoebe?”

“Um” was all I could muster.

I thought that maybe he didn’t hear me and that I could sneak out, but he made a movement, and it sounded like the bedding had shifted. I stood still, hoping he would go back to sleep.

The next thing caused me to suck in a breath, as I was very sure he was walking around the room. Within a moment, I felt the space around me thicken, followed by the smell of fresh pine. “Phoebe?” he said again, only this time much closer.

“I’m sorry.” I turned my head toward the door.

“Don’t leave,” he murmured, so close to me that I nearly felt his clothes brush against mine.

“Please, stay.”

Part of me wanted to bolt; I felt like I’d bargained for way too much. But the other part felt electric and alive.

Without even thinking, I turned myself back around and felt his breath hovering over the top of my head. I dared not move, and together we stood there in the dark, so close yet so distant, as neither one of us knew what to say next.

After what felt like the longest silence of my life, he murmured, “Thank you.”

“For what?” I whispered in a labored, cracked voice. I cleared my throat immediately, hoping for smoother results the next time.

“For finding me…saving me…trusting me.”

In the darkness, I smiled with relief, no longer unsure of my decision to visit. “You’re welcome.”

At that point, I had to choose whether to stay or leave. The latter was not appealing, but neither was having him stand all night, so I suggested he should sit.

Without delay, he moved about the dark space and soon the blackened room was lit up by a soft candle. The jolt I had felt before came to life again at the actual sight of him. Still in his white pants, he was shirtless save for the bandage wrapped tightly around his waist. Silently, he sat at the head of the bed and leaned his back against the wall, leaving a space at the foot. His gaze traveled between me and the open space, offering a silent invitation, which I accepted.

That night, we talked about everything. He was oddly interested in my life on the farm, and when I was done answering his questions, I took it upon myself to ask him just as many. He talked about joining the British army to help support his mother back home. His father had served before him, and had died of illness when William was young. He said he’d thought coming to the Americas would be an honorable experience. The king himself had promised it would be a rewarding and prestigious duty.

But when he got here, he quickly discovered there was a resistance he wasn’t aware of. Realizing the people here just wanted to be free, he felt confused and conflicted. But there was nothing he could do, having already landed, with no way of returning.

So there he was, traveling with his regiment, helping keep order. It wasn’t until he received word of his mother’s passing away that he felt his actions were completely meaningless. It was shortly thereafter that he received his flogging.

It had been an early morning, and he and his men were stationed in a town. They had just arrived, when a young boy spat on his comrade’s shoe. His comrade chased after the boy and started beating him senseless. When William broke it up, the comrade challenged his authority and they scuffled.

For being out of line and appearing undisciplined to the natives, William and his comrade both suffered ten lashes. I couldn’t help but stop him. “Why would you continue to serve when they did that to you?”

He studied me for a moment. His mouth formed a soft frown as he shrugged his shoulders. “Where else am I going to go?”

Every word that came out of his mouth earned one more piece of my affection. There was so much about him that made me want him to never leave. I wanted to hang on to the moment forever, but I heard my name slice through the air like a swift, merciless sword.

“Phoebe!”

Both of our heads turned toward the door as it burst open to reveal my father.

My mouth hung open, and I was so stunned, my body couldn’t even make the move to stand. Though I felt immediately guilty, my father didn’t look angry or shocked. It was more a look of disappointment. But my mother made up for that. She quickly showed herself in the doorway, with eyes wide and lips pressed.

“Phoebe!” she hissed sharply. “I will not accept this in my house. John, I want him out of here immediately. You must see to it now.”

My father glanced between my desperate face and William’s, but before he could form words, the first shots were fired, and all of us, quickly, turned our heads toward the window.




Chapter 12
 BLIND FAITH
 

I woke up unwillingly to bright sunlight. I squeezed my eyes shut again, hoping to fall back asleep. I couldn’t wake up now. Not after coming so far. Ugh! I groaned, turning back over, thinking back to the last thing I remembered. Maybe if I thought hard enough, I could pick up right where I left off. I tried and tried, but it wasn’t happening. I groaned again.

“You okay?”

I snapped my head around much too fast, thinking it was William, but then caught sight of Wes standing in the bathroom doorway. But I wasn’t disappointed. The sparks I felt in my dream couldn’t compare to the real ones I still felt when seeing Wes. Especially when his hair was wet.

“What time is it?” I asked.

“Ten.”

“Ten! I slept that long?”

“Yup. Dreaming again?”

“Yeah.”

He raised his brows and made his way over to the bed. “Really?”

“Yeah. And a lot.” I focused, trying to remember it all. Once I recounted as much as I could, he shook his head. “What?”

“Nothing. I just cannot believe you keep saving me. Really, it’s like I cannot fend for myself.”

I smiled and nudged him. “Yeah, you probably could. But if you did, then I don’t suppose we’d keep meeting like this.”

“I guess not,” he said rolling his eyes slightly. “Hungry?” he asked, changing the subject.

“Actually, I am.”

He released that signature half-smile of his. “Meet me downstairs.”

“What do you have planned. Eggs? Potatoes? Toast? Pancakes?”

He laughed and stood up. “Nope. Cereal.”

My jaw dropped and my face contorted into a pout.

“Hey. You’re the one who said not to spoil you all the time.” Winking, he turned and left me still pouting, but unable to contain a smile.

I hopped up and brushed my teeth, quickly threw on some jeans and a t-shirt, and made my way downstairs.

He was already at the table with two bowls, milk, and four kinds of cereal. “Your choice,” he said, waving his hand.

We ate and talked about my dream and what it meant. He was still happy and confident in his belief that our past meant a good future for us. I still wasn’t convinced it had any better outcome, since I wasn’t any older in the dream. Plus his memory about a fire wasn’t sitting well with me. I couldn’t feel good about the past until I knew it wasn’t confirmation of repeated disasters for us.

About halfway through our hearty breakfast, the doorbell rang. Odd. Not that we never had visitors, but people usually called first. Unless it was a delivery.

“Expecting someone?” I asked.

“No. I’ll get it.”

He hopped up and made his way to the foyer. After a minute I heard voices, followed by, “Yeah, she’s in here. Come on.”

Wes returned, followed by a nervous, uncomfortable-looking Dawn. Her eyes were bouncing around the room, her hands fumbling with her pockets.

“Hey, Dawn. What’s up?”

“Um,” she said, standing awkwardly next to a chair. Wes sensed her discomfort and picked up his almost-empty bowl.

“I’ll just leave you two to—”

“No!” Dawn said, sharply enough to freeze him in his tracks. “Please stay. I need to talk to you guys. Both.”

I dropped hold of my spoon and pushed away my half-soggy cereal.

“Is everything okay?” I asked.

“Yeah. Sort of.”

Wes’ apprehensive gaze traveled back and forth between us, and then he pulled out a chair. “Here. Why don’t you sit,” he offered.

Dawn sucked in a long, deep breath and exhaled slowly before flopping heavily into the chair. With her seated diagonally from me, Wes cautiously returned to his seat directly across from me and turned his chair toward her. We exchanged another quick, confused glance before giving all our attention to Dawn.

She sat completely still with her hands in her lap, eyes red and puffy. I began to get worried. What had she done?

“What’s the matter?” I asked.

After another deep breath, her shoulders swelled and she secured her long bangs behind her ears. “Nothing. Anymore. Listen, I’ve been doing a lot of thinking.”

“And?” I leaned forward.

“And I don’t want to keep the baby.”

“What?!” I said, nearly coming out of my seat.

She threw her hands out, stopping me. “Wait. Not like that. I mean, I’m going to have it. But I just don’t think I can do it. Be a mom, I mean. At least not yet.”

“Okay?”

“So, I was thinking. I want someone who can take better care of it. Someone who is responsible.”

“You mean like adoption?”

She smiled slightly, with a glint of relief in her eyes. “Yes.”

I exchanged another glance with Wes, who gave a subtle shrug. I guess that sounded okay. My gaze found hers again.

“I think you’ll be a good mom, but if you think that’s best, then okay.”

She nodded. “And I want you guys to adopt it.”

“What?” I asked a little too loudly. She looked at me, frozen. Panicked, I looked at Wes, whose eyes were complete circles. He shook his head in a fast, rapid no and looked like someone was squeezing the life out of him.

Dawn pressed on, pleading her case. “You guys are perfect. You’re married. You love each other. You have money. You can do it. A whole lot better than me.”

My head was shaking involuntarily. Was she kidding? “Dawn. Look. We can’t take care of a baby. We—”

“But I can? Please, Sophie. Be real!”

I was at a loss for words. “Um.” I looked at Wes with desperate eyes. He shrugged. “Wes, tell her. We can’t take on a baby. We’re completely the wrong people.” I nearly growled the last word.

He cleared his throat and blinked a few times before looking her way. “Dawn. Listen. We would do anything to help you. We really would. But you don’t understand. We’ve got a lot of problems that you don’t see. And we cannot adopt a baby. We just can’t.”

“Nice,” she said, getting teary. “I love how you think I can do it with no problem, but the two of you won’t.”

“Dawn,” I interrupted. “Why don’t you let someone else adopt? There are a lot of people who would love to have a baby.”

She shook her head. “No, I won’t give it away to just anyone. I want it to know I care about it. I still want to see it grow up and—”

“There’s open adoption,” Wes said.

“No. Come on, guys. I’m looking for help. Not that.”

I wasn’t sure what else to say, and I could tell she was getting upset, which took me aback. She was making me feel guilty. Like we were failing her. That wasn’t the case, and I certainly didn’t want her thinking that taking care of a baby was the issue. It kinda was, but the real issue was the fact that our future was so vague. Taking on a baby just wasn’t an option. I had to make her understand.

“Dawn, have you forgotten what I told you about my medical condition? We don’t even know how much time I have left. Seriously. I’m sorry.”

Her shoulders sank and she looked in her lap. “I’m sorry. I forgot. I just don’t know how I’m going to do it. I can’t afford it and just thought about you two and—”

Wes touched her shoulder. “I’ll help you financially. You don’t have to worry about that.”

She looked at him, shaking her head. “No, I can’t.”

“Yes, you can,” he argued. “We’re not going to let you worry about money. Just call us godparents and we’ll make sure you have what you need to be a good mom. Okay?”

Still looking down, her tears finally spilled over. “I can’t do this.”

“Sure, you can,” he said.

Sliding my chair back, I made my way over to her and whispered in her ear. “We’ll help you. We promise.”

***
 

Between trying to help Dawn accept her future and help myself hang on to mine, it was nearly impossible to think about a dream. Every night I tried to fall asleep with a clear head, hoping to return to Phoebe, but I kept thinking about Dawn, a baby, dying, my mom, Wes, and the holidays.

Life felt so jumbled, the holidays came quickly and passed just as quickly. If I wasn’t working, my mom found something for me to help her with, and when that was done, she was always over at my house, decorating and keeping us in the spirit of family and giving, instead of worrying about the future. All of the cheer kept it hard to focus on what I wanted. Instead, every night I dreamed about weird things like elves and turkeys. Maybe my mind was just too cluttered. Nothing seemed to fall like I wanted, but then Wes had an idea.

He knew I was struggling to get back down memory lane. Somehow, hearing gunshots while Phoebe’s father was in the process of kicking him out didn’t rattle him. He insisted there was a future there, and to help me see it too, he bought me a snow globe for Christmas.

At first glance I thought it was a joke, because I was always griping about missing the white Christmases in Virginia. However, the look of sincerity on his face told me he had put a lot of thought into the gift, so I gave it a more appreciative glance. That’s when I saw the little log house with a porch and tiny rocking chairs. The snow falling around the little scene made it look like a dream, and that thought brought back the warm feeling in my chest.

“What is this?”

He moistened his lips while gathering his thoughts and then moved in closer, pointing to the little house.

“That’s the house I’ve seen in my dreams. And we were sitting on that porch, together…old. I had it made especially for you.”

Taking a closer look, the little house captured my gaze, hypnotizing me, and I was unable to pull away. Starring at it, I felt it too. Or maybe I wanted to feel it. Wes and me, old. My eyes started to glass over. Wes kissed my forehead softly and pulled me to him.

“Whenever you doubt, just look at this. It’s real. I know it.”

“But what if it’s not what happens in my dream?”

“Then you believe mine. Whatever happens, it doesn’t change this memory for me. You just have to trust me.”

And that night, I set the gift on the nightstand next to my bed and stared at it in the glow of the alarm clock. When the snow settled, the stillness around the house calmed me, until my lids felt heavy and I drifted into a deep, dark sleep.




Chapter 13
 FIGHTING FOR A LIFETIME
 

Sharp spasms struck inside my chest as the shots continued to ring out.

William and my father hurried over to the window.

“What is it?” my mother murmured, taking hold of my elbow.

“I don’t know,” my father said, peering hard.

Without a word, William began to gather his clothes. “Where are you going?” I found myself asking, unsure whether he was leaving on account of my father or something else. Regardless, I didn’t like the idea.

He finally turned and spoke. “The shots are coming from the north. That means there is some sort of confrontation. I think it may be my regiment.”

“What makes you say that?” my father asked, turning from the window for the first time.

William wiped his forehead nervously.“Our journey there was only supposed to take a couple days. Then we were to double back, meet a second company, and head east.” He looked toward the window. “Something’s gone wrong.”

“You think so?” my father asked incredulously. “What did you think would happen, trekking through towns, bullying people?”

“It wasn’t meant to…it’s not what we were supposed to be doing.”

More gunshots sounded. Closer this time, followed by shouting and high-pitched screaming. Possibly women. The hairs on my neck stood alert, and my mother held me tighter, complete fright apparent in her ghostly cheeks.

“Oh, right,” my father barked uncharacteristically.

“It’s true,” William said absently as he finished putting on his boots. “We were supposed to destroy weapons. Canons, guns, gunpowder. Things like that. It was to keep the peace.”

My father shook his head. “Or to disable anyone who opposed your king.”

William opened his mouth to speak and then closed it, taking a long glance at each of us. After a long moment, he slid into his red coat and returned his gaze to my father. “Please keep them here.”

My father’s jaw clenched. “You have a lot of nerve wearing that thing in here.”

William fastened the last button and looked up at all of us. In a quiet, steady voice, he murmured, “This coat just may save you now.” My mother sucked in a breath so hard, it nearly stole my own. “Now please stay here. Except you,” he said, pointing to my father.

“What of me?”

“Just follow me. Please.”

Together they went downstairs as the gunshots became louder. My mother and I could barely stand still, but thankfully she pulled me into the next room and busied herself with comforting my brother.

With the door cracked, I listened as hard as I could to my father and William below. I couldn’t understand what they were saying, but it sounded like arguing, and then a hard knock pounded at the door, settling them into silence. After a short pause, I heard a loud voice.

“Open this door!”

We froze in fear as the sounds of the latch being released, and the door opening, echoed up the stairs. Never had we been so close to gunfire. Now our home was open to it.

Surprisingly, there was a brief silence, followed by a less angry voice. “William?”

“Yes. I’m a wounded officer of the king.”

His words shocked both me and my mother. The unfamiliar voice spoke again. “And you’ve been here since your wounding?”

“I have,” William answered. “These kind people have taken me in and cared for me. They wish no harm to us. Their loyalty lies with the king.”

“Very well, then. We will use this home for other wounded.”

“Very well.”

With William’s last words, the door closed and the latch fastened. “What has he done?” my mother hissed.

Shock continued to weave through me. My gaze settled on an empty portion of the wall, and then I knew.

“He helped us, Mother.” And with that knowledge, I hurried downstairs, not caring about staying put.

My father was sitting at the dining room table with his face in his hands. William was standing with his back against the closed door, staring at the floor. Upon my entrance, he looked up to me.

“You just saved us, didn’t you?” I asked, coming to a stop in front of him.

His gaze traveled to mine, sending so many signals through me I couldn’t keep track. Worry, sorrow, defeat. And as I was trying to decipher the hard lines of his face, he nodded.

“Phoebe, get away from him,” my mother ordered.

I turned around to find her at the bottom of the stairs with my brother. There I was, in my home, standing between my family and someone who should’ve felt like a stranger. A stranger wearing the enemy’s uniform. And yet I couldn’t—or wouldn’t—comply.

“I will not,” I said, taking a step backward until I was nearly touching William’s chest.

My mother’s eyes grew wide, and my father’s head snapped up. “He’s helping us. He’s not like them,” I reasoned.

She was about to take a few angry strides my way, when my father spoke. “She’s right. Phoebe is right.”

My mother’s lips formed an O and then she turned her teary gaze toward my father. “John, you can’t—”

“Look outside. They’re burning the town.”

My mother gasped and ran to the window. “Oh, my God.”

“And they would’ve burned our house too. If William hadn’t been here.”

My mother covered her mouth, but her sobs escaped.

After a moment, we realized she was going to sink toward the floor, and my father leaped toward her, taking her in his arms. The sight of their fear and sorrow terrified me. I found myself unable to rationalize my feelings, and felt frozen, empty, and alone.

As if sensing my mental turmoil, William leaned his chest forward. The additional contact against my back was enough to cause me to give into him. He caught my weight and put his hands softly on my shoulders.

Despite all of the chaos surrounding us, in that little moment of time, I felt alive and safe, and because I knew how rare such a moment might be in our future, I turned myself around and let the tears fall into his chest. As if he’d done it many times before, he wrapped his arms around me and held me close enough to where I felt no amount of gunfire could ever find us.

“What are we going to do?” I asked.

“I don’t know,” he whispered.

“William?” my father spoke, still holding my mother.

We both turned in his direction.

“I will not stay here and attend to your wounded while my friends suffer the wrath of your comrades. We must go.”

Realizing the true severity of our situation, I instinctively took a step away and awaited William’s response, again trying to determine whether he was on our side or not. He looked tired and defeated as we stood there, literally cornering him into responding.

After a few slow, deep breaths, he nodded. “I understand.”

“What does that mean?” I asked, the panic resurfacing.

“Fetch your bags,” my father ordered. “Pack only the things you need and only what can be carried quickly. We must leave now.”

My mother’s eyes widened with fear. “What? Where will we go?”

“I don’t know. But we cannot stay here.”

Everything was happening quickly. Too quickly. I looked at William for some sort of explanation.

“He’s right,” William said. “I’m sorry. They’ll be back soon.”

“But where will you go?” I pressed.

“Now, Phoebe. Your bag,” my father urged.

“Wait,” I pleaded, looking back to William. “I don’t want you to go.”

The lines in William’s face deepened with worry, and he looked at my father. “I can still help, if you wish. You may need me again.”

My father stood still for a moment and then settled his gaze on me.

“Please,” I said, only knowing that I didn’t want him to leave.

After a moment of silence, he turned to William. “Why would you help us?”

His hands fumbled uncomfortably until he slid them into his pockets. He bounced his gaze off every corner of the room until settling them on me. My body felt like it would burst from the tension of the moment, but I stood my ground.

After exhaling deeply, he returned his gaze to my father. Softly, so that we had to lean in to hear him, he said, “Because I understand your cause…and if I’m being honest, because of Phoebe.” I couldn’t contain a smile as my face became hot. “I’d like not to see her harmed,” he finished, looking down.

My mother glared at me sharply, as if I was keeping a secret. Turning away, my gaze locked on William. His brown eyes softened to the warmest hue.

“Very well,” my father said, his answer stunning me as much as my mother.

“John, please…”

“It’s for the best,” he said. “Get our things. We must leave now.” Without another word, my distraught mother hurried upstairs, teary eyed, while Father gathered his guns and ammunition.

I attempted to speak to William, but could not find words. Only a nod escaped me, and then I too ran upstairs to gather my things.

I hurried to my room and threw a few garments in a sack and then reached under my bed to retrieve my diary and a small box of saved coins. It was then that I noticed William’s bag still on the floor.

As if on cue, a clearing of a throat sounded from my doorway. Without turning, I could feel his presence. Standing quickly, I moved out of his way. “Come in,” I said, wishing I had also cleared the scratchiness in my throat.

“My things—”

“I know,” I said a little more smoothly.

He moved past me like I wasn’t even there and quietly gathered his items into his satchel. Perhaps he felt awkward after his declaration downstairs. Or maybe he regretted it. Or maybe it was a lie. I had to know.

“Did you mean what you said? Downstairs. About me?”

He slowly fastened his bag and turned his gaze upon me. “Yes,” he said stoically, without hesitation.

I was entirely, unrecognizably thrilled on the inside, and somehow his admission made me chuckle nervously. I watched as the smile lines surrounded his charmingly perfect grin as he laughed as well.

The temporary calm was cut short by my father’s shout of “It’s time to go!” from below. In the same instant, we could hear distant cries and shouting beyond the hills, and we were both reminded of the harshness beyond the walls of my home.

Unable to move, I stood frozen, trying my hardest to muster the nerve to head outside into the chaos. Why were we leaving? It felt wrong.

“I don’t want to go,” I whispered, more to myself than anyone.

“Now!” my father shouted up the stairs

“You have to,” William said. “I’ll be with you.”

“But why can’t we just stay and pretend here?”

“Because it won’t last. They will only bring more danger here.” Even though his words were reasonable, my feet would not move. “It’s all right,” he said, stretching out an open hand before me. My gaze quickly settled upon it, and as more battle cries sounded just beyond the window, I knew it was now or never.

Taking his hand, I squeezed it hard, and he led me downstairs to where my family was waiting for us. My mother turned, and although tears were spilling over her lids, she nodded quickly and turned away.

“Do you have your weapons?” My father asked, looking at William.

“I do,” he answered.

“Good. Now take this also.” He tossed William a black coat, which William caught only by letting go of me. “Your red coat may not always save us. I suggest you be prepared to become a rebel if needed. Unless you oppose?”

“No,” William said, without hesitation.

My father looked at him with creases between his brows. “If you have to put this on, there may be no going back for you.”

William folded the coat into his bag. “I don’t want to go back.”

“You’ll fight your own?” my father asked.

“I have no intentions of fighting. But I will help you stand your ground. Even if that means yes.”

I thought I detected a look of satisfaction from my father, but he quickly broke the connection and ordered us onto the creaky porch and into the harshness of a divided world.

***
 

We knew we would travel through the forest, but weren’t sure where. I could hear my father telling William that his sister lived about ten miles to the west and that my mother had a brother who lived about five miles southwest. Feeling the vulnerability of traveling as a group, William and my father agreed to the shortest distance, so we set out to my uncle’s. There were still several shortcuts that the Redcoats wouldn’t know about, so we hid ourselves well, but it didn’t take long for a thought to occur to me and my parents.

We were heading in the direction of Charity’s house and thankfully my mother thought to ask my father if we should check on them and he agreed. Plus I think he wanted to share words about the impending conflict with her father.

Their house was small, but sat on over a hundred acres, well off the most traveled road, so we assumed they would be nestled at home safely. Unfortunately as we approached the peak of the hilltop we could hear noises. Shouting and cries similar to the ones I had heard in the distance beyond our own home.

“Get down!” my father hissed, ducking his head and forcing my brother’s down at the same time. Suddenly, terrified of what I might see, I obediently squeezed my eyes shut and bowed my head.

My mother crouched frozen beside me, but movement to my left gave me courage to open my eyes. William and my father were inching their way to the top of the hill.

“Bastards,” my father said through gritted teeth.

William was silent, but as soon as he caught sight of whatever it was, he bowed his head, no longer wanting to look. Several horrible scenarios shot through my mind until I could no longer take the suspense. Leaving my mother’s side, I too inched my way to the top. Before I could reach it, my father scurried down to me and held me back.

“What is it?” I pleaded.

“We have to go back,” he said, but I had to see for myself. Rolling away from him, I scrambled to the top. I was met with the sight of what looked like a thousand Redcoats making their way over the hills from every direction. And right in the center was Charity’s house, smoke billowing from the windows.

I sucked in a shocked breath so sharply that I had to clap my hand over my mouth to keep myself from screaming. Squeezing my lids closed, I ducked back down, unable to focus. Only when I pressed away the distant sounds of fighting did I hear my father’s commands.

“We have to go back to the house.”

“What? Why?” my mother asked, grabbing hold of his arms.

“Because we are surrounded. Our only chance is to go back home and hope to gain favor with our willingness to host their wounded.”

My mother’s eyes bounced between my father’s, my brother’s, and myself, until she finally settled upon William.

“I’m sorry,” he murmured.

She glanced at him and then my father. “That’s it?”

“Yes, and we must hurry before they discover our intentions.”

“William?” I asked, hoping for some sort of reassurance. Anything.

He stoically looked at each member of my family and then concurred. “I think your father is right,” he whispered, breaking eye contact.

“Now,” my father interrupted, and with one hurried motion we were all on our feet, scrambling back to our home.

The trek from Charity’s took less than half the time it had taken to get there, and our spirits were raised at the sight of our house, standing as we had left it. But just as we were about to emerge from the tree line, my father held us back.

“Wait. I will go first.”

“No!” my mother argued.

“I have to make sure it’s safe.”

“Well, what if it isn’t?”

“I’ll go,” William offered.

“No,” I shouted, instantly regretting my outburst.

“We’re wasting time,” my father said.

“Then I’m coming with you,” my mother countered firmly. “It’s our home.”

He looked at her in defeat and nodded. Taking her hand, he demanded we stay behind. Taking a glance at William’s weapon, he said, “If anything goes wrong, you must see to their safety. And I swear, if anything happens…”

“I will do whatever I can,” William assured. They eyed each other in understanding, then nodded, but everything felt terribly wrong.

Leaving their bags behind, my mother and father walked hand in hand across our field as we retreated to crouch in the brush. My brother was restless, so I wrapped my arm around his shoulder and secured his small body to me.

Their walk seemed to last an eternity until, finally, they reached the front yard. All appeared well until two soldiers came out of the front door. My body froze, and William placed his hand on my back, but it only made me more tense.

My parents were about a hundred yards away, but I could make out my father putting his arm around my mother. He was moving his free hand as if he were explaining something. After a few moments, they turned away from the house and started walking back in our direction. I sighed in relief and confusion at the same time, but, before I could decipher my reaction, the two soldiers raised their weapons and fired several shots, hitting both of my parents from behind. My hands flew to my mouth in horror as we watched them fall to their knees. Free from my grasp, my brother jumped up and ran toward them.

Realizing my mistake, I lunged after him, only to fall and scramble as he emerged from the woods, shouting for my mother. I pressed my palms to the ground to push myself up, calling his name. Our parents lay motionless in the tall grass.

William grabbed my ankles and yanked me back, pressing my stomach to the earth. His body was heavy, and I protested and cried out, but he clasped his hand over my mouth. For the first time, I felt afraid of him.

“Please!” he hissed in my ear. “You can’t! I’m sorry!” he breathed, burning my earlobe. I wanted him away from me. Away from us. I squirmed and kicked and fought to free myself. Then, another gunshot sounded, and I knew.

True horror seized me as I caught a glimpse of Andrew falling to the ground.

Anger and fear consumed me as I fought to free myself. In the next instant, I was being lifted from the hard dirt and shaken until I was staring William in the face. “I’m sorry,” he urged, his eyes wide with shock. “I’m so sorry, but we have to go now. Right now. Do you hear?”

Unable to fight him anymore, I let myself fall limp and continued to cry. “I can’t leave them,” I sobbed.

“You have to. I’m sorry. They’re gone. We can’t save them. Please. Your father would want you to go.” He glanced over my shoulder and back to me. “We have to go now!”

“They killed them,” I cried.

“I know. And they will kill us too if we don’t get out of here.”

Had he not mentioned “us” in his plea, I knew I would have never moved, but somehow the idea of losing my family and him was beyond fathomable. With a small nod, he wrapped his arm around my ribs, grabbed our bags, and pulled me into a run. Overcome with horror and unable to suppress the urge, I turned back to steal one last glance at my family. As if the horror were not enough, our house was now ablaze.

I wailed and buried my face in William’s side and willed my feet to go wherever he pulled me. After several minutes of running, he asked me if I knew a good place to hide. Although my mind was clouded with sorrow, I was still able to understand our situation.

“There’s a cave,” I panted.

“Show me,” he said, never breaking stride.

After another hundred yards, we veered off into the thick brush, and I found the small cave that Charity’s older brother had once shown us. It was nestled into a hill, behind two large trees, covered by mature branches and leaves. William crept inside and settled me in and then immediately started re-covering the cave entrance. It was dark and cool in there, but none of it mattered as I curled up into a ball of nerves.

I began to feel cold as the daylight disappeared, and it was only then that William left his watch at the entrance of the cave and came beside me.

I felt so conflicted, wanting him near and far from me at the same time, but having him there was somehow soothing, if perhaps only because I wasn’t truly alone.

With a long, tired sigh, I wiped my face and turned toward him. “What now?” I managed to ask.

“We’ll wait awhile longer and then I’ll go back and check on your family.”

It took a moment to process his words. Concern, fear, and hope meshed together in a fuzzy haze until I focused on the hope. “I’ll go with you,” I said, moving closer to him.

“No.” He shook his head.

“But—”

“No. Your father made me promise to keep you safe.”

“But it’s my family,” I argued.

“They won’t harm me if they find me alone.” He paused and swallowed. “There’s no telling what they’ll do if we’re together.”

I wanted to speak, but just found myself swallowing too.

“I’ll be right back,” he said, leaning in. His stare was intense and I knew he meant it. “Okay,” I whispered.

“Promise me you’ll stay here.”

“Okay.”

“Say it,” he said. The urgency in his voice brought forward the other feelings of worry and fear. I felt cornered and afraid, but knowing he was right, and desperately wanting to know about my family, I gave in.

“I promise,” I croaked.

Nodding, satisfied, he scooted our bags toward the back of the cave and made a place for me there. With one last glance, he made his way out of the cave and concealed it with precision.

It wasn’t very long before I wanted to renege on our agreement. Thousands of thoughts went through my mind as I began to count the time it would take to get there and back, but after a while, it felt too long.

It was growing colder and darker inside the cave, and the moonlight outside drew me toward the entrance. I slowly removed some of the shrubbery and poked my head out. I didn’t see anything that signaled danger. No campfires, no gunshots, nothing.

I motioned to take a step outside, but heard my father’s fearful voice telling me to stay. Frozen, I listened harder, wondering whether it was really his voice, or a memory. Straining with hopeful ears, I listened and listened, but nothing. Once I realized his voice was only in my head, I closed my eyes and willed his words to continue. It was in listening to the memories that I could not only hear him, but see him. Feeling helpless, but knowing he would want me to stay, I shrank away from the entrance.

Just as I did, a twig snapped, stopping me still. I held a sharp breath and instantly wished I was in the corner where William had left me. But all I could do was remain frozen, only a fraction of an inch away from the moonlit entrance.

A moment later, the sound of rustling leaves came closer, and my breath became strangled in my throat. There was no rock or stick or anything for protection within my reach, so I nearly screamed defenselessly when a dark shadow hovered over the mouth of the cave.

“Phoebe?”

“Oh, my gosh,” I sighed, so relieved that I lunged toward the voice. William wrapped his arms around me tightly. Too tightly. His hold was urgent, relieved, and sympathetic all at once, and then I felt what he already knew.

“My family?” I asked.

He shook his head slowly, still holding me tightly. “I’m sorry,” he said in my ear.

Even though I had seen it for myself, his confirmation, or maybe his invitation to let me mourn into him, caused me to let go and cry again for what I had lost.

He soothed me until I felt relief from him just being there. In pulling away, I was able to see his dark eyes in the moonlight, and could tell that he was avoiding my gaze. Despite his body language, there was something he wasn’t telling me. “What did you see?” I asked.

He hesitated, searching for words. “Please, tell me,” I urged, needing to hear the truth.

With a deep breath, he looked down.

“I found them still in the field where they were shot.”

Somehow my pain was mirrored in the creases between his brows, and I knew the recounting was difficult for him.

“It’s okay,” I said. “I need to know.”

His gaze found mine again, and it took everything I had not to let my weakness show. I blinked quickly and leaned forward.

He swallowed and took another deep breath. “The house was burned down. All of it.”

“And they just left them there?” The anger was building.

He nodded and slipped out of his red coat.

“I want to see them,” I said, motioning toward the entrance.

“No.” He grabbed me. “I buried them.”

“What?”

“I buried them. In a shallow grave behind the bathhouse.” He looked away again, like he was ashamed. Or maybe saddened. As I gazed at him, trying to decipher his words and expression, it dawned on me that he was shaken. It was my family, but he’d gone back. He’d seen them like that and put them to rest, even though he didn’t have to. I was confused, sad, grateful.

“Each of them?”

He nodded. “Together,” he murmured, and then he reluctantly found my gaze again. “I would have taken more time, but—”

“No, no. Please don’t.” I hugged him instinctively. “Please don’t. I’m grateful for what you’ve done.” At least I knew where they were.

And he came back. I was so grateful. I held on to him until I was calm enough to thank him. After re-covering the cave, we lay down, and I continued to mourn silently. He positioned himself beside me, close enough to where I felt his body heat against mine. After another immeasurable amount of time, he put his arm over mine, but said nothing.

Only when a rustling startled me did I realize I’d fallen asleep. It was too dark to see anything, so I sat up with a start and tried to adjust my vision.

“It’s okay,” he said. “I’m just going to check around outside.”

“Isn’t it too soon? It’s still dark.”

“We can’t wait much longer. Please just stay here until I return.” He silently slipped out into the darkness.

I was too tired and confused to argue, but it wasn’t long until I realized how much I wanted him to return. And not just because I felt even more lonely without him, but for his safety.

When he finally returned, I passed on all pretenses and hurried toward him, securing my tired arms around his neck.

Softly, he told me it was time to go and asked if I could walk. I nodded, realizing our journey to safety wasn’t over, and with a new sense of purpose and renewed strength, I prepared to make the five-mile journey to my aunt’s house, which I prayed was far enough away from the battles to be safe.

I knew the woods well, so navigating them came easily, but William didn’t spare caution, as he constantly slowed me down to silence our steps. Neither one of us spoke the entire way, but we walked close enough to touch. It felt comfortable, even after what was the most horrific day of my life, but it was an odd dependency.

I still struggled with my emotions. On one hand, I felt ashamed to have survived. But on the other hand, I was determined to stay that way for my family. And in between those thoughts, I felt guilty for wanting to be with this boy whom I’d only just met.

And then I started to feel naive and stupid. What was his plan? To run away from his army and live with me? It was absurd. And if not, then what would he do? Take me to my aunt’s and leave me? That idea seemed childish, and I could no longer stand the silence.

“Where are you going?” I asked.

He looked at me and then back toward the path, which was starting to lighten with the dawn. “I’m taking you to your aunt’s.”

“I mean, after that?”

The question sparked another glance my way, but this time he just shrugged.

I frowned and put my attention toward my steps, not having the wit or the words to continue talking.

My feet ached terribly, but we pressed on, hidden in the underbrush, stopping only once to eat some bread that I'd packed in my satchel.

Relief struck as my aunt’s home stood on the horizon, not surrounded by army or fire, but rolling hills, a creek, and cows. Cows that had never looked so pleasant as they grazed lazily in the grass.

We walked across my aunt's yard, William closer to me than ever, with his free hand on his weapon. It was then that the memory of my parents’ approach to our own home resurfaced, causing my knees to weaken. As we neared the porch, William slowed his pace, but when my aunt opened her front door and wiped her hands on her apron, I ran to her. Faster than I should have dared, given the blisters on my feet.

“Phoebe,” she breathed, holding me tight as I locked my arms around her. “What happened?”

Between sobs, I recounted the tragic events, causing her to go limp in my arms. William gently took her and placed her frail body in one of the rockers on the porch.

After a few moments, she sucked in a breath and closed her eyes. “And now my Ron has gone off to fight.”

I knelt beside her, prompting her gaze. “Gone where?” I couldn’t imagine Uncle Ron fighting in battle at his age.

With her voice a little more resolved, she lifted her chin and said, “He’s gone east. When he heard there was resistance, he left, and by heaven’s good graces, I hope he lends a hand of justice to all of those who have taken away a piece of our hearts.”

The reference to loved ones triggered something within me, and I glanced around, immediately feeling William’s distance. During the intimate encounter with my aunt, he had silently walked away, his bag draped over his shoulder. Everything was happening too fast and too harshly for my mind to process, but watching him was making it difficult for me to breathe.




Chapter 14
 THE NOW
 

“Wait!” I shouted, jumping up with a start. But it was too late. He was gone. Gone into the darkness, along with the rest of my surroundings. A hand jostled my shoulder.

“No!” I squirmed.

“Sophie! You’re dreaming again.”

“Wait,” I moaned, and with an uncomfortable jerk, I snapped myself awake. “Oh, my God!” Wes was sitting up, next to me, waiting in silence. Very much like when William had been in the cave. Thoughts and memories flowed through my mind so clearly, my emotions were still as twisted as they had been in my dream.

Sorrow, worry, fear, and confusion. “It was so real,” I whispered. “I was right there, and you were too, but we were different. Everything was.”

“What happened?” Wes asked, sounding so familiar, taking me right back to the dream.

“My parents, my brother. They were shot and there was a fire. Fires everywhere.” He placed a hand on my back, and I folded into him and held on tight. He began to rock us slowly. “And you left me,” I whispered, shaking my head.

He squeezed me tighter. “No, I wouldn’t do that.”

“But you did. I watched you walk away.”

He was quiet for a moment. Instead of arguing further, he asked me to tell him everything. And there, in the middle of the night, I repeated all that I could remember, and then he leaned away and looked down at me, holding my shoulders. “But you weren’t in the house when it was on fire? Right?”

I shook my head and he exhaled.

When I was through recounting, he said he was sorry—just like he had done only moments ago in my memories. I nodded, not knowing what else to do. His next response surprised me.

“What did your aunt’s house look like?” he asked.

“What?” After recalling the horror of my memories, he was asking about a house?

“The house. Can you tell me what it looked like?”

I shook my head, still not understanding the importance. “Why?”

He pressed on. “Because it may be the house in my memories. The one where we’re old. I wouldn’t have left you. There’s no way the story ends there.”

“But you really didn’t know me, and you were the enemy.”

“Doesn’t matter,” he said flatly.

His assurance struck me as it always did, and before long, I felt an optimism return. But thinking back to the dream, the house hadn’t been my focus. “I don’t know,” I said. “It just seemed like any other farmhouse.”

“Was there a porch?” He picked up the snow globe. “Like this?”

I shrugged. “I think so, a small one.”

“Big enough for two chairs?”

I thought back, believing I had seen more than one, and nodded again.

Wes was not one to show his excitement on his sleeve, but the building energy was rolling off of him. “Now, tell me, was the house made of stone or wood?”

“I…I don’t know.”

“Think Sophie. Stone or wood?”

“Stone, I think.”

“How many stories?”

“Two.”

He closed his eyes and exhaled deeply. “Were there two chimneys?”

Drawing a blank, I shook my head. “I have no idea.”

“What about windows? How many?”

“Wes. Stop.” I drew the line when a small headache started to brew. “I don’t know. Geez. I’d just witnessed the killing of my, or Phoebe’s, parents. She, or I , was tired and afraid.”

Not letting up in the least, he continued on. “The house I remember was stone, had four windows on the second floor, two chimneys, and a porch. Just like this one.” He held out the snow globe.

The only thing I knew was that it could have been. The vision was already fading.

“What if it isn’t the same house?” I asked.

“What if it is?”

“Even if it were, it’s only a dream.”

“Sophie, it will never be only a dream. They’re all we have from the past. They’re gifts.”

“No, time is a gift,” I countered.

“Yes. And those dreams are opening the door to show how much of it we have.”

Wanting to believe in more time, I nodded.

From that evening forward, Wes was more determined than ever. I tried to go back to the dream to see where it went, but nothing happened. The last thing I remembered was William walking away from me, and it was hard for me to bank on any future decisions when neither of us knew where the memory went next. Wes, however, banked everything on it. He spent more time at the lab and came home late every night. It didn’t take long for me to fall back into a funk, lying around more than usual.

One particular Friday, I was home alone, lying on the couch, watching T.V., when I started to feel stiff. My elbows, knees, ankles…they all felt frozen. I stretched out, but it was painful. Dr. Carter had warned me about those effects, but geez. I felt old and decrepit, which made me angry. I was young, a newlywed. I shouldn’t have been lying around feeling like a great-grandma. The loneliness was something I may have been able to get past, but the wasting away was unacceptable. On top of it, a headache was brewing and I had to pee.

Frustrated, I pulled myself off the couch and made my way to the powder room. Flipping on the light, I dared a glance at my bored and disheveled self. Looking at my reflection was shocking. I no longer looked like the healthy girl in my dreams. My face was such a contrast to the shiny, contemporary, silver frame that surrounded the mirror. How did I get here? In my dream, even when life was in a complete uproar, I still looked young and pretty. Now I looked pale, my skin dry, my hair thin and flat. Where did I go? And why hadn't anyone said anything to me?

Had I been so wrapped up in avoiding the now that I’d completely let myself go? No wonder Wes was always at the lab. I wouldn’t want to come home early to the sight I was seeing.

I bowed my head and leaned my hands against the sink, no longer wanting to see my reflection.

It was clear to me that my body was failing from the inside out. My last appointment had revealed issues with my kidneys and liver. My body was essentially rejecting my treatment and killing itself.

Everything seemed so ironic. Having the clock count down on my life figuratively, based on Wes’ memories, was one thing. But now to literally feel it fading away was so overwhelming. I had to stop ignoring it and do something. Or else there would be no twenty years old and older, or enjoying whatever time I had left.

With a deep breath, I gathered myself and went upstairs to take my medicine. I wasn’t convinced it was working, but it was at least worth the effort. I also wanted to do my hair and look presentable for when Wes came home.

Once inside the bathroom, I grabbed the medicine bottle and pulled at the cap. The joints in my fingers were aching, making it even more difficult to open. Finally the cap popped off, but, like jumping beans, several pills went flying into the air. I tried to catch them while the rest hit the floor and rolled away in several directions.

Shaking my head, I went down to my knees and began picking up the pills. Between rolling my eyes in aggravation and feeling the blood rush to my head from bending to look under the sink, I missed the sensation of dizziness until it was too late. Down on all fours, the last thing I remembered was seeing small, red puddles drop to the floor, my hand reaching for my nose, and then everything fading to a narrow, dark tunnel.

***
 

At some point I heard voices, but I couldn’t make out what they were saying. The harder I strained to hear them, the weaker I felt, until reluctantly I faded back into darkness again.

It wasn’t until I felt my forearms being pricked and stabbed that I squirmed myself into consciousness.

“It’s all right, Sophie. You’re okay. We’re just swapping your IV.”

Who was that? “I’m Dr. Weaver. I work with Dr. Carter and Dr. Lyon.”

I squinted away the bright light and focused on his face. Older, like Dr. Lyon, but unfamiliar. “Where am I?” I croaked.

“You’re at the lab.”

“Where’s Wes? Where’s my mom?” I tried to lift my head, but it felt heavy, and my neck hurt really badly. In fact, my whole body ached. Again.

“They’re upstairs. With Dr. Carter and Dr. Lyon. Don’t worry, the doctors will be down soon. You’re in recovery. We just need you to rest.”

“Recovery?” And what did he mean by the doctors’ return? And what about Wes?

“Wes? I need to talk to Wes,” I mumbled.

There was another prick in my arm and then the sound of tape tearing. “There now. You’re all set. Just rest. Everything went well.”

What did that mean? And why wasn’t Wes here?

“What do you mean by ‘everything’?” I asked, still lacking the strength to lift my head. The doctor directed his attention to someone I hadn’t noticed before.

“Go get her mother. Tell her she’s awake.”

Finally.

He kept telling me to rest, but all I wanted to do was move. I wiggled my toes and fingers, trying to piece together how I’d gotten here, and everything ached like I had been sitting down for too long. Within a few minutes, my mom rushed into the room, leaning over my bedside. “Thank God.”

“What happened?”

She started rubbing my head. “Wes found you passed out on the bathroom floor. They had to sedate you until they could get your organs functioning properly.”

“For how long? What’s wrong with me?”

“Honey, you’re going to be okay.”

I shook my head. “Where’s Wes?”

She smiled softly. “Honey, he gave some of his blood so they could extract the antibodies for the treatment that’s healing you. They’ve been working on it for a while, and it’s supposed to stop your body from attacking itself.” She smiled again, ignoring my question.

“Well, where is he? Why isn’t he with me?” I began squirming, feeling held down against my will.

She paused a moment and then her shoulders sank, which didn't give me a good feeling. “He’s having a procedure done.”

“What kind of procedure?”

She avoided my gaze and started moving my hair away from my face.

“What procedure?” I pressed.

“They’re taking blood from him.”

“Now?” Suddenly finding the strength, I sat up.

“He wasn’t sure whether you were going to make it, so he and Dr. Carter are attempting to reverse his transformation. So he can be normal. He thinks—”

“I know what he thinks,” I squeaked. “He can’t.” I tried to get up. Suddenly, people I hadn’t noticed before lurched forward and held me down. I couldn’t tell whether I was in a lab or an insane asylum. “Get off of me,” I growled.

“Sophie, calm down.”

“I want to talk to him,” I said through gritted teeth.

“That’s not possible right now, honey,” my mother responded.

“Please!” I begged.

For a moment, our eyes locked in a moistened stare-down. “Please,” I repeated.

She exchanged glances with Dr. Weaver until he nodded. “Let me check with Dr. Carter,” he muttered.

“Hurry,” my mom advised.

Leaning over, she hugged me and whispered in my ear. “He knows what he’s doing Sophie. You have to trust him.”

My head shook and the first tears fell. “How could you let him do that?” I whimpered.

“I didn’t have a choice, honey. I tried to tell him to wait. And he did, but yesterday you took a turn for the worse, and he couldn’t take it anymore. He insisted that you wouldn’t be okay until he set everything right.”

I just kept shaking off her words and his stupid idea. How could they? How could he? When he knew I couldn’t stop him? I was so angry and afraid at the same time. I wanted to scream, and it took everything I had to focus.

“What are they doing to him?” I asked.

“He said it would be something similar to dialysis. Tom shared his original blood type, so he’d been donating his blood over the past several weeks to build up to the possibility of a procedure.”

“Several weeks? How long was I out?”

“Six days.”

“So you knew this was coming?”

“No. Tom didn’t tell me. Wes asked him not to.”

I threw my head back, prompting a sharp pain behind my eyes. “I can’t believe this.”

He couldn’t just get rid of his cold blood. It wouldn’t work. Just as I was about to burst, Dr. Weaver came in, followed by Dr. Carter. Dr. Carter was holding a clipboard, and he chose to look at it instead of at me.

“What’s wrong?” I prodded, sitting back up, challenging him.

“Nothing,” Dr. Carter responded sheepishly.

“Then why can’t I see Wes?”

“He’s being treated. He’s not conscious right now. The transfer is still taking place.”

Somehow I mustered up enough energy and pushed my legs over the side of the bed, even though I was still connected to the IV. “I want to see him. Right now.”

I was more than prepared to argue, but he just smiled. “What’s so funny?”

“I’m just amazed at how much better you are today. This is a huge accomplishment. The treatment appears to be working.” I shook off his optimism and tried to stand. “No,” he said. “You shouldn’t strain yourself. We’ll wheel you there.” He turned around. “Bring her the chair.”

I glared at my mother. If anything happened to Wes while I was unable to take care of him, I’d never forgive anyone, including myself.

They wheeled me and my IV to the elevator and on to the floor where he was being treated. We proceeded along a hallway lined with doorways, much like the level where the lab tests were done.

When we reached a set of double doors that needed a code to get in, Dr. Carter pushed several buttons and my mom wheeled me in. There was a pause before we entered one more door. Dr. Carter moved in front of me and knelt down.

“Sophie, you need to be prepared. He’s not going to look like himself right now.” I felt my heart rate increase. “You have to understand ahead of time, or we can’t take you in there. You’re not all better yet, and we can’t risk you getting upset. Understood?” He leaned forward, awaiting my answer. Desperately wanting to see him again, I nodded, squeezing my hands to keep them from shaking.

“He’s going to look pale, and we have him hooked up to several machines. Those are to keep his heart, lungs, and other organs functioning during the transfusion. He won’t be able to hear you right now, so the best thing you can do for him is let him rest while the treatment takes its course. There is nothing else we can do right now.” He leaned forward again and I nodded, stiffly. “Okay,” he said, motioning for them to open the door.

My hands flew up to my mouth, my eyes filling with tears as his bed came in to view. It was just as Dr. Carter described. He looked so helpless and weak.

I dropped my head and cried quietly, hoping and praying he couldn’t hear me. No one touched me or moved me any closer. My emotions were overwhelming, but I focused on the positives and tried to regain control. Knowing they’d take me downstairs if I didn’t pull it together, I sucked in and released several long breaths. There was no way I was leaving him now.

With clearer vision, I stole another glance at Wes. Everything I’d come to know was gone, and I now had to reconcile with his frailty.

I attempted to wheel myself closer when my mom picked up on my intentions and slowly wheeled me next to him. Both of Wes’ arms were at his sides, connected to IVs. There were large bags attached to each side of his bed, and a machine was making a constant pumping and sucking sound. It looked like blood was slowing seeping into one bag and being pumped out of another. Most of his face was covered by a large oxygen mask. I took hold of his hand with both of mine and leaned on to his shoulder.

They may have said that he couldn’t hear us, but I didn’t believe he was that distant. I remembered being in and out of consciousness and hearing voices. I would make sure he heard my voice, hoping to put his mind at ease.

“Wes,” I murmured, close to his cheek. “I’m so mad at you right now, I can barely stand it. But I’m here. I’m okay, and you will be too. I promise. We’re both fine now.”

The tears started to form from self-doubt, so I placed my head back on his shoulder and sucked in the fear. Just when I began to scold myself for thinking in such a way, I heard Dr. Carter marvel at something.

“His blood pressure dropped to within normal range. Look at that,” he beamed.

I glanced up and saw that everyone was looking at me. “It looks like having you here is helping him,” my mom said, smiling.

The doctors monitored his vitals and then Dr. Carter patted me on the shoulder. “Why don’t you get her a bed, and she can stay in here with him. It may help,” Dr. Carter offered.

The idea brought me more peace than I could have expected. And that was our now. Laying side by side, me recovering, and him in complete limbo from an insane procedure that was supposed to change our tomorrow.




Chapter 15
 THE WAKE-UP
 

The next day started with Dr. Carter running more tests on me, which showed that my organ functions were improving. I was strong enough to walk to the bathroom by myself, and I dared another glance in the mirror. My reflection looked almost as frail as it had before my episode, but there was definitely more color to my face. It was enough to make me smile, and for the first time I felt better about everything, knowing it was Wes that had made the difference.

He had done it. He’d stayed around long enough to fulfill Dr. Thomas’s wishes of making a difference in the world. Not only had he helped secure a cure for many diseases, his blood single-handedly cured me. I couldn’t have felt more proud to carry around that weight, and the strength it provided me was enough to reciprocate it all back to him.

I would do whatever possible to help him through his own treatment. Dr. Carter said he expected the process to take about eighteen hours from start to finish. The procedure had obviously never been tried before, so he wanted to make sure the exchange was gradual so he could monitor any potential shock to Wes’ system.

By morning, Wes was nearing the final few hours of the transfusion, and he was already looking different. I’d memorized his features and physique and knew them well. Even lying down his muscles always stood out firmly, and now they somehow didn’t look as defined.

As I instinctively reached out and touched his forearm, a loud buzz immediately sounded, sending Dr. Carter rushing over, pushing buttons. “His pressure is up,” he barked. Dr. Lyon came over and started working on his feeds. “Sophie, step back a moment,” Dr. Lyon ordered.

As soon as I complied, Wes started convulsing. His chest jerked upward and his arms started twitching. Dr. Lyon held one side down as best he could while adding restraints to Wes’ wrists. The image swept me back to Dr. Thomas’s journal. Maybe it was a memory. I wasn’t sure, but it was 1915 all over again. Wes was dying then, and he was dying now. Fear set in, and I wanted to turn away, but then I remembered that Amelia had felt the same way. “You can’t leave a patient,” Dr. Thomas had told her then.

“You can’t leave him,” I whispered to myself, finding the courage to move toward his bedside.

“Not now, Sophie,” Dr. Lyon said.

“He needs me,” I argued. “I won’t leave him.”

“Wes,” I scolded in his ear. “You have to stop. It’s okay. I know you’re there.” And Amelia’s same words flowed out as if I were reciting a song. “They’re fixing you. The new blood is working its way through your body. I promise you, it will be over soon. You have to relax.”

He kept convulsing, and no matter how hard I tried to fight them, the tears starting welling up. “Please, Dr. Carter. Please, make it stop.”

“He’s having a seizure, Sophie. His brain is not handling the transfusion very well. Let us by.”

I moved out of the way, but stayed near Wes’ face. They added a fluid through an IV. “What’s that?” I muttered.

“I’m going to put him in an induced coma to keep his blood pressure down and prevent any seizures. It’s very important.” He glanced at me with eyes so wide and steady that I knew it was serious. Serious enough that Wes might not make it. I’d never seen Dr. Carter or Dr. Lyon look so panicked. I needed to do something to help calm him.

I closed my eyes and pressed my cheek to Wes’. He jerked on, but I kept my face next to his. “I’m here,” I said. “I’m here. You’re going to be okay.”

Soon his movements stopped and he calmed down. The doctors worked with precision, taking notes and monitoring more readings. All I could do was sit with him, still resting as closely to him as I could.

Within an hour, Dr. Carter informed me that the actual transfusion was over and that all that was left to do was wait. Wes’ heart was still beating and his brain was showing activity, so that was good news.

Dr. Carter said he was going to keep him under for at least twenty-four hours to give his body time to adjust. I was a nervous wreck. My plan was to sit beside him all day, but after the first few hours I became restless. I tried to think of things to do for him and then remembered. Amelia had sat for hours, reading Walt Whitman's poetry to him. How ironic would that be? Were our lives really coming full circle? Unable to think of anything more fitting, I had my mom bring me my phone and then found several online poems, some by Whitman and some by various authors. And there I sat, in the twenty-first century, hoping he could hear me as I read softly to him.

Wes’ vitals remained steady, and Dr. Carter was optimistic that he would be fine when he woke, but he would’ve told me that anyway. The waiting was maddening, but I did my best to stay strong and calm. Eventually exhausted, I fell asleep in the chair next to him.

At first I didn’t even realize I’d dozed off, but then I saw myself in a vivid, familiar scene. On a front porch again, I stood watching a soldier, who looked so much like Wes, walking away from me. Excitement set in as I realized I was back in my dream. Back to the place where I’d be able to find out what happened to us. I wanted to smile, but my body stood more frozen, and saddened, the further he walked. Where was he headed?

William couldn’t leave. There was a war, and no side was safe for him. I cringed with worry and frustration, not knowing what to do. It wasn’t my place to offer him refuge.

But he was leaving.

I might never see him again.

Without further thought, I stepped off the porch and started walking. Gazing into his back, I hoped he’d sense me, but he kept walking. My mind was too clouded with indecision to run after him.

After a dozen paces, he hadn’t turned around, so I stopped. I shook my head, trying to find my wits to turn around and let him go, but all I could do was stand there, halfway between him and my aunt’s. I was about to give up and turn around, but he finally stopped, as if someone had whispered his name.

His head was cocked slightly to the side—whether he was listening or thinking, I wasn’t sure—but suddenly I felt myself lean forward. The air became thick, and when he turned his head a little more, I held my breath, waiting. Another moment passed, and he subtly glanced over his shoulder.

When he saw me standing there, he turned around and studied me for a moment. A light drizzle started, but I didn’t care. When his expression softened, my feet moved toward him as the rain began to come down harder. Several paces apart, we both realized how wet we were getting and glanced up toward the sky, him still not moving.

Did he want me to stay out here, soaking? Was he leaving or staying? Give me something, I thought to myself, and as if reading my mind, he shook his head. My muscles tensed. He kept shaking his head, but then he started walking toward me. It didn’t make sense.

Sometimes nothing makes sense, so there’s no point in trying to figure it out. Just let life lead you. And that’s what happened. I walked. He walked. And when we met in the middle, he held his hands out, catching the rain in his palms.

“You’re irrational, you know that?” he whispered, coming to a stop in front of me.

“How so?” I asked, feeling paranoid and vulnerable at the same time.

“Because you have safety now, and you’re following me…in the rain.”

He was making this harder than it needed to be, but then it wasn’t his place to invite himself to stay.

So be it. I took the leap.

“I just don’t want you to leave,” I admitted.

His mouth formed a half smile, and he slowly lifted his arm and put his coat over my head to shield me from the rain. “Then let’s get you dry,” he murmured.

I looked into his brown eyes and knew I’d made the right decision. And somewhere beneath all the confusion, I already knew I loved him. As we both turned toward the house, I found myself placing my arms boldly around his waist and guiding him to shelter. I wasn’t concerned whether my aunt would understand my invitation, because, somehow, I already knew she would.

As we approached the northern side of the front porch, I was able to see the house for the first time. The stone house…with a front porch, two chimneys, and four windows on the second floor. Exactly how it was in my snow globe.

Was it a dream, possibly concocted from my hopes, or was it a memory? Wes’ words, “Trust me,” played out in my mind, and that’s what I held on to.

I sucked in a breath, gasping, as my eyes shot open. “That’s it,” I whispered. The room was just now letting in the first rays of the morning sun, and Wes was still lying motionless on his bed. I sat up, with optimistic energy, knowing now more than ever that Wes was right.

“Wes,” I whispered in his ear, praying it wasn’t too late. “I dreamed about the house again, and you were right. It’s the house. Two chimneys. Four windows on the second floor.” He didn’t move. I knew he couldn’t, but with my news, I expected miracles. He had to hear me. He had to know, and he had to wake up. Right now. There was no way I could sit in limbo, not knowing whether he’d recover from this.

And if he didn’t wake up, how was I ever going to get past it? Not when I saw the future we had. Not when I know the future we could have now.

“Please,” I said. “Wake up. We’re almost there. I’m fine. Now, come on, please be fine too.”

I rubbed his forehead, feeling tears start to form, but fought them back. “Please,” I murmured.

I heard the sound of a door opening and closing behind me, and Dr. Carter approached slowly.

“Everything all right, Sophie?” he asked, picking up his chart.

“I need him to wake up,” I said obviously.

“I know. We’re going to try that in just a little while. I’m going to check his vitals again and take one more blood sample.”

“What for?”

He put the chart down. “We just want to make sure the transfusion took. The regular blood seems to be taking just fine, but I’d like to make sure we have a pure sample now.”

“And if we don’t?"

“Then we’ll need to continue the transfusion until we can get one.”

“Why does it have to be pure? He can still have a little cold blood can’t he?”

“He probably could. It seems his brain is still functioning, but the problem was, somehow the cold blood was altering the progression of his aging and thinking. Everything. I’m afraid it won’t get back to normal unless we remove all traces. Otherwise, he may still progress differently. Maybe faster, but still differently, and the whole point of this was to remove all traces.”

The thought of dragging this out was torturous. “Well, can’t we just have him wake up, and then he can decide if he wants more later?”

He touched my shoulder gently. “He specifically made me assure him that we would not stop until it was done.”

I felt a crease form between my brows. “Why would he do that to me?” I pouted.

“No, Sophie. It was for you that he did this. He believed you wouldn’t heal unless he set himself completely right. And that’s what I’ve promised to do for him, regardless of what you say.”

It felt like a threat. I knew he was trying to help us, but I was bothered by the power he held over what I wanted. I half wanted to figure out how to wake him up myself and do it behind Dr. Carter’s back. Wes was my husband. I should choose what happens to him when he is unconscious. Not Dr. Carter.

Dr. Carter chuckled. “What?” I scowled.

“He said you would probably be angry, but to stand my ground.” He smiled. “You’re a lucky girl, Sophie. Don’t worry. I’ll do my best to have him awake today. Cross your fingers.”

Cross my fingers? It took everything I had to calm myself down. How could they conspire against me like this? Wes would be in big trouble when he woke up. Big trouble.

Knowing I’d only go nuts standing there, watching Dr. Carter be so calm and collected while I had no say in the matter, I went ahead and made my way to the bathroom to freshen up and change. My mom had brought me some of my own pajamas and clothes from home, and that helped me feel normal.

Wearing yoga pants, a tank, and flip flops, I headed toward the lounge, which had been set up with bagels and cream cheese, fruits, and yogurts. I was hardly hungry, but knew once they started waking Wes up, food would be the farthest thing from my mind. If I was going to eat at all, it had to be now.

With a little fruit and yogurt in my stomach, I made my way back to Wes’ side. Dr. Carter was just finishing up with his samples, and said he’d have the results soon. In the meantime, I kept busy by writing in my journal, something else my mom had brought to me.

The entries had become something I relied heavily on. At first it was just so I wouldn’t forget anything that happened, or so that, if I’d died and Wes found me again in thirty years, he’d have something to give me instead of explaining a lifetime all over again. However, shortly after I began writing, it became like therapy.

Writing must have made the time go by quickly, because, surprisingly soon, Dr. Carter and Dr. Lyon returned with a cart full of medical supplies. My posture straightened as I watched them roll in a second cart. A quick look revealed that it was a defibrillator. Sharp pain ricocheted in my chest.

“It’s time,” Dr. Carter said, glancing my way with a nod. There was nothing I could say or do besides sit there, frozen. After a moment he asked me to move my chair out of the way, and I quickly hopped up and scooted it back.

My knees felt weak and my nerves tight. He was going to be fine. Why was I so nervous?

With a deep sigh, I inched over to him and planted myself by his shoulders. He looked peaceful, to the point where I almost didn’t want them to disturb him. But then I realized I was just afraid. Perhaps I’d rather that he “sleep” longer than risk something going wrong while waking him.

You can’t be afraid, Sophie. You can’t be afraid. I repeated those words several times while the doctors continued to prepare and discuss among themselves.

My nervousness had built so much that I was practically begging for them to get started, before the anticipation caused me to burst.

“Can you guys get started, please?” I implored.

Dr. Carter looked at me and smiled softly. “There’s nothing for us to do but wait.”

“But I thought you were going to wake him up?”

“He’ll wake on his own now. It’s time.”

“On his own?”

Dr. Lyon nodded and interrupted. “Yes, the medicine is wearing off, so he should come around on his own.”

“But what if he doesn’t?”

“He will,” Dr. Carter chimed in again.

They looked so calm and sure of themselves. It was irritating. If they were so sure of everything, then why bring in all the equipment. They must have seen my eyes surveying the carts.

“The equipment is just a precaution. We won’t know how he’ll react or whether he’ll need medical attention. Either way, we want to be prepared”

Okay. I took a deep breath. “So, what do I do?”

“Well, you can talk to him. Take it easy, though. We want him calm.”

I turned and glanced again at his peaceful face. Keep him calm. I could do that.

I leaned over and started rubbing Wes’ hair. At first I didn’t know what to say, wanting to share so much, but not wanting to excite him either. I kept rubbing.

Eventually I started with telling him I was there, of course. And that I was fine. That his sacrifice worked. And I told him that everything would be okay if he just woke up. After the first couple of assurances, I glanced around to see whether the doctors were watching us. Surely they could hear me, but thankfully they were studying the charts and readings.

I turned back to Wes, feeling a little bit more private. From there, I held his hand and started reminiscing about our past. But then I thought it might be better to talk about our future. I told him about all the places we could visit when he woke up. I was talking about snow and how we’d be able to ski worry-free, when I felt a faint pressure.

I looked down to see his thumb moving along the back of my hand, and my heart started racing. I gently squeezed and continued talking. Within a few moments, he gave my hand a full squeeze and amidst the noise of beeps and the doctors talking, Wes turned his head away.

His back arched slightly, and his head turned back my way.

“Come on, Wes. It’s okay. Open your eyes. We’re here.”

As he squirmed a little more, the beeping sounds in the background sped up, and then his eyelids fluttered.

“It’s okay, Wes,” I assured again.

Now, both Dr. Lyon and Dr. Carter were beside me. Wes’ eyelids peeled back slowly, and he let out a small groan.

“Wes,” I sighed, glancing into each of his beautiful brown eyes, hoping he was okay. They looked the same. They looked perfect.

When his gaze caught mine, he coughed softly and then smiled, squeezing my hand harder.

“I think it worked,” Dr. Lyon muttered.

“Wes,” I repeated, kissing his cheek.

When I pulled back, he gazed up at me and whispered, “You’re here.”

“Of course I’m here,” I assured.

He gave another labored smile and then tried to lift his head. “Lay back and rest,” Dr. Carter ordered.

“Is my mother here?” Wes asked, looking around the room.

“What?” I whispered.

“I dreamed of a letter. She was sick,” he croaked.

“But…” I looked at Dr. Carter for help, and he stepped closer.

“Wes,” he said. “Do you know where you are?”

“Yes, but my mother,” he whispered, squeezing my hand tighter. He then looked at me, concern in his eyes. “Amelia, tell me where she is.”

I sucked in a frightened breath as Dr. Carter put his palm on my shoulder. “Wes. I’m not Amelia. I’m…Sophie.”

His eyes narrowed as he glanced at Dr. Carter, looking for answers.

“Who?” he asked.




Chapter 16
 THE RECOVERY
 

As I stared at Wes’ perplexed features, the unexpected was happening. Somewhere in his brown eyes there was a comforting recognition, but below the surface there was complete confusion. He had no idea who I was talking about.

“Sophie?” I repeated.

His head shook. With no idea what to say or do, I stood there with my mouth parted, mute. Dr. Carter, thankfully, jumped in.

“Wes, do you know who I am?”

Wes turned his head back to Dr. Carter, wincing. After studying him for a long moment, he nodded and hoarsely replied, “Yes.”

“And my name?” Dr. Carted prodded.

“What’s going on?” Wes asked.

“You’ve just woken up from a procedure. We just want to make sure you’re all right.”

Wes nodded again. “Dr. Thomas,” he whispered.

He thinks he’s back in London. Dr. Carter glanced at me briefly and then at Dr. Lyon.

Dr. Lyon also looked stunned, but quickly picked up a clipboard and murmured to Dr. Carter. “Let’s check him over physically and then we’ll evaluate him mentally.”

Dr. Carter nodded. “Yes, let’s proceed.”

It must have been obvious that I was about to hyperventilate, because Dr. Lyon turned his attention to me. “I think it would be a good idea if you took a short break.” He raised his brows as if to suggest it was not optional. I wanted to protest, but knew that a break was exactly what I needed.

“Okay.” I squeezed Wes’ hand, gave him the best smile of assurance that I could muster, and then walked, like a zombie, toward the door. As soon as it closed behind me, I started crying, again. Embarrassed and hoping no one would see, I made my way toward the lounge.

Halfway there, my mom appeared at the end of the hall, having just come off the elevator.

By then, I was a mess. She must have sensed something was off, because she hurried down the hall and grabbed my shoulders. “Sophie, what’s the matter? I came over because Tom said Wes would be coming around today. What happened?” she pressed, eyes wide.

I just cried and leaned into her.

“Is he okay?”

I nodded.

“Are you sure?” she asked, not understanding.

I finally mustered up enough strength to answer. “He’s okay. But he doesn’t remember me. He doesn’t remember who I am.”

She pulled herself back and looked at me, eyes wide. “Are you serious?”

I nodded. “He thinks I’m Amelia. That it’s 1915 all over again.”

I started sniffling again, but she sighed with relief. “Oh, Sophie. That’s okay. It will be okay. Here, come on.” She put her arm around me and guided me into the lounge. Inside, we sat on the sofa and I cried some more.

She let me get it all out before talking. When I was tired of the tears and tissues, I rested my head against the back of the couch. She ran her fingers through my bangs.

“Feel better now?”

I turned to her with an exhausted scowl.

“Well, you should. That was a lot you had built up. It’s time you let it all go.”

I sighed and let my head fall back again. “How can I let it go? We’re worse off than we were before.”

“Are you?” she replied.

I sat back up, more persistent. “He doesn’t even know who I am.”

“Sophie, don’t forget that he could be dead right now.”

I jerked my head her way. “He could be,” she pressed on. “But he isn’t. He just went through a very dangerous experimental procedure, and he made it. And of course he remembers you.”

“No, he doesn’t,” I argued. “He remembers Amelia.” I was suddenly feeling a jealousy that I’d never had.

“Same thing,” she said.

“No, it isn’t.”

“Sophie, isn’t that what you convinced me and Tom? That you are the same?”

“But I’m not. I mean, I am, but it’s not the same. I’m my own person. My own memories. Everything we’ve been through this past year has been us. And it’s gone?”

She rubbed my shoulder. “It’s not gone, Sophie. It’s there.” She pointed to my heart. “That’s where he loves you. Not up there.” She tapped my temple, and continued. “What if you lost your memory? Do you think Wes would be out here, crying a river? Of course not. He would love you the same and figure out a way for you to love him back.”

Of all the things I’d feared or prepared for, Wes’ memory loss was not one of them. He was the glue that held us together for three generations. Three generations of love and hope, and now it was gone. And I was supposed to be the glue now? I wasn’t Wes.

She squeezed my shoulders to pull me from my reverie. “Sophie. Wes will remember you. And even if he doesn’t, he’ll love you all over again. In case you haven’t noticed, you two are meant to be together. Now take a deep breath and go in there and support him. He needs you. Especially if he can’t remember the last hundred years. Can you imagine what that would be like? Waking up in a world entirely foreign? Your challenge right now is not about you and him…it’s about how to get him to understand where he is and when.”

Her words drew my attention. There I was, focusing on my woes. I’d been given a cure that was supposed to free me from worrying about my body literally attacking itself and shutting down. And there I was, focusing on the negative again.

Like I’d done many times before, I would force myself to focus on the positive. Wes made it through his transformation. That was huge. Huge. Whether he remembered Sophie or not wasn’t important in the grand scheme of things. He was about to find out that a century had gone by and that somehow he was still alive to see it. How do you explain that to someone? If anyone was capable, it was me.

I hugged my mother for once again offering me sound advice, and together we walked back toward Wes’ room. Dr. Lyon came out just as we were approaching the door.

“How is he?” I asked eagerly.

“He’s doing exceptionally well.”

I tilted forward onto my toes, ready to spout a million questions, but he cut me off. “Considering. He’s extremely tired and weak,” he continued. “His muscles are very stiff, but we think it’s the adjustment of the tissue. He’ll need some extensive physical therapy. Dr. Carter has broken the news to him, that this is his second transfusion, as well as what year it is.”

My own muscles became stiff too. How could they just spring that on him, fifteen minutes after him waking?

Dr. Lyon read my thoughts. “Wes remembered his first transfusion—and its side effects. Dr. Carter explained to him that he'd wanted to reverse the procedure because he was aging too slowly. He doesn’t quite understand, but he’s a smart boy. He’s asking to see you, because he doesn’t know how either Dr. Thomas or Amelia is still here if it’s truly decades later. We thought we would leave that to you to explain however you see fit.”

I felt the biggest responsibility of my life coming on, and knew I needed to muster up a plan to conquer it, but I needed to first understand what was happening.

“How is it that he doesn’t remember so much time?”

Dr. Lyon smiled softly. “It’s actually not all that surprising, considering the extent of what we did. It could be a combination of the seizures and the transfusion. He’s just really disoriented right now.”

“Will the memories come back?” my mom asked.

“Well. It’s hard to tell. If the memory loss is due to the seizures, it’s possible. If it’s because of the blood loss, then we won’t know.”

I felt myself worrying over the “we won’t know” part, but then reminded myself that there was a bigger issue, and it involved just getting Wes healthy. Nothing else was as important as that.

Dr. Lyon excused himself, and my mother and I slowly entered Wes’ room. Inside, his bed was tilted up so that he was sitting more upright, but he looked oddly still. When he heard us enter, he turned his head slowly and smiled softly. My mom gave me a shove in the back and then took a seat in the corner.

Dr. Carter hung up a chart and nodded to Wes. “I’ll leave you two alone for a bit,” he said, making his way past me and patting me gently on the shoulder.

I approached Wes’ bedside, wanting to hug him tightly, but I held back. Instead, I took his hand again and was relieved to feel him hold mine firmly in his palm. My gaze settled on his, and for a long moment we stared at each other.

I searched for the right words. As usual, I couldn’t put my thoughts together, but his familiar voice cut through the silence.

“Will you tell me what happened?” he asked.

The appropriateness of the question and the absurdity of the answer caused me a chuckle. “It’s a long story.” I smiled.

“I’m still trying to piece things together,” he murmured.

“More importantly, how are you feeling?” I asked, rubbing his arm.

“Well, it’s odd not to hear your accent. Or Dr. Carter’s.”

I guessed that would be strange.

“Other than that, a little achy. But not as much as the first time around.”

“I’m glad you’re going to be okay,” I whispered.

He nodded, but it looked labored. He must have still been in a lot of pain.

Not wanting to overwhelm him, I figured I’d let him take things as slowly or as quickly as he wanted.

“Can I get you anything? Help you in any way?” I asked.

“Well, I’d like to know what happened. How I ended up here.”

That I could do, but I wanted to make sure I did it the right way.

“I can help you with that,” I started, releasing his hand. “But first.” I held my hand out formally. “I’m Sophie.”

His gaze traveled to my outstretched hand and he weakly took hold of it. “Nice to meet you, Sophie.” The sound of my name coming off his tongue sent a warmth through my body. Even as new as it sounded.

After looking at him for a long moment, I realized I could really help him, but I’d have to leave for a little while. “I have an idea,” I said, hopeful. “I’m going to get some stuff that will help you remember. And we’ll do this together. You just rest and let your body heal. I’ll be right back. I promise.”

He bit down gently on his bottom lip. “I’ll be here,” he said, offering a slight smile.

Knowing I had a plan, I kissed him on his forehead and, after being released, left the facility with my mom. I still wasn’t cleared to drive yet, and she wanted to keep an eye on me.

First, she took me to Healey’s to pick up some books. As soon as we entered, Dawn attacked me with a huge hug. Her brother Danny and Mr. Healey were there too, but they were much more reserved. My mom had told them I was having dizzy spells and that’s why I’d been away from work for so long.

Dawn, however, knew otherwise. “I was so worried,” she whispered in my ear. “You better not die on me.”

The abruptness of her words caused me to laugh. “I’m serious,” she said. “You better be around long after I have this baby. When it keeps me up or gives me hell, I’m bringing it to your house.”

My mom jumped in. “Or my house. I’ll be happy to help you. Tom and I both would gladly lend a hand.” Dawn had almost become a sister to me, and I knew my mom’s offer was genuine and that it made Dawn feel better.

After many assurances that I was fine, I began my search. I remembered shelving several non-fiction books that would be good. Wes loved airplanes, and told me many times how mesmerized he had been by them over the years, so I grabbed a reference book that chronicled the progression of airplane design. I thought he’d find it interesting to see how far aircraft had come. I also found a book on cars that not only had several well-known antique and modern models, but ones that Wes had actually owned. Then I went to our used DVD section and found one from World War I, one from World War II, a Vietnam movie, and a modern war movie. Then I picked my favorite romance movies from the fifties, eighties, nineties, and the millennium.

After Healey’s, my mom drove me home to grab the medical book that Wes had first showed me to prove how old he was. It was the one with the picture of Wes and Dr. Carter, who was then Dr. Thomas, back in 1939.

I also brought our wedding pictures, though they were not something I had planned on showing him until he asked. If he asked, since I wasn’t even sure whether he knew we were married.

As we drove back to the medical center, I thought about the other item I had, and was truly thankful to have written it: my journal. All this time, I’d thought it might someday be used to help me remember our lives, but now it was going to be used to help Wes remember.

By the time we arrived, a few hours had passed and I had a tote full of stuff. Inside, Wes was now dressed in his signature Henley and sweats, and it was comforting for me to see him looking like his modern self.

Dr. Carter informed me that they had run some more tests, which came back clear, and had started a short, initial round of basic physical therapy. Apparently Wes’ joints and muscles were in a lot of pain. Almost as bad as they had been with his hemophilia, prior to his initial transformation. Dr. Carter said the pain would subside with medication and therapy. Something Wes hadn’t needed in years. I wondered how he felt about that. Dr. Carter gave several instructions on how to manage the discomfort, and listed a regimen that Wes would follow over the next several weeks.

Once we were alone, it was going to be just me and him for the rest of the night. There was a small sofa, a chair, and two hospital beds side by side, which had been left in the room while I waited during Wes’ transformation.

As I glanced around, trying to decide where to sit, Wes tried to stand up from his gurney. He winced, and instinctively I hustled to his side to help him. “Where are you trying to go?” I asked.

“The sofa,” he said, gritting his teeth in pain.

I led him there slowly, but through the walk he maintained a stoic, determined expression. Once seated, he smiled and chuckled, letting out a deep sigh.

“What’s so funny?” I asked.

“Well, I certainly feel a hundred years old now.” I started to laugh, but the idea startled me and my eyes widened. “Don’t worry,” he said. “Dr. Carter thinks I’ll be back to normal soon.”

I shook my head to clarify. “No, I wasn’t—I don’t care whether you stay like this. I mean, I do, but…”

“It’s okay. Don’t worry. I care. But I’ll be fine.”

After a moment of awkward silence, I asked him what he wanted to do first.

“I have a few questions,” he started.

“Okay.” I took a deep breath, wondering where he would start. “Go for it.”

His gaze traveled down to my left hand. “Are you married,” he asked.

Oh,
geez. Really? The first question? I cleared my throat and his gaze fell. “It’s okay. You don’t have to answer that.” I tried to remember what he said about his relationship with Amelia. He said he’d loved her the moment he saw her, but that he’d never really had a chance to tell her. So maybe he thought I was just his caregiver or good friend, rather than assuming we were married. Obviously.

“No, I want to answer that, but it’s a long story. First, why don’t I get you caught up?”

His gaze met mine again, and I knew Wes well enough to know he was blazing with curiosity. But what was I to do? Spring it on him? Not yet. Besides, I wanted him to love me for me. Not because we were married.

He studied me for a long moment, probably wondering why I was hesitant, and then nodded. “All right. Let’s get started.”

“Okay. I know you like a lot of things, including history. I brought books and movies that will catch you up on the gist of things. And then I brought some of my personal favorite movies that will get you up to speed on culture. And after that, I have a surprise for you. Which do you want first? History, or culture?”

“Let’s do culture, since they’re your favorites,” he murmured agreeably.

I was amazed that he still seemed to be my Wes, even though he didn’t know it. I smiled. “Great idea.” War movies would have been too heavy to start with, anyway.

We watched two movies that night before he became stiff and uncomfortable. I helped him get up and walk around the room and to his bed. He was surprised to learn that I was planning to stay in the room with him overnight, so I gave him the choice.

He nodded approvingly as I played up the nurse card, figuring he still associated me with Amelia. And then it hit me that he was, and still is, pretty traditional, so he was probably starting to suspect that we were married, but he didn’t let on as I helped him get situated.

In the morning, he underwent more tests and more physical therapy while I took a shower. The facility wasn’t set up for overnight patients, but it did have nice bathrooms with large showers, and some rooms with beds for scientists who pulled all-nighters and for the occasional test subject.

Eager to get back to Wes, I kept my shower shorter than planned, but took a little time drying my hair, trying to make a good impression. I was, after all, wanting him to be in love with me. That meant a little effort in looking attractive.

Satisfied with leaving my hair down, bangs casually swept to the side, I returned to find Wes resting. And staring at me more than usual. Perhaps the modern look was too much. I busied myself with tidying up, trying to distract myself from worrying over his reaction to the real me.

“Are you hungry?” he asked.

I turned to find him resting with one arm folded behind his head.

“You?”

“Very,” he said, forming a small smile.

We ordered Chinese food for lunch and watched the two romance movies. Afterward, he looked at me and smiled. “That tells me a lot about you…and cars.”

“How so?”

“Well, it appears you like guys who are tough, underdogs, and a hero in some way. And sensitive.”

“Hmm. Actually, I do. I never thought of it that way, but I guess all those movies do have that in common.” And so did Wes. I smiled inside and then redirected his attention. “What about the cars?” I asked.

“The cars are amazing,” he answered.

“Which brings me to my next batch of goodies. Look at these.” I pulled out the books on cars and airplanes, offering them to him. He reached for the aircraft book, with eyes full of awe.

“How did you know?” he asked, flipping through it.

“Let’s just say you told me a lot about them.” I left out the part about how they freak me out.

He looked through each picture as if he’d discovered the rarest gems in the world. “I can’t believe it. Look at that design.” He was stopped on a page showcasing a private jet.

“You’ve flown some of them, you know.”

He looked at me with shock, then sadness, making me wonder whether I’d pushed him too far. He was holding up so well, considering, but maybe realizing how much he’d forgotten was just as traumatic as having no memories at all.

But then I realized he’d have many more years to create new memories. He could fly as much as he wanted. And that was encouraging.

“I’m sure it’s just like riding a bike,” I offered encouragingly.

He blinked and glanced my way. “I hope so.”

He put the plane book down and skimmed through the car book, almost as amazed, and set them both aside, vowing to go back and read them in more depth another time.

“What next?” he asked with purpose.

All that was left was my journal and the war movies. I wasn’t ready to reveal the contents of my journal, but war movies now seemed depressing.

As I was thinking, he chimed in. “History is next, I believe.”

I shook my head. “Yeah, it was, but I don’t think it’s a good idea after all.”

“Why not?”

“They’re sort of downers. Well, not sort of. They’re definitely downers. I’m not sure you want to watch people fighting and dying.”

“I really don’t,” he said. “But if I’m going to be reminded of what kind of society we live in, I’d better learn. Unless you have a history book I can read tonight, then I guess I’ll be watching a movie. But if you don’t want to stay—”

“No. I’ll stay,” I said, a little too eagerly.




Chapter 17
 COMING BACK
 

After the war movies, we both lay around, somber and quiet. It was obvious that Wes was still processing everything he’d watched and read, so I wanted to give him time. Even as the silence took over, the time with him was comforting. In the morning, we were awakened by Dr. Carter. Wes was in for more testing, so I went to make some calls in the lounge area. Mr. Healey and Dawn had wanted updates, so I gave them an abbreviated version.

When I got back into the room, Wes was finished with his testing and was going through some physical therapy with small weights and bands for his leg muscles. After about thirty minutes of work, I noticed some small beads of sweat just above his brow. Shocked, I stood closer.

He looked at me with caution. “Amazing,” I whispered.

“What?” he answered, looking himself over.

“You’re sweating.”

He looked unsurprised, but Dr. Carter hurried over, equally amazed. “He is, isn’t he? That’s a good sign. A very good sign.” He started writing notations on his chart, while Wes continued to look confused.

“Is that strange?” he asked.

I laughed. “No. Well, sort of. After the first transfusion, you never sweated. And now you do. It’s…”

“Weird?”

“No, it’s normal.” I smiled.

“Okay,” he answered, shrugging. “So I guess it’s normal that I feel like taking a shower to freshen up.”

“Definitely,” I said, feeling excited that his crazy plan of doing this to himself actually seemed to be working.

I helped him gather some clean clothes that I’d brought for him, and then I helped him toward the lounge. He was walking much better, but still used my shoulder for some support, because he had experienced a couple of dizzy spells. Closing the door, I turned on the water, and then realized that he was looking at me with a raised brow.

“You okay?” I asked.

“I’m fine,” he said, standing still.

In all of my excitement, I’d completely forgotten that I was supposed to only be a helper. One that he had a crush on, but that’s all. And there I was, hovering in the bathroom when he was about to strip down.

“Oops,” I said, embarrassed. “Do you want me to leave?”

“Um…” He glanced at the shower and then back to me. Then his gaze traveled to my ring finger. “Well, not really, but you don’t have to stay. I can handle—”

“Okay, listen,” I murmured, putting my palms out, realizing enough was enough. I didn’t want to keep up the façade anymore. I was just too excited about his progress, and he appeared to be handling everything well. So what if I shocked him with the news. I was ready to move on and get my Wes back. Healthy and strong.

“This may come as a shock to you,” I continued, looking him in the eye, “and I really didn’t want to make you feel obligated to feel a certain way, but here it goes. This ring…” I pointed to it. “You gave it to me. It’s a wedding ring. We’re married. You and me. I’ve loved you forever, and there you have it. So, no, I’m not leaving. I’ll turn around to give you privacy, but don’t feel obligated to shield my virtue, by all means.”

His lips parted, but nothing came out. Shocked by my own words, I instinctively turned and faced the wall, my eyes squeezed shut. What did I just do? It was too soon. Crap.

The air was tense, and the sound of the water hitting the shower floor was deafening against the silence in the room. That’s all I heard. Pounding water drops that muffled Wes’ footsteps as he stepped forward. The electricity of his proximity was so strong, I felt the hairs stand up on the back of my neck. There he was, right behind me. If I breathed deeply enough, I was sure my back would touch his chest. But we both stood there.

What was he doing? I was afraid to look. Afraid to say anything else. But his closeness screamed to me like it always did. He was right there. If he didn’t want me near him, he wouldn’t be standing so close. Accepting the invite, I just relaxed and leaned back.

It felt unbelievably good and natural. My whole body was leaning into him, and he hadn’t moved an inch. It had seemed like forever since he’d truly held me, and in that moment that’s all I wanted.

As if reading my mind, he wrapped his arms around me and placed his cheek right against my ear. His breath was warm, and it enveloped my face, my neck, my everything. I gave in and started crying, not even knowing why. I was so confused.

“Shh, don’t cry,” he whispered, holding me tighter.

The sound of his voice made it worse. What was the matter with me? At that moment, he turned me around and looked at me.

“Is it that bad?”

“What?” I asked, sucking in a sob.

“Being married to me.”

The absurdity of the assumption stopped me still for a moment. But he was dead serious. So serious, it made me laugh. I shoved him with my forearms, as they were pressed against his chest.

“Of course not,” I retorted, trying to figure out what had happened in the last five minutes.

“Then why are you crying?”

“Because you don’t remember me,” I admitted. No longer able to look him in the eye, I buried my face in his chest. Ugh. I had done it. Managed to turn this back around to me. I truly hated myself for doing it so quickly.

“I’m sorry,” he answered. “I wish it were different. It must be hard, but all I can tell you is that, every day since I woke up, it’s felt like I’ve been missing a big piece of the puzzle. I’ve been trying to reason out what’s happening to me and reconcile with what I feared your ring meant. And to know now? I don’t think I could possibly feel more relieved.”

Taking slow, deep breaths, I managed to settle down, but somehow couldn’t stop myself from plowing on.

“The relief you feel is for Amelia,” I countered. “Not Sophie. I haven’t lived in the same body and mind like you have. We’re soul mates, but I’m a different person. You don’t even know me at all.”

He pulled his head back and stared at the ceiling for a long moment. “Yes, I do,” he said.

“No, you don’t.”

“Really? Then why am I having memories of skiing with you, right now. And of needing a hot shower to warm up? I’ve never been skiing with Amelia.”

My head jerked up. “What?”

He looked at me and shrugged. “I don’t really know, but this shower is making this room hot, and I keep seeing myself with you, in the snow.”

“What?”

“Stop saying that.”

“But—” I shut my mouth, not wanting to push it.

“Did we not go skiing?” he asked.

I nodded, dumbfounded.

He smiled. “See, I don’t remember a lot right now, but I will. And I want you to help me.”

I nodded again, taking a step back and smiling to show that was okay.

“So,” he said, pulling off his shirt. “Since I don’t have to protect your virtue, I’m going to take my shower now. You can turn around if you want to.”

And with that, he turned his back to me—revealing still highly defined muscles—dropped his pants, and stepped into the shower, giving me a devious smile before closing the curtain. I wouldn’t have missed that for the world.




Chapter 18
 PROGRESS
 

After Wes showered and dressed, he seemed to have more energy, but still wrapped his arm around me for support as we walked down the hall. Somehow, it felt like he was just doing that to encourage me in some way. It was working.

When we got back to Wes’ room, Dr. Carter was waiting. After answering a few questions about how he felt, Wes asked when he could go home. Surprisingly, Dr. Carter’s eyes grew wide before he regained his composure.

“Not yet,” he said.

“Why not?” Wes asked, sounding disappointed.

“Because we’re still monitoring your recovery.”

“I’m fine. Besides a little memory loss and joint soreness, I’m perfectly fine. And I don’t intend on staying around here for long.” He stole a glance in my direction. “I have a life to live.”

Dr. Carter quickly glanced my way. “I’m sure you do, but you must be stable first.”

“I can heal at home with Sophie,” he countered.

“True,” the doctor said. “Well, let’s give it twenty-four more hours. If all seems well, we’ll look into having you released.” His voice was heavy with reluctance.

Had I not been so impressed with Wes’ miraculous recovery and take-charge attitude, I may have tried to decipher Dr. Carter’s resistance. But Wes was recovering. He was looking better by the hour, and, after another round of tests, the doctors left him all to me for the afternoon. He couldn’t have looked happier about it.

Once we were alone, he turned to me. “So, what was the surprise you had?”

“Well, it’s just my journal. I had written it thinking that one day you might need to give it to me to remember my past, but I never thought we would use it to help you remember yours.”

The corner of his mouth turned up into his signature grin. “I want to remember more,” he offered.

I smiled. “Okay. Let me get it.”

By the time I’d retrieved the journal from my bag, he had settled himself onto the sofa, in the middle, so that no matter which end I decided to sit on, I’d be close to him. That was comforting. Choosing a spot to his right, I settled in, and then became nervous. These were my thoughts. Everything I’d felt and held dear.

I’d written them with the intention of reading them myself again one day, not being around while someone else read them. I suddenly felt entirely exposed.

“You okay?” he asked.

I took a deep breath. “Yeah. Just nervous. When I wrote this, I didn’t really think I’d read it to you.”

“You don’t have to.”

I shook my head, knowing. “No, I want to. There are certain parts that will help you understand us, and me.”

“Okay,” he murmured, waiting.

I exhaled and started flipping through the pages. One entry stood out as a good one to start with. I asked him if he wanted me to read it out loud, and he nodded. I skimmed through it first to make sure there wasn’t anything embarrassing. There wasn’t, but I still took a nervous breath before starting.

I had known Wes for about a month before he told me his secret. That was the craziest day of my life. I had suspected something was different about him from the beginning. But it wasn’t until I found the newspaper articles—about his “father” dying in a time period totally different from when Wes said he had—that I began to question his honesty. No, not question. I knew he was lying, which is why I avoided him for several days.

 

When I could no longer stand not knowing Wes’ reason, I agreed to meet him at the pier. He wasn’t surprised by the discrepancy I’d discovered, but he didn’t come clean either. Instead, he was going to just let me walk away, until some reckless chick fell off the pier and disappeared into the bay.

 

We both ran after her, and I was about to jump in to help her, without a chance in the world, when Wes stopped me. He jumped in my place, saved her, and almost froze to death. Literally. He looked hypothermic when he came out of the water. Everyone wanted him to go to the hospital, but he refused, begging me to take him home.

 

Like a robot on autopilot, I did. But when we got there, he was still freezing and looked like death. Although hesitant, I helped him inside and removed his wet clothes, including his pants. I was so nervous, I almost died myself.

 

Once I had him dried off, I noticed his heart wasn’t beating. Panic took over again, and then I remembered that, in the car, he'd told me that his heartbeat would be so slow, I wouldn’t be able to feel it. He was right. After listening harder, a faint beat was there. It was a crazy, intense moment.

 

While he was asleep, I looked for something to read, and came across an old journal from 1915, written by a Dr. Thomas. The journal described a girl name Amelia, who had rescued a boy named Weston, and how the doctor had performed an insane, cold-blood experiment on Weston to keep him from bleeding to death.

 

Even crazier, when Wes woke up the next day, he told me that the boy in the journal was him. Not an ancestor, but him.

 

He had survived the procedure, but, because of the cold-blood transfusion, his cells were altered, causing him to age slowly—like, one year for every thirty. The idea freaked me out. Who was this crazy guy, talking all this crazy stuff? I didn’t want to know. I bolted out of his house so fast. I needed to think. To get away from him, the crazy guy. But my distance didn’t last long.

 

By that night, I realized that what he was saying might actually be true. And then I thought about every encounter I had had with him. He was always so gentle, kind, giving, and loving. Everything about him felt right, and something in me burned like I wanted to know more. Like I needed to know more. So, I called him and he came over that night.

 

Having him there was like an answer in itself. That was the night we first kissed. And that was the night I knew I wanted to be with him.

 

I learned so much more about him that amazed and intrigued me. For one, aging slowly wasn’t so wonderful. It was a curse and messed with his mind. Somehow it threw off the pace of time for him. But through it all, he told me that the day we met was a gift. Something he’d waited decades for. It was then that I knew I was falling for him, fast.

 

Reading my words, I felt like I was reliving the moment, and my heart softened at the memory. I loved him so much and hoped he would feel the same way. Taking a deep breath, I glanced up at him to find his gaze locked on mine. His eyes were more moist than usual, with possibly a hint of sadness to them. I couldn’t tell.

His silence was driving me crazy. “Do you remember anything?” I prodded.

“Keep reading, please,” was all he said.

I tried to decipher his expression, but couldn’t, so I cleared my throat and looked back down. Flipping through more pages, I tried to find another entry that was fitting. So far I’d given him a peek into his past and how we fell in love, so I moved along.

My fingers stopped at another entry. I began reading.

Things are pretty crazy. Ever since I was kidnapped by a jealous psycho ex-boyfriend from a previous life, who thought he'd figured out that Wes was the secret to immortality, life has been a rollercoaster. For one, Ms. Mary was murdered, and the police put Wes under the microscope, since he killed the crazy kidnapper in self-defense. And now another person I knew is dead.

 

I paused, taking a moment to look at Wes for any signs of recollection. “Ms. Mary was the older lady who helped out at the bookstore. Do you remember her?”

He looked around the room and nodded. “It’s coming back to me as you read.”

Really? I smiled hopefully and kept reading.

Media publicity was the last thing he needed. He’d been trying to stay under the radar for a hundred years, fearing the world would break out in chaos if everyone thought they could live forever. And now we had to be careful. To make matters worse, Ms. Mary’s position at the bookstore was filled by a weirdo. Chase was always acting strange, and oddly reminded me of psycho kidnapper.

 

The only solace was alone time with Wes. He had taken me to a lake one day, and we spent the afternoon swimming and laying around, alone. It felt like pure heaven. Pure happiness. I called it my lake of happiness.

 

But when we got back into civilization, things became chaotic again. Chase was always picking a fight with me or Wes. To get away, we decided to take a skiing trip and visit my friend Kerry in Virginia. It was completely risky, because Wes couldn’t get too cold. If his body temperature dropped, it could cause him to slip into unconsciousness.

 

Despite a few bumps along the way, the trip ended up leading to the happiest moment I'd had so far. One evening, with the snow falling heavily outside, Wes proposed to me in the most romantic way. I’d previously joked about wanting him to carry me away on a white horse, so the ring box had a white porcelain horse on top. And inside was the most beautiful yellow diamond surrounded by axinite crystals.

 

I said yes without one ounce of hesitation. I knew that I would spend the rest of my life with him. The moment, the trip, the evening—everything was perfect, until we were separated shortly afterward. A group of men in a helicopter flew in, right to the top of the mountain, and took Wes away. Literally took him away. Some sort of threat for my safety was all it took for Wes to walk out, into the hands of some secret-ops group that wanted information for some potion they thought Wes’ lab had.

 

I glanced up again for his reaction. He was clearly lost in a thought, and I didn’t want to interrupt, so I softly read the last paragraph.

One single moment that broke my happiness. I even went back to our lake, hoping I’d feel close to him again, but without him, everything felt broken. And that’s when I knew that I’d do whatever it took to find him and bring him back. No matter what it cost me. I would try.

 

Somehow, that entry made me feel more vulnerable than the first one I’d read, and I looked away, unsure how to follow up. In a matter of five minutes, I’d read my deepest thoughts on when I fell in love with him and how I’d go to the end of the earth to keep him near me. It was dramatic and intense, and I felt so naked, sitting there, wondering how he was feeling, but I couldn’t bring myself to steal a peek at him this time.

Instead, I flipped through other pages. “I’ll read a couple more,” I said. Anything else, I figured he could read on his own, if he wanted to. The next entry I stopped on was one of the first ones I’d written when I bought the journal.

Now that I have Wes back and we are planning our wedding, I could not feel any happier. I’m afraid that a moment like this won’t come around too often. Wes and I are souls who have loved each other for decades, though I've been a different person each time. We’re not ignoring the fact that neither Amelia nor Lenny lived past the age of nineteen, or that Wes fears I won’t either. We’re just working through it. And one of the ways I can do that is to capture as many of my thoughts and moments as I can in this journal. That way, in case I do die before my twentieth birthday, we’ll have these memories written with an iron pen. My words will hopefully live forever, even if I don’t. And who knows? Maybe one day I’ll read these words and it will tie us together again.

 

“Wait a minute.” He stopped me and leaned forward. “What do you mean you don’t live to see twenty?”

“Um…” I shifted around in my seat. “Well, Amelia died from the flu when she was nineteen. And in the sixties, you ran into a girl named Lenny, who looked like her. I have entries about her if you want me to read them.”

He shook his head. “Just tell me about your death.”

“Well, Lenny died in a car accident when she was nineteen too. So you became convinced that, since our souls are tied together, that I won’t live past nineteen because you weren’t aging normally. Which is why we’re here. You believed that if you could reverse your original transfusion, you could align our lives correctly in time.”

He sucked in a deep breath. “And here we are.”

“And here we are,” I repeated. I couldn’t tell whether he was regretting his choice or not, so I started to explain. “You decided to do it because we’ve been having dreams that we think are actually memories of us from before you were Wes and I was Amelia. You believe our souls have been together even before that, and that we actually grew old together. That’s why you did it.”

He shook his head again. “I would have done it anyway. Without the dream.”

My lips parted. “You would have? But how would you know?”

“I just know.”

I sat there, frozen, not really knowing what to say. Wasn’t it everything I’d wanted? So why did I feel so nervous and strange?

While a million thoughts were racing through my mind, he leaned forward and scooted his body closer. With one hand, he wrapped his palm around the back of my neck and pulled me close enough to where his lips brushed mine.

“Come here,” he whispered.

My whole body shuddered nervously as our lips touched hesitantly, but it didn’t take long to find their rhythm. Familiar heat waves covered me, and I fell backward, bringing him with me. After all the fear and uncertainty, I had my Wes back and wasn’t going to take a single moment for granted. He kissed me softly, but hungrily enough to make me feel wanted and needed.

He was so eager, he would have kissed me and then some all night had we not been in a lab facility with doctors only walls away. But we were, and after a long time spent getting out emotions and needs that had clearly built up in us both, he pulled away and settled himself back on the couch. Then, he bombarded me with more questions, which meant he wasn’t completely back yet. But he was close.




Chapter 19
 THE TEST
 

The next morning, Wes was determined to go home. So was I, but it didn’t really feel like it was time. It was almost too easy. And in my experience, nothing about our lives was simple, so there was definitely apprehension on my part. And it wasn’t just me. Dr. Carter was acting strange. Usually calm and collected, he was much more tight-lipped. But he was letting Wes have his way. Under one condition.

Dr. Carter’s main request was that Wes get a full-body scan before he released him. Dr. Carter didn’t have the equipment at the lab, so he set up a time to have one done at the local hospital. He also required me to complete a comprehensive exam, which came back within the normal range, so I was free to go.

I welcomed the idea of leaving the facility permanently, but it still gave me a flip-flop feeling in the pit of my stomach. I hadn’t really thought too much about it. For some reason, I’d come to think that Wes and I would be stuck as lab rats forever. Or at least for however long our forever would be. But actually getting to go home? To live a normal life with just us? For all the hoping and wishing, I didn’t actually believe we would be normal. The idea weighed heavily on my mind. Wes and I could move on. So what if he didn’t have his complete memory. He loved me. I thought. Well, even if he didn’t completely love me, he wanted me, and that was enough. Plus, he was my husband, and whatever was in store, we would get through it together. We’d been through the sickness part, now for the health.

My apprehension must have been obvious, because Wes grabbed hold of my arm as I paced around.

“What’s wrong?” he asked, maintaining his gentle hold.

I took a moment to look him in the eye. Most of me wanted to lie and tell him nothing, because I needed to stop worrying and think more positively, but the other part wanted to be honest. It’s what he’d always asked of me, and as I looked into his familiar, deep brown eyes, I knew that if we were ever going to get back on track, honesty and communication would be vital.

“I guess I’m just worried that we won’t be okay.”

He shook his head ever so slightly to show his disagreement. “We’re already okay. You’re better. I feel good. Everything will be fine.”

“No. That’s not it. I mean us. Together. I’m a little worried about us.”

He let go of my arm, but squared himself to me. “You mean me. You’re worried about me.”

I started to get squirmy, but he stepped closer, not letting me off the hook. He was certainly being himself, which was nice. Except that it didn’t change the fact that I wanted to avoid the conversation.

“You can tell me,” he urged.

Fine. “I just hope you feel the same…about me…again.”

“Of course I do,” he said.

“I know, but I mean really. Really feel the same about us. Sophie and Wes.”

He looked away to gather his thoughts and then sighed deeply.

“Listen,” he said, making me look at him. “Remember what you said in your journal, about how you felt about me on the night I told you my secret.”

I nodded.

“You didn’t know a whole lot about me. You even thought I was crazy. You wanted to run away full speed, but something deep down in your heart knew what you needed. Despite everything, you still wanted me. You felt it in your heart. And I’m no different now. Even if I remember nothing else, I already know how I feel about you. I don’t need information to find a place for you in my heart. You’re already in there. It’s that simple.”

My mouth opened, and then shut. What do you say to that? I just nodded and smiled, trying my best to keep away those sappy tears. After a hug, long enough to bury my face until I had regained my composure, I sighed, feeling as content as I was going to, and told him I was ready.

With all of our things packed, we climbed into one of the Tahoes. Dr. Carter rode in the front, and Wes and I were in the back. He placed his hand in the space between us, and I put mine in his as we rode.

For most of the drive, we were quiet as he took in the surroundings that were now unfamiliar to him. Whatever he was thinking, he kept it to himself and only asked questions every so often. Seeing him take it all in was sad, in a way. Even though we would be fine, I didn’t want Wes to lose his memories. He’d spent a century becoming who he was because of his experiences, and I wouldn’t wish that loss on anyone. The thought made me give his hand a reassuring squeeze.

The drive was taking longer than expected, and I soon realized we were headed to San Francisco. It was a good route to wind down with. We eventually slowed down to make a turn into the parking garage of an army medical center. There were a few men and women in army attire making their way to their vehicles. Wes stared at them, completely intrigued, even going so far as turning himself all the way around in his seat to get a longer look. I squeezed his hand again, and he attempted to give me a smile, but I could tell it was forced, which gave me an unsettling feeling. I didn’t like seeing him seem so ungrounded.

After creeping up and down a couple of levels, we were able to find a space near the elevator. Dr. Carter took the lead, giving out instructions. First, Wes needed to remove his jewelry, because he wouldn’t be allowed to keep it during his scan.

He hesitated to take off his watch, but eventually placed it in the console. His wedding ring, which he had found among his belongings this morning, he handed to me with a reassuring nod. I put it in my pocket and slipped my arm through his.

Dr. Carter instructed the bodyguards to stay in the truck. They opposed at first, looking to Wes for support. Wes didn’t argue and neither did I, as medical procedures were personal and bodyguard presence was a bit awkward.

Just a few more tests, I kept thinking. And then we’d be home. The time couldn’t come soon enough. The longer I spent with Wes outside of the lab, the more eager I was to get him home. The idea was sounding really good.

Dr. Carter gave us more instructions once we got inside. While Wes was being tested, we would have to stay in the waiting room. The procedure wouldn't take any more than thirty minutes.

Being inside the elevator felt odd, for some reason. It was weird having to escort Wes and be there to support him while he went through one of his procedures. He had always been by my side during my doctor visits, tests, and while waiting for results. He was my rock, and now it was reversed. I could tell that he felt uneasy, because he kept scanning the corners of the elevator. His behavior gave me the impression that he was a little bit nervous in unfamiliar territory, which was to be expected.

After stepping off the elevator, we walked down a long corridor that looked very similar to the ones at Wes’ lab. I would've thought that would be reassuring to him, but he still looked tense.

Hoping to help him, I unhooked my arm from his and placed my palm on his back, giving him a reassuring rub as we walked. After passing several doorways in an oddly desolate wing, we arrived at a door that required a pass code to open.

Dr. Carter rang the buzzer, and we were greeted by a middle-aged doctor with a grey buzz cut and strong jaw that gave him an intimidating demeanor.

The two doctors shook hands as the older doctor introduced himself as Dr. Peterson. He shook Wes’ hand, then mine, and then stepped aside so that we could enter a small waiting room. Inside, there were two small sofas and another doorway. I was instructed to stay in the waiting room, and Wes was escorted through the other door.

Dr. Carter and I sat down on separate sofas, across from each other. The silence in the air was awkward, so I glanced around to find several medical magazines sitting on the table next to me. I rolled my eyes at the idea of reading about medicine. If I didn’t have to think about a hospital, doctor’s office, or lab ever again, that would have been fine with me.

Eventually, my gaze settled back on Dr. Carter. He was sitting up stiffly, with his palms resting on his thighs. I resisted the urge to get a closer look to see whether a bead of sweat was on his brow.

A few minutes later, I stole another glance just as he looked at his watch. Then he made a call. I had no clue who he was talking to, but he told the person that things were going well, which made me feel good. When he hung up, he glanced my way and told me, or maybe he was trying to convince himself, that Wes would be fine.

“Do you really think all of this is necessary?” I replied.

He cleared his throat and sighed tensely. “Yes, it is.”

His tone took me aback. I pressed my brows together, trying to figure him out. “Is there something about his condition that you’re not telling me?”

“No,” he said, but I needed to make sense of the situation. And the more I thought about it, the more things weren’t adding up. Dr. Carter and Dr. Lyon had been testing Wes day and night since his procedure. He was doing fine. With a little more physical therapy and memory recollection, he was expected to make a full recovery. The only major question was whether he would age normally, and only time would answer that. Not a full-body scan, done by some stranger, in a different hospital, when all Wes wanted to do was go home.

I looked around the room, suddenly really not liking the fact that Wes was in there by himself.

Just as I was about to press Dr. Carter further on what was happening, the doorway to the lounge entrance opened. Dr. Carter glanced up quickly and stood. A dark-haired man in military attire stepped in, followed by three armed men. They filled the small room. Dr. Carter looked stunned, and then pins and needles pricked my lungs as a very important detail finally clicked. This was a military facility. Why would he bring us here? I started shaking my head.

“Dr. Carter,” the first man said.

Dr. Carter seemed frozen, but then he cleared his throat. “John,” he responded.

John smiled wryly. “Didn’t think we’d see you again. Glad to see you didn’t jump ship.”

Dr. Carter refused to look my way. “I didn’t expect to see you here,” he murmured.

“No, I don’t suppose you did.”

“I was told that the staff here would run their tests and we’d be on our way.”

It felt like the walls tilted in toward me. How could he do that to us?

John stepped forward. “You’re not my problem anymore, Doc, and I’m fine with that. But I’m more clever than you think. See, I realized there was a connection between you and the Weston kid, and when you ran off after him, it hit me that maybe he was more important than sergeant major thought. So we did some investigating, and things didn’t quite add up. You see, there are some dots that don’t connect about his past, and when we dug further, we found a strange picture of someone who looks quite a bit like you.”

Dr. Carter’s mouth parted and he stood an inch or two higher, but it was obvious that he was rattled. The soldiers who were standing behind John took a wider flank, ready to pounce if one of us decided to bolt.

“No need to worry, Doc. We’re not going to hurt you. Yet. We’re just going to run some tests on you too. And her.” He tilted his head toward me.

“What for?” Dr. Carter asked, stepping forward.

“Because I think you and your Weston are up to something. Andy Walters was on to it too. And we’re about to find out what it is. See, we have doctors in there as we speak, testing Mr. Wilson, where you can’t interfere. And you two are coming with us.”

“What if we refuse?” he asked.

“That’s amusing,” John replied, nodding to his men.

In a quick instant, one of them came straight for me and two of them toward Dr. Carter. I attempted to bolt toward the door where Wes was, but the soldier grabbed me from behind and lifted me off the ground.

I kicked his shins and yelled for Wes. The soldier covered my mouth, and, in the madness, I heard Dr. Carter tell me it was okay. I turned my gaze on him and saw that he was standing there, calm and collected, willingly going along with the insanity.

He had betrayed us. Walked us right into a trap. I flared my nostrils, ready to scream and fight with everything I had, when he winked and shook his head.

The gesture stunned me to silence, and, before I could decide how to react, the men were leading us out into the hallway. With my feet dragging, we were pushed farther away from Wes. I tried to formulate a plan, but the seconds were flying by too fast for me to think. The next thing we knew, Dr. Carter and I were shoved into another small waiting area, stripped of our phones, and forced to sit down.

“The doctor will be with you soon,” John said with a smirk.

As soon as they left, steam started blowing out of my ears.

“What the hell is happening right now?” I blurted out.

“It’s not what you think. It wasn’t supposed to happen like this.”

“Like what?! Us being set up? How could you do this to him?!”

“It wasn’t supposed to happen like this,” he hissed, again. “Think about it. They’ve always been after him. We figured that if we let them test him now, he would test clean, and they’d move on.”

“Wait. Wes was a part of this?”

He shook his head. “No.”

“Then who is we?”

He paused, and it was then that I knew. “It’s Dr. Lyon, isn’t it?”

“Yes, he’s the one who negotiated with the government. But this wasn’t what we agreed to. Wes was supposed to test and be on his way. Once they saw that he didn’t have any miraculous, immortal blood, they would back off. That’s all.”

“Only that’s not all, now is it?”

“No, it isn’t.” He put his head down. “But I was prepared for something like this.”

“Prepared? How?”

Before he could answer, John came back in with his goons and two technicians in lab coats, who escorted us through a set of double doors. One group led Dr. Carter through a door on the left, and the other pushed me through the right.

I was so angry and confused and worried at the same time, I moved like a zombie. What was the point of fighting? I couldn’t outmuscle three men, two of whom were armed. And even if I could, there was nowhere to go. By the time I ran down the hall and pushed the elevator button a hundred times, they would have caught me.

My only hope was to let them test me and then get back to Wes. If Dr. Carter was right, then his reckless plan could work. What grounds would they have to hold us or do anything drastic?

They took me to a room with a gurney, regular hospital equipment, and a large window. The sun outside was a bright contrast to my gloomy surroundings inside. I said nothing as they prepped my arm to draw blood, but the markings from my recent IVs raised the technician’s brow.

“What are these from?” he asked with a concerned tone, seemingly unaware that I could be harboring some crazy fountain-of-youth secret.

“I was sick recently,” I answered.

“What from?” he asked, continuing to insert the needle.

I wasn’t sure how much to tell, but figured that, if I acted like I didn’t have anything to hide, it would work in our favor.

“I was in the hospital for a while. My organs were shutting down, but they found a treatment that healed me.” I shrugged like it was no big deal.

“Well, I have no idea what they’re looking for.” He finished up, folding a Band-aid over the site. “But I’ll let you know what they find.”

I nodded as he left the room. I didn’t have a watch, and my phone was gone, so I sat there, not knowing how much time had gone by, though it felt like about thirty minutes. I wondered whether Wes was privy to what was happening.

At that point, the door burst open and two unfamiliar doctors barged in, with Dr. Carter behind them. He came over to me and asked if I was okay.

“What's going on?” I asked.

“We’re leaving.” Just then, John stomped in with his entourage.

“What’s the meaning of this?" he demanded.

Dr. Carter spoke up. “Like I said, John, you have it all wrong. And I'm going to handle this the right way. Now,” he continued, addressing the doctors. “I’ll have you gentlemen take us to Weston, thank you.”

As he finished speaking, I looked around, feeling as confused as John was. One of the other doctors who had come in with Dr. Carter decided to speak up for clarification. “Everyone has provided a sample of their blood, as agreed. Mr. Wilson is finished with his scan, as agreed. It's come back positively normal. And now they may be on their way.”

John’s hands were clenched into tight fists. “Who authorized this?”

By then, the other doctor had stepped forward. “This is my hospital. I’ve authorized this. We have already administered the tests as planned. Now please step aside.”

I quickly hopped off the gurney and made a beeline for the door, getting chills as we passed John.

The doctors escorted me and Dr. Carter back to the corridor where Wes was taken. At that moment, Wes came out of the doorway, completely oblivious to what had been going on.

Dr. Carter spoke up. “Are you all set?”

Wes nodded and then looked at me, his eyes narrowing. I nodded back, hoping to keep the situation calm. Just then, a scuffling behind us drew his attention over my shoulder. I, too, glanced back and saw an irate John in a heated conversation with several men. Something registered in Wes’ expression. He looked to me, and then to Dr. Carter.

His gaze quickly settled back on John’s profile. In an instant, Wes grabbed my elbow and pulled me as fast as he could toward the elevator. “We have to go,” he said. “Right now.”

“Stop them,” John called. In sync, his goons drew their weapons and everybody froze. “No one is going anywhere until I speak with my superior.”

Everyone turned hesitantly and looked at John. “Now get back into that room,” he ordered.

Dr. Carter nodded at me and Wes, and then mouthed, “Just do it.”

Wes looked like he wanted to bolt, but quickly assessed our situation and submissively nodded. As neither Wes nor I were willing to move first, Dr. Carter led the way. We followed, and the door slammed hard behind us. We could hear some arguing on the other side, but I didn't want to listen to it. Instead, I turned to question Dr. Carter, but Wes moved between us and interrupted.

“What’s going on? Why the hell is John Peirce here?”

Dr. Carter looked nervous, having to explain what he had done to Wes. Even so, he was way more calm than I would’ve expected, given our current situation. When he was done telling him, Wes was about to go through the roof. “How could you bring Sophie here?”

“I didn't know it would get out of hand. But I've got it taken care of. Don't worry.”

Wes threw his hands up. “How can we not worry?”

Before Dr. Carter could continue, the sound of a helicopter outside turned all of our heads toward the window. I quickly maneuvered to the glass, hating the memory that the sound of a helicopter gave me.

Looking out, I noticed that it was a news chopper. And below, several news vans were parked on the street alongside black Tahoes that looked similar to the ones from Wes’ lab. A small crowd had begun to gather. I quickly turned my head to Dr. Carter. “What's going on?”

He took a deep breath and his shoulders dropped. “I was a little bit worried that they wouldn't keep up their end of the bargain. So Dr. Lyon and I prepared some security measures. If I didn't call him every ten minutes to let him know that everything was all right, he was to alert the media and tell them that we had a groundbreaking medical announcement that we’d be announcing here. And then Dr. Lyon let our adversaries know. When they found out that the media was going to be surrounding the hospital, expecting a press conference, I gave them the ultimatum that they could either let us go and receive partial credit for the impending cure for HIV and many other possible illnesses—or, they could be the center of an investigation as to the whereabouts of Weston Wilson, Sophie Slone, and myself. Naturally, our friends chose the former, and John has no choice. Regardless, he's going to be in the center of a media circus in about five minutes, and it'll be up to them to choose which side they're on and how all of this will pan out.”

I found myself relieved and almost wanting to smile at Dr. Carter's plan. I didn’t think we ever really thought that the military group would give up their operation after Wes’ escape and Dr. Carter’s leaving. So I guessed this was one way to end it once and for all.

“But wait,” I said. “Isn’t this what they wanted all along?”

“Yes, but they began to suspect something more significant was going on.”

I looked to Wes, who was still angry. “How could you do this? How could you compromise our research? I trusted you.”

“I compromised nothing. We found the cure. We promised the government that we would deliver them something, and we will deliver that today.”

“But they had nothing to do with finding anything,” Wes argued. “And you’re going to offer them credit? You planned this all along.”

“No, I didn’t. I have nothing to do with them anymore, but don't see any other way in the matter. Giving them credit for the cure is the way out.”

“But it's our research. It's your research. It's everything you've ever worked for, and I won’t allow them to take it.”

“All I've ever wanted was to heal people,” Dr. Carter responded defensively. “It doesn't matter to me whether they get partial credit or all of the credit, as long as humanity benefits.”

Wes let out a low grumble. He turned to me and ran his hands through his hair, and then looked outside. Dr. Carter noticed.

“Your life, Wes, has been about you and Sophie, and finding a cure. And you've more than helped find the cure. You've done everything that you could possibly do, and now it’s time for you to live a normal life with Sophie.”

Wes shook his head. “You’ve planned this perfectly.”

“No…I didn’t.”

“Then why in front of the cameras?”

Dr. Carter opened his hands like we were supposed to already know. “Without the media here, there's no pressure for them to let us go, is there?”

“But I've spent my life avoiding the media.”

“Yes, you have. Because you were hiding who you were. But you don't have to avoid them anymore. They have nothing to hold over you. The test that they just ran will show that you're like anyone else. And the tests they ran on me and Sophie will prove that we are too, other than maybe Sophie having some antibodies present in her blood. But we're about to share the reason for that with the media. You guys have nothing to hide anymore. You're free to live your life.”

“They ran tests on you?” Wes asked me, turning his attention away from Dr. Carter.

His question took me aback, since I’d long forgotten any concerns about me. I nodded, and Wes sucked in a deep breath and turned his attention sharply back to Dr. Carter.

The discussion was going nowhere fast, so I jumped in. “Wes. It was just a quick blood test. No big deal.” He was shaking his head, so I kept reasoning. “Listen. Dr. Carter has a point. Think about it. We’ve been escorted by security everywhere we’ve gone, for the fear that these people would swoop in when we least expected it. Maybe you don’t remember, but it’s been—”

“I remember,” he corrected, still looking at Dr. Carter.

I blinked several times. “What do you mean? You remember?”

“I remember being taken to a place just like this with those soldiers, and doing everything I could to get home to you. He looked at me with a shocking familiarity before looking back at Dr. Carter. “And now I remember saving your life on a mountain top. When these people came for you. And you walked us right back into their hands.”

The last time I saw Wes this worked up was when he was facing off with Chase at the party a year before. Only this time, poor Dr. Carter was standing there.

“Wes,” I pleaded, grabbing his bicep. “Think about this. He’s right. And before your procedure, you knew the lab made promises to them for our safety. And Dr. Carter knew your tests would come back normal, so maybe it’s a good thing. Just let it go. There’s nothing to hang on to anymore.”

Wes looked as though I'd punched him in the stomach. “Let it go? This is my life. It’s everything I’ve worked for.”

Standing there, hearing him speak so passionately about his lab and who received credit, I was unsettled. It had never seemed so important to him before, and suddenly I started to think about how my Wes would have said whatever, taken me by the hand, and walked away, not looking back. Or would he have? Maybe I didn’t know him as well as I thought. Maybe I was living in a dream world all this time.

I took a step back to try to figure out where I fit in. Recognition crossed Wes’ face. “Sophie. That’s not what I meant. I just meant that this is years and years of research, and he’s handed it over to them. And risked our lives to do it.”

“I don’t care,” I said, more quickly than I intended. “I’ve spent the last several weeks remembering a past that links us for at least two hundred and fifty years. All so that you could feel good about risking everything for us. And now you found your cure for a virus, and suddenly it’s the most important thing to you. Now I guess you can decide what you want to focus on. Who gets credit or not.”

I turned my back sharply and faced the window. Part of me wanted him to step closer to me and just let it go, but the other half knew that he wouldn’t. And I couldn’t even blame him. He was still the Wes I knew, with integrity and concern for doing what was right, but I was still hurt by the fact that it was so important to him.

As I suspected, he turned back to Dr. Carter. “Since this is your plan, what’s next?”

Dr. Carter cleared his throat. “Well, Dr. Lyon should be down there making an official statement right about now, and, despite what you think, this isn’t about me. You can go down there if you want. Otherwise, if all goes well, we will be escorted out of here and you will be free to go home.”

“And what about Sophie?”

“Of course. Sophie too.”

“Well then, you make that happen. And then you make sure that the California Blood Research Lab is given more than eighty percent of the credit for any cures, because you may not care, but Dr. Thomas wouldn’t have wanted his good work turned over to such leeches.”

Dr. Carter opened his mouth to say something and then paused. He exhaled and raised his shoulders, square to Wes. “One day,” he said. “I hope you’ll see that I did this for you.”

The sentiment was spoken with such emotion that it caused me to shift my weight forward. If there were an imaginary line drawn between them, and I had to choose which side to stand on, for some reason, I would’ve picked Dr. Carter’s. Wes looked like an unruly teenager who wasn’t getting his way.

Sure, he had a point about the years of research, but who cared? Sometimes sacrifices needed to be made, and if it let us move on together, I would have thought Wes would’ve been fine with that. At least the Wes I knew before.

Luckily the door opened before I had to choose sides, and Dr. Carter stepped out where voices could be heard. Wes briefly looked my way and offered a small, businesslike nod.

After a moment of people conversing in the hallway, we were given back our phones and escorted silently to the elevator by armed men. It was as if they were still trying to flex their power over us.

Once off the elevator, we were given our freedom and hurried over to the Tahoe. As we exited the garage, several newscasters attempted to peek in the tinted windows. It was a media circus, but I supposed that’s exactly what Dr. Carter wanted—no, it was what he needed, for our safe release.

The car ride seemed long, and feeling the large space between me and Wes, with our contradictory anticipation of freedom, made me uncomfortable. I felt a peace offering was needed, so I placed my hand on the seat between us and set it against his thigh as an invitation. Any other time, he would’ve immediately put his hand over mine. But this time, he continued to stare out the window, his hands resting in his lap the whole way home.




Chapter 20
 TRUE LIFE
 

During the car ride, the only one who said anything was Dr. Carter, who suggested that Wes and I get away for a couple of days, in case the media were following us. Wes looked at me for a moment and then agreed without saying anything else.

There was no telling how long Wes would stay angry and upset that his hand had been forced in the matter of the military and the media. At any rate, we quickly packed up enough clothes for a week. Dr. Carter waited the whole time and suggested that the security detail take us to the destination of our choice. Wes declined curtly, saying he preferred to drive us.

I wasn't sure how to feel about that. It was either a good thing that would allow us to be alone together, or it was a bad thing that he didn't seem to be prioritizing our safety anymore.

Dr. Carter tried to argue, but Wes called him on it.

“The whole point of what you just did was so that we wouldn’t have to worry anymore.”

“If that’s the case,” I interrupted, “then why don't we just stay home?"

“Because Dr. Carter is right. I do need to get away.”

The way he said it made me wonder whether he was trying to get away from everyone, including me, or just the situation. Everything in me was trying not to whine or be insecure.

While I carried on an internal conversation with myself, Wes and Dr. Carter agreed to have the Tahoes escort us part of the way. Then Wes led me into the garage. Once inside, he loaded up the trunk of his Maserati. I offered to drive, even though I had no idea where we were going or how to comfortably drive a stick shift, but he quickly declined.

Even still, I pressed the issue. “But you don't really know anything about—”

“Sophie, I remember now. I'm fine. Let’s go.”

Wait a minute. This was a big moment. And he was acting as if it were no big deal. I stopped him. “Wes? What do you remember? Everything?”

He stepped closer to me and, for the first time since before his appointment, he acknowledged my presence in a way that made me feel calmer again. He placed his hands on the sides of my face and lowered himself to my level. “Yes, I think so. Or at least enough to know what we need to do.”

“And what’s that?” I asked.

“Start living our lives again.”

He nodded one time and then opened the door for me without even looking at the handle. I slid into the car and waited for him to go around to his side. With a familiar movement, he positioned himself into the driver’s seat, and backed out of the garage with precision.

With no direction from me, he turned on to the local freeway. At that point, having no idea where we were going, I just stayed quiet and went with the flow.

He ended up driving us along the coast, and the silence between us became peaceful. Eventually we pulled into a bed and breakfast along the water, and he reserved an oceanfront room. As we unpacked our bags and settled in, we realized that we hadn’t eaten. He took charge and had dinner delivered to our room, which I happily accepted, and we ate in silence.

When we were done with that, he asked me to go with him on to the balcony. Outside, we watched the sunset, listened to the waves crashing below, and, for the first time since our trip to the facility, he placed my hand in his, and we watched the red-orange sun tuck itself below the horizon.

A small part of me wanted to ask him a million questions about what he was thinking, how he was feeling, and what exactly he remembered. But I was also content to just sit there with him and hold his hand.

We spent most of the week eating in and walking on the beach. He didn’t share his memories, or lack of them, with me, and although it bothered me, I continued to let him be. He had been through an experience that no one else in the world would ever replicate, and no amount of pressure would help him open up. At least that was my reasoning. Just let him heal physically, mentally, and emotionally. I would be there, but wouldn’t force anything else.

He seemed to appreciate the space, but was affectionate enough that I didn't worry too much. After what I hoped was a rejuvenating getaway, we came home feeling more relaxed.

That lasted for about a month before I was about to burst. It felt like we were robots. We slept, we ate, we talked about everything but his memories or the news. It seemed like every time we turned it on, the media were talking about cures and test trials and a lab that Wes had almost completely distanced himself from. Even though, as he requested, the California Blood Research Center received most of the credit, he lacked the excitement that everyone else had.

He even opted out of giving a speech at the celebration dinner that Dr. Lyon and Dr. Carter hosted. My mom and Tom went and even took notice of Wes’ lack of participation. It made no sense, and I had a hard time believing that his mood was just a matter of who was receiving credit.

I started to worry that he was never going to be quite the same. He went through his days normally, swimming in the morning, going to class, and overseeing some lab operations. I went to class, to work, and met my mom for lunch. We got along well, with no arguments. But it was just…being. It eventually pulled me down like gravity.

I let out all of my frustrations on Dawn at work one day. We sat in the back of the store, eating our lunch, and I ranted, telling her everything except for the true nature of Wes’ procedure. She knew he’d undergone some experimental blood treatment, but that was the extent of it. When I was done, she looked me in the eyes and said, “I thought I was hormonal.”

“Say what?”

“Hormonal. You know, female emotional overload?”

“I know what hormonal means, but I’m not hormonal. I’m frustrated. I don’t know what to do.”

“Here’s an idea. Talk to him.”

“I can’t.”

“Why not?”

“Because, I’ll come off like I’m pouting or needy, and I hate that. I’ve never had to ask for his attention before. Or had to ask him how he felt about me. And now it’s like that’s all I want to know. I have no idea what he’s thinking.”

“Ask him.”

“I can’t.”

“You’re being ridiculous. He’s never given you a reason to doubt him before.”

I rolled my eyes, took a bite of my burger, and slumped my shoulders. “Sophie, are you kidding me?” she asked.

“No, I’m not. I’ve been like this for weeks.”

Now she rolled her eyes. “Let me put this into perspective for you.” She stood up, showing me her ever-growing bump. “I think my situation is worse than yours. I’m pregnant, a teenager, not married, have no idea what I’m doing with my future, and you’re the one who told me to look at the bright side. To stick it out and be selfless. Right? And now, here you are, feeling ‘neglected’ by someone who obviously loves you, and you’re acting like it’s the end of the world.” She sat down. “Give me a break.”

I furrowed my brows. “Wait a minute. I’m just saying, I don’t know what to do. I just want us to be like we used to.”

“Well, that’s not going to happen. It’s real life. Things change. Life changes. And if you love someone, you roll with the changes and are there for that person. No matter what.”

I felt the sharpness of her words and realized she wasn’t just talking about me and Wes.

“I’m sorry,” I said. “You’re right. Life is full of peaks and valleys. And I guess we have to weed out everything in between to find out what we want out of it.”

She nodded. “That’s better.”

“So what about you? Are you going to take your own advice?”

She shook her head, her mouth full of fries. “Absolutely not.”

“What?” I started laughing.

“I’m serious. I’m never talking to Jackson again. I don’t have to be there for squat.”

“Oh, come on. Remember, life is full of peaks and valleys. He’s experienced both with you, and he needs to adjust to the in-between. You should help him. If you loved him, you wouldn’t give up on it.”

“Sophie, he’s completely distanced himself from me. No obligation left there.”

“You didn’t help the situation by flipping out and refusing to talk to him after everything went down. Maybe you should at least open the door. Do your part.”

“And what’s that?”

“I don’t know. Send him a sonogram picture. A card. The baby’s due date.”

She thought for a moment. “I guess I could send him a text telling him it’s a girl.”

“Yeah. You cou—wait.” My eyes bulged. “It’s a girl?”

She laughed, folding in another fry. “Yeah.”

“Why didn’t you tell me?”

“You’ve been sort of preoccupied.”

“Oh, my gosh.” I got up and hugged her. “And he doesn’t know?”

“Nope. I heard he’s planning a graduation trip this summer, right around the due date. Nice.”

I sat down. “Well, I think you should send him an actual card and pictures. It’s more personal and will strike a chord more than a text. He needs to know what he’s missing.”

As soon as the words came out of my mouth, I realized I needed to follow my own advice. Maybe Wes’ mind was too cluttered with other stuff to realize what we were missing. Hmm. I needed a way to change that. Several ideas popped in my mind. Candlelight dinner. Cliché. Romantic getaway. Cliché. Date night. Cliché. I had no clue how to restore that sorely missed spark, but I’d think of something.

I stayed hopeful until I got home that evening and there was a note on the counter from Wes, saying he’d gone to the race track. What? Where did that come from?
He just took off on his own, without even inviting or calling me? I took deep breaths and then scooped up my keys. Yes, I was being that girl. The one who chased down her man even when he was out with the guys. Sometimes it’s important, and I wouldn't have had to go to such measures if he wasn’t so out of sorts. I was worried about him.

Twenty minutes later, I pulled into the parking lot. The lights were on, but Wes’ car was the only one there. I pulled my jeep in right beside it and went to the front door of the hangar. It was locked and wasn’t budging, no matter how many times I shook it or rang the bell. After getting no answer and hearing the deafening sounds of a car engine, I walked around to the side fence for a better view. One of Wes’ sponsored cars was making its way on to the track, squealing its tires as it darted around the far bend. It flew around the track with a vengeance. I looked around for Wes, watching as he usually did, but he was nowhere in sight.

Not ready to give up, I decided to climb the fence. So, there I was, in the dark, in my jean capris, tank top, and flip flops, straddling the chain-link fence.

I dropped to the grass and made my way to the back side of the hangar. One garage door was up and I stepped inside to find Wes, but he wasn't there. It sank in then that Wes must have been in the car, which caused me to turn toward the track and pay closer attention. The car was flying around the turns dangerously. What was he doing?

He’d told me several times that he no longer drove because he’d passed the stage of needing the rush. Yet there he was, zooming around the track at night, all alone.

I pressed my lips together and stepped closer to the railing so that he could see me on the next pass. Which he did. At the sight of me, he applied the brakes, spun the car around, and rolled up next to me. He hoisted himself out of the window, wearing only jeans and a t-shirt. Not even a helmet.

“What are you doing here?” he asked, looking shocked.

“What are you doing here?” I retorted, crossing my arms. He didn’t answer. “Are you trying to hurt yourself?” He exhaled heavily, shrugged his shoulders, and looked away. “Well, why are you out here?” I pressed.

He looked back to me and leaned against the car. “I just wanted to feel the rush. To feel myself again.”

“How does this help you?”

“Because I feel like my mind is working so slowly now. I just want to speed it up so I can think more clearly.”

“Why didn’t you ask me to come with you?”

“Because. I can’t think while worrying about us all the time.”

I felt like someone had kneed me in the gut. A sharp breath escaped my chest, and I turned to walk away, furious and hurt. And then I thought about my conversation with Dawn. No matter what, I needed to be honest with myself and figure out where we fit. And that meant no more leaving things unsaid.

I turned back and stood directly in front of him. “Well, I’m sorry that worrying about us is such a chore. Sorry that I’m still nineteen. I may be healthy now, but I could get hit by a falling rock tomorrow. And every single thing we worked for would be for nothing. And you don’t want to worry about it?”

He was shaking his head. “That’s not what I meant.”

“Really? Well, fill me in, please. Because one minute you’re telling me you love me more than anything, for all time. The next, you’re plotting behind my back to find a cure that’s supposedly for me, but completely risks your life. Then you don’t even remember me, but you say that you don’t need to remember me, because you ‘just know’ how you feel. Then you throw a fit when your cure gets wind under it without your consent, and now you don’t want to worry about us. Tell me, Wes. What is it that I missed on this ride?”

He took another frustrated, deep breath and shrugged. “I don’t know, Sophie. I’ve always had a purpose. This responsibility to carry on these memories for so long, and to find a cure. To save you. And all of that is done. Dr. Carter obviously doesn’t need me anymore. You don’t need me.”

“I do need you,” I said, feeling completely naked in front of him.

“No, you don’t. You’ve saved me so many times, I've lost count.”

“And you just saved me, Wes.”

“Okay. So now what? You’re married to me and what do I have to offer you now?”

“Are you serious?” He didn’t reply. “What happened to knowing we belonged together? Even when things didn’t make sense, ‘we belonged together.’ Don’t you still believe that?”

“I don’t know.”

“What?” My eyes started to water. “How could you say that?”

“I don’t know.”

I scowled, and was about to say something, when he swayed backward, stumbling against the car. He pressed his palm to his temple, and I rushed to steady him. Trying to offer support, I grabbed for his elbows, but he jerked them back. “Stop,” he snapped.

“Let me help you.”

“I’m fine. My equilibrium is just off. I’ll be fine.”

“Let me help you,” I pressed.

“No,” he said, fixing his gaze on me. “Stop helping me.”

His words shocked me. I looked into his eyes and saw that he was completely serious. “So, do you want me to go?” I asked.

“Yes, please,” he replied.

Okay. That pill was hard to swallow, and I couldn’t help but give him exactly what he wanted—before I said something I regretted. Without a word, I gave him one hard stare and then turned on my heels and started walking. He didn’t try to stop me, which hurt even worse.

When I reached my car, I was sobbing. Part of me wanted to turn around and fight for what I wanted, but the other part was too upset that he wasn’t doing exactly that.

I was fumbling with the door handle when I finally heard my name. Wes came jogging out, and, not wanting him to see my face, I hurried with the lock. He came upon me so fast, I jumped in panic.

“I’m sorry,” he said, grabbing me and turning me toward him.

My body was tense against his, but he held me tightly until I settled down. “I’m sorry,” he repeated. “Please. Don’t be upset. I have no idea what I was saying back there.”

I stood silent, tears still trailing, glad he couldn’t see my face. After several minutes, he repeated, “I’m sorry. I’m just trying to figure everything out. I woke up thinking I had a crush on you. Then I realized that everything I’d wanted had come true. Then I learned that I’d spent decades one way, fighting for a cure and your existence, to find it was all taken care of. I’m not sure where that leaves me in all this now. What do I do?”

My gaze finally settled on his. His brown eyes looked tired and his lids looked heavy. What to do didn’t seem that hard to me. “You love me,” I said.

He looked down. “I’m afraid to,” he whispered.

“Afraid of what?”

He was as uncomfortable as I’d seen him. “You and Dr. Carter have a clean slate now. You can do anything you want. Your future doesn’t have to depend on me anymore.”

Some of this was starting to make sense. It was like we were at another beginning all over again. “Has this been your way of pushing me away, for fear that I want something else? That I don’t need you?” He shrugged. “Wes…” I weaved my arms around him and pressed myself into a hug. “I am not going to choose any sort of life without you. It’s that simple. I just want you to be with me. That’s all. And you distancing yourself from me isn’t any sort of guarantee for my future.” He rested his cheek on my hair and gently squeezed me. “Can’t you feel it? We belong like this. Please don’t push me away,” I said.

He shook his head, so I gave him a shake to rouse him. To make him see. And in a bold move, I kissed him. It was a long overdue encounter that felt as intense as the first time we kissed. He held me tightly, as if he never wanted to let me go, and that was when I knew we would be okay.

Somehow, we’d managed to weed through all the in-between hills and valley stuff that real life had dealt, and we found our happy place that night. I was proud of that, because living life sounds fun and easy, but in reality it’s the hardest thing people have to do. And we were doing it. Maybe not gracefully, but we were doing it. And standing there, feeling like we’d won another battle, I did everything I could to push aside the thought in the back of my head —that I was still only nineteen.




Chapter 21
 THE HOUR
 

Maybe it was selfish not to let Wes distance himself from me. After everything, if something did happen to me, it would be even more devastating for him. And even more so for us. Because now that he wasn’t guaranteed to age slowly or be nearly impenetrable, we weren’t guaranteed to meet again in the future, with him privy to our past. He’d given up his near immortality for unconfirmed dreams, but he insisted that it was worth it. He simply said he’d rather experience life normally, as we were meant to, and was sure it was the right thing to do.

The stakes were definitely high, and, with three months left until my birthday, all I could do was hang on to my now and keep myself busy. Wes convinced me to register for the fall semester of college, and my mom gave me the idea to throw Dawn a baby shower.

Dawn hated the idea of drawing attention to herself, so my mom and I took charge. I actually sent Jackson an invite, along with his parents. He was their son, so they should do the right thing, just like Jackson should. Whether they would show up or not was beyond me, but they got the invite.

The other invitees were Dawn’s parents, her brother, my mom, and Tom. It was small and intimate, so we decided to have it at my mom’s house. Spending the day there was comforting. My mom and Tom busied themselves in the kitchen, like old times. After setting up decorations, Wes and I took a break and sat on the couch. It was hard not to remember all of the times we'd sat there. Our first date, when my mom grilled him about his money. I laughed out loud at the thought. The time when we told my mom about our past. It was all there, and it felt nice knowing my mom and Tom were still so close to us.

The doorbell rang a few minutes early. I was expecting it to be Dawn, with a grumpy face, but when I swung open the door, standing there in a summer dress was Jackson’s mom, next to a taller man in khaki pants. And behind them stood Jackson and his brother.

I could not believe it. “Um, come in,” I said, offering a pathway with my hand.

“Thank you,” his mom spoke up, stepping in first.

Jackson nodded nervously as he passed. My mom came around the corner from the kitchen and stopped short in her tracks, but she regained her composure quickly. She played the perfect hostess, taking their gifts and setting them down in the living room. As I was about to offer them drinks, the bell rang again.

“I’ll get it,” I said, wondering how this was going to go down.

Now standing on my mom’s porch was Dawn, her parents, and brother, Danny. When I opened the door, she had a confused expression on her face. “Is that Jackson’s parents’ car?” she asked.

I nodded and offered a smile. She and her father looked annoyed, but her mother nodded back and led the way into the foyer. I could tell that Dawn was afraid to be seen, but she looked so cute in her black leggings and an off-the-shoulder, plum-colored princess-style shirt that flowed past her growing belly.

“Come on,” I said, taking her hand. I led her into the living room and, upon her entrance, Jackson stood up, locking eyes with her. She looked away quickly. My mom interrupted the awkward moment by talking about how amazing Dawn looked.

I gave Dawn a subtle shrug, hopefully signaling that I didn’t set up the awkwardness on purpose. I really didn’t think they would come.

After a few more minutes of uncomfortable small talk, we sat down to brunch. My mom and Tom took charge of the conversation with expert poise. By the middle of brunch, we’d learned that Jackson was attending college on a scholarship, but had decided to attend one within driving distance so that he could visit as much as possible. His parents assured their financial support, and, although Dawn was ridiculously quiet, she went with the flow.

At the end, it occurred to me that we really hadn’t talked much about Dawn’s future, and I found myself looking at her with pity. I didn’t want that, so I spoke up.

“Dawn’s already received a scholarship to attend Berkeley when she graduates. If she keeps her grades up.”

“Really?” Mr. Healey asked, surprised.

“Yeah,” I said. “It’s from the California Blood Research Lab.” Dawn always talked about her interest in psychology, so I went with it. “Yes, there’s a new program studying the way medical procedures affect people mentally, so they’re offering a full ride to a psychology major interested in that track.”

Thankfully, Wes chimed in. “Yes, Sophie applied for her. She can dual enroll this fall, if she wants. The scholarship will be there.”

“I can’t accept,” Dawn said.

“Of course you can,” I urged. “You’ll be hanging out on campus with me. I’m going in the fall too.”

“Really?” my mom chimed in.

“Yes.” I smiled. “Wes encouraged me to register. So it will be me and Dawn together on campus.”

And for the first time, that was something that struck a nerve with Jackson, who shifted noticeably in his seat. Perhaps he was jealous that she would have a life too and meet new people? I wanted to smile, but then realized Dawn was upset with all the attention.

Setting her napkin down, she excused herself from the table. Maybe I’d pushed the situation a bit much. I was about to go after her when Jackson completely surprised us all. He quickly stood, cleared his throat, and followed her without a word.

We were all looking, wondering what to do next, but somehow I knew that this was a huge step for them. And through that valley, I hoped they’d find a place of compromise that would lead them back to the peak again. Even if they ended up on different peaks.

The rest of us stayed at the table to give them privacy. Eventually we met them back out in the living room to open gifts and have cake. All in all, the day turned out to be much better than expected.

Dawn ended up having her baby a few weeks later, and Jackson was out in the hall with me and Wes the whole time. She named the baby Berkeley, to remind herself of a future they both deserved. She said that every time she called her name, she'd remember her plan to finish college. I was touched by Dawn’s maturity and courage in facing her new challenge. It offered me an overwhelming sense of peace.

All that was left for me was my own birthday, which was, happily, also our wedding anniversary. The day approached with relative ease, until Wes nixed my plans for celebrating early. During breakfast on the morning before our anniversary, I told him we should go to dinner to celebrate, but he wasn’t interested in leaving the house. Then, he accused me of giving up hope.

“I am not,” I said defensively.

He chewed his toast. “Are too.”

“No, I’m just excited. It’s one year tomorrow, and I want to get a jump on celebrating.”

“Or try to celebrate before something happens.”

“No.” He just looked at me. “Okay, fine. Maybe I just want to make sure we get to enjoy it.”

“I’m not cramming in anything, just because you’re afraid something will happen to you. You’re going to be fine.”

Leaning back in my chair, I thought for a moment, and then something occurred to me. “You know what? I think you want to stay home because it’s safer.”

He shook his head. “Not true.”

I crossed my arms and dropped my chin, challenging him with my gaze. “I don’t believe you.”

“We can go somewhere if you want.” He shrugged. “I’m good with that. But, I’m not celebrating your birthday or our anniversary tonight.”

“Why not?” I whined.

“Because, tomorrow is your birthday. We’ve waited this long, so I don’t want to jinx it. We’ll wake up tomorrow and celebrate you reaching twenty, and then we’ll celebrate us. In that order.”

I felt my nostrils flare, but then I just sighed in submission. The two of us ended up hanging out for the rest of the evening, watching movies on demand. At least I got a few massages out of it and couldn’t complain about the company.

Later, all that was left for us was to wait. There was nothing else we could do to savor the time we’d already been given. We’d experienced multiple hills and valleys, and gripped life at its very core. The good, the bad, the ugly. There were no regrets, so I told myself that the morning could come or not, knowing I would wake up on the other side of it, one way or another.

It was easier said than done. I was terrified, but I just had to trust in everything that we had built and hoped for together. One day, regardless of what happened, I would see Wes again. Now, it was up to fate to decide how soon that would be.

Once in bed, the shadows eventually slipped over my eyes on the final hour of September first, and I fell into a dark sleep that I wasn’t sure I’d wake up from. It wasn’t that I necessarily thought my heart would just stop beating during the night; I just didn’t know what to expect. I’d spent so long fearing my doom, allowing for other possibilities was still foreign to me. Regardless of my rationale, I finally let my mind wander to that dreamless place, and, if morning came, I’d know it soon enough. It wasn’t long before everything changed.

I had the sensation that something had touched me, so I hesitantly peeled my eyelids back, adjusting to a bright light. When everything came into focus, I saw that Wes was sitting next to me, marveling. I looked around to determine my whereabouts, but saw nothing except gold and white, which terrifyingly, yet splendidly, resembled heaven.

“Good morning,” he said, drawing my attention back.

He looked so angelic and peaceful, with the light behind him, that my gaze roamed the room again, searching. And then I noticed the gold and white colors were dozens of balloons. I pinched myself, unsure whether my dreamless sleep had betrayed me, or whether I had actually turned twenty.

Wes chuckled, leaning in, and kissed my cheek, leaving behind a tingling sensation that never lingered that way in my dreams.

And then I knew. Our journey, this time, wasn’t over.

“Happy birthday,” he said.
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For centuries, the Petrescu family has been protecting society from a danger that moves among the population undetected. Eighteen-year-old Vasi Petrescu has never had a problem carrying out his duty, but, when ordered to eliminate a seventeen-year-old girl, he is immediately taken out of his comfort zone.
 

The Syndicate has never targeted a female before, yet somehow this one has ended up on more than one hit list. Vasi would like to find out why, but there may not be time.
 

Now, he'll have to decide whether or not to keep her alive even if it means going against his own family.
 

The action, mystery, and conspiracy in The Syndicate will take readers on an immersing journey in which decisions are not only life changing, but irreversible. 
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