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            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Joseph’s phone alarm went off, jolting him rudely out of sleep, as it did every morning. But this wasn’t just any morning.

      He sat bolt upright, feeling for his phone, trying to shut off the klaxon, his heart beating rapidly in his chest.

      Not just rapidly. He wasn’t sure what the word was for the racing train engine in his chest. He couldn’t even discern each individual beat; it was going so fast that he thought he was going to have a heart attack.

      After finally putting his hands on his phone, blindly jabbing at the screen and pushing the volume buttons, he finally got it silenced. He took deep gulps of air, trying to get the oxygen that his racing heart was demanding, knowing that if he waited for a minute or two, his heart rate would return to normal and he could relax and start his day as usual.

      Well, not as usual, because there would be no lying around lazily in bed today. With his startled awakening and near heart attack, there was no way he would be drowsy enough to curl up and go back to sleep. And he couldn’t even think about the five or six follow-up alarms going off. Normally, it took a few times before he was awake enough—or worried enough about being late for school or practice—that he finally hauled his butt out of bed to get showered and dressed. And maybe eat something before racing out the door.

      His heart kept pounding at its racing, frenetic pace, even as he squinted at his phone screen and thumbed through a few messages he had received during the night, thinking that if he just proceeded with his usual activities and distracted his brain, his heart would slow down again and he would be fine.

      It kept beating uncomfortably fast, giving him a dull ache in his chest that was probably just from holding his muscles so tense.

      Joseph took another deep breath and let it out slowly. He plugged in his phone so that it would charge while he was in the shower and shuffled to the bathroom to take care of business.

      “Are you up?” Mira Demain called from the kitchen.

      Since there was no one else in the house, it wasn’t like she didn’t know who was wandering around.

      “Yeah, Mom,” Joseph growled, irritated at having to speak first thing in the morning. He didn’t like the way that she talked to him as soon as she heard him up, quickly going from asking him how his sleep was to peppering him with other questions about his plans for the day. He needed space and quiet when he woke up, time to get his brain functioning without having to speak or compose answers to questions.

      And this morning, even more so, trying to calm his heart down and go about his routine, pretending everything was normal.

      He stepped into the bathroom and shut the door very firmly to signal that he didn’t want to be disturbed. He was in the bathroom, a private space, which should be protected by a cone of silence. He caught a glimpse of himself in the mirror, skin pale and clammy, and attempted to smooth down the blond hair sticking up all over his head without success.

      He could hear Mira walking down the hall from the kitchen.

      “How did you sleep?” she shouted through the door.

      Joseph growled, not answering.

      “Did you have a good sleep?” Mira persisted.

      “I can’t talk right now,” Joseph told her. “Leave me alone.”

      “Are you okay? You sound funny.”

      “Mo-om!” Joseph complained, drawing the word out into two syllables in protest.

      Mira sighed loudly at his refusal to hold an early-morning conversation through the bathroom door. “Fine. Come and talk to me when you’re out.”

      Joseph grunted at her.

      He sat on the toilet for a while, both too tired to move and rooted to the spot by the pain in his chest and the insistent racing of his heart.

      But it gradually slowed down, returning to his cardio target zone, and finally to a more normal resting rate. Joseph thought it might still be a little fast but, at least, nothing like it had been. He continued to take deep breaths, trying to calm his body and convince his brain that there was nothing to panic about.

      Eventually, he shed the shorts and muscle shirt he wore for bed and climbed into the shower.
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        * * *

      

      “Are you okay?” Mira asked as soon as he showed his face, even though he hadn’t yet sought her out. “Feeling all right this morning?”

      “Yeah, Mom, I’m fine,” he growled, trying to pass her in the hallway to get to his room to finish dressing and getting ready for the day.

      “You aren’t usually up this early. And you look… pale or sick. Are you sure you’re okay?”

      “I just woke up earlier than I wanted to.” He rubbed his eyes. “I thought you would be happy about that. You’re always telling me that I need to get up earlier so that I don’t have to rush getting ready for school.”

      Mira pushed a hank of dirty blond hair behind her ear. “I am happy about it,” she told him immediately. “I was just worried that you might not be feeling well. You’re not usually up so early, and you look… drawn. I don’t know. It’s just the morning light,” she laughed, but it sounded forced. “I never see you by this light anymore. You’re like a vampire. Up all night and then sleeping when the day actually starts. Until the last minute before school.”

      She didn’t look that great herself. She was working too much and her face was tired and lined.

      “I know. But this morning, I’m up, so don’t get on my case about it.”

      “I’m not.” She patted his arm soothingly. “What do you want for breakfast? Do you want me to get you something?”

      “No. I’ll get my own breakfast. After I get dressed.”

      He didn’t feel much like eating. He was a bit nauseated. Probably just from getting up too early. He knew he was supposed to eat something before school, but he didn’t feel much like it most mornings. His stomach wasn’t really awake until halfway through the day. But he had to eat before taking his meds, which meant he had to force himself to have something. Maybe just a Pop-Tart or something. Not something that his mother would approve of as an appropriate breakfast for a growing boy.

      Luckily, he usually didn’t have breakfast until after she had left for work.

      And who was it that bought the Pop-Tarts anyway?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      By the time he got to school, Joseph was feeling back to normal. He still had some tightness in his chest, which he thought was just from holding himself tense. He was distracted monitoring his heart rate, but other than that, everything was fine.

      He’d had breakfast and his meds, which should prevent him from having any more panic attacks. Dr. Shapiro would tell him that he needed to practice anxiety-calming techniques, stress reduction, and all of that emotional resilience stuff—which sounded good when he lectured Joseph but, later, when Joseph needed real help, he found they were just empty words.

      Soccer was the way to burn off his anxiety. The meds helped, of course, but the only thing he could do to send the anxiety packing when he was having a hard day was to run like crazy, preferably in a soccer game where it was constructive and would benefit the team. Soccer was his life preserver. That one thing he could grab on to when everything else failed.

      “Hey, Demain!” greeted an awkward-looking, too-tall girl with a blond ponytail, as he slammed his locker door and twisted the dial on the lock. “How goes it?”

      “Hey, Lora.”

      “How was your weekend?”

      “Okay, I guess. Not like I did anything. How was yours?”

      She shrugged. “Nothing big. But hey, here we are, together again!” She made an all-embracing gesture.

      “At school,” Joseph intoned.

      “I know. But it could be worse.”

      He opened his mouth to answer.

      “It could be prison,” Lora pointed out.

      Joseph laughed. “It kind of is.”

      “Yeah, well…” She shrugged again. “Were you at Mom’s or Dad’s?”

      Joseph resisted answering questions about his family situation, looking for a way to change the subject. “Are you coming to the game this week?”

      “Uh-huh. As long as I don’t have to babysit. I’m not supposed to, but… you know that can change at the last minute.”

      Joseph nodded. “Yeah, sure. I just meant were you planning to.”

      “Yeah, sure. Of course. I’m the team trainer, aren’t I?”

      “Well… not exactly. You took some courses and kind of… bullied coach into letting you hang out on the sidelines.”

      “I’m the team trainer,” she said firmly. “That’s why I’m there.”

      Joseph shrugged and let it go. Lora would go where she wanted to go and be what she wanted to be. She was that kind of a girl. When she set her mind to something, there was no talking her out of it with logic or reasoning. It didn’t matter what obstacles were in her way or what the various personalities involved had to say about it; she was going to get her way. Joseph wasn’t quite sure how she did it, other than just by being hardheaded. She seemed to always find a way.
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        * * *

      

      At the end of the school day, Joseph was feeling tired and worn out. He assumed it was because he hadn’t gotten as much sleep as usual, and the panic attack had drained a significant amount of his energy. He stopped at the convenience store across the street from the school to grab an energy bar before practice. Beside the till, they had one-shot caffeine energy drinks that promised five hours of energy. Joseph usually avoided those, trying to stick to more nutritious foods to keep in shape, but decided that today would be an exception. He could have caffeine now and then. And on a day he was short on sleep, feeling out of sorts, and needed to get through a couple of hours of practice, he figured that he deserved it. It wasn’t like he was taking steroids.

      He paid for his snack and slammed the fruity energy drink, throwing the can in the garbage in front of the convenience store rather than carrying it back to the school and letting anyone there see him with it.

      Joseph rushed back to the school, determined to make it to practice on time. Most of the other players were ahead of him, some already out on the field. As he changed, he bantered with his remaining teammates, using their energy and enthusiasm to fuel his own. He mentally prepared himself for the intense practice ahead. Maintaining focus and giving his all was crucial, and the coach would notice immediately if he were off his game.

      “See you out there,” Marcus told Joseph as he left.

      “Yeah, see you in a minute.”

      As Joseph shut his locker door, he was hit with a sudden wave of dizziness.

      “Whoa…” He leaned on the door, waiting for the head rush to pass so that he could go on.

      “You okay, Demain?” William asked.

      “Uh… yeah, in a minute…” The dizziness didn’t immediately pass as he expected it to. He started to sweat. Did he have a fever? Maybe he was sick? That might explain the early-morning racing heart, how he had dragged around all day, and the dizziness. He was coming down with something—the flu.

      He tried to push back the other feeling that was threatening to overwhelm him. A sense of doom and dread. Something terrible was about to happen. He didn’t know what it was, but it was serious. He felt like someone was going to die. One of his parents? Was it a premonition of something that was really going to happen?

      The sweat was coming on stronger now. Gathering at his temples and also running down his back in a cold stream.

      “Demain?” William approached him. “You’re not looking so good, man. You’re as white as a sheet.”

      William grabbed Joseph by the shoulders, maneuvering him to one of the benches. “Sit down. Are you feeling faint? Nauseous?”

      Joseph laced his hands behind his neck and leaned forward. “Just… dizzy for a minute. Maybe a fever, I don’t know.”

      William touched his forehead with the back of his hand. “Maybe. It’s probably the flu. Something is going around. You want me to tell Coach?”

      “I’ll be okay,” Joseph said, pressing a knuckle to his head. “If I just wait for a minute, I think it will pass.”

      “I don’t think so,” William disagreed. “I’m going to go get Coach.”

      There wasn’t any point in arguing; William was going to whether Joseph liked it or not. Joseph sat there on the bench with his head bowed. He put his elbows on his knees and cradled his head in his hands, waiting for the dizziness to pass.

      Even though he said that he was sure it would pass, he didn’t think it would. He had a foreboding this was the beginning of something new in his life, something that was going to doom him and keep him from soccer forever. It felt like the ceiling was pressing down on him. Like the sky was pressing down on the building outside and everything was being compressed. How did the story about the little chicken go? The sky is falling?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THREE

          

        

      

    

    
      Demain?” Joseph startled at the voice. He hadn’t heard anyone coming, and the locker room had been cavernously silent. He jerked up and looked at Lora, heart pounding.

      “What are you doing here?” he growled, “You’re not allowed to be in the boys’ locker room.”

      “I’m the trainer,” she told him archly. “I can go wherever I want.”

      He rubbed his face. “I don’t need a trainer.”

      “You need a doctor? What’s going on?”

      “It’s just… just the flu or something. I was fine, and it just hit me all of a sudden. I thought it would go away if I just sat down for a few minutes, but it’s not working. It’s not going away.”

      “What? Sick stomach?”

      “Dizzy, sweaty, everything is just… wrong. I don’t know. I feel terrible.”

      Lora shook her head. She laid her hand on his forehead for a moment, clicking her tongue. “Well, you can’t play if you’re sick. I’ll tell the coach you can’t make it today.”

      “He can’t make it?” Coach Beiderman’s voice boomed in the locker room as he approached, coming from down the dim, smelly corridor to the field. “What’s going on?”

      Joseph tried to straighten up. To get to his feet to show the coach he could play. He wasn’t being a wuss. He swayed on his feet and Lora grabbed him, holding him steady.

      “He can hardly even stand,” she told Beiderman in a cross tone. “He can’t practice today. He’ll pass out.”

      She pushed Joseph back down to the bench. Joseph swallowed bile that rose in his throat and tried to breathe through his mouth and not smell the stale, sweaty smell of the locker room.

      “We’ve got a game Thursday,” Beiderman said. “You’d better not do this for the game! You’d better be out there to support your team when Thursday comes around. Game day. You can’t be sick on game day.”

      “I’m sure… I’m sure I’ll be just fine by Thursday,” Joseph assured him, sounding more confident than he felt. “It’s probably just a twenty-four-hour bug, right? So this time tomorrow, I’ll be feeling better and, when Thursday comes around, I’ll be one hundred percent. Right back out there.”

      “You can’t rush recovery,” Lora said darkly, scowling.

      “I’ll be fine,” Joseph said again. “There’s a bug going around, right? It will be gone by Thursday. I’ll be able to play.”

      “If you can’t play…” Beiderman dangled the possibility in front of him, “I’m going to have to reconsider whether you’re going to stay on the team.”

      “You can’t kick Joseph off the team because he caught the flu,” Lora argued. “He can’t help that!”

      “He’s already missed time because he’s been ‘sick.’ I’m not going to let him slack off while those who work harder and show up for every practice sit on the bench. It’s not fair to the rest of the team.”

      “It’s not fair to Joseph if you cut him because he got sick.”

      “Look, Miss Forrester, this isn’t any of your business,” Beiderman tried.

      Despite feeling so sick, he couldn’t help but smile at Lora’s persistence. He knew that if it came down to an argument between Lora and Beiderman, it wouldn’t be the big, overweight coach who won.

      “I’m the trainer,” Lora told him. “And I say he is too sick. You put him out there, and you’ll get in trouble. His parents will sue and take it to the media, the school board, and the athletic association. You’ll end up getting sanctions, maybe even fired. Is it worth your career to cut him from the team because he’s missed a few practices due to illness?”

      “He didn’t miss those other days because he had the flu,” Beiderman growled.

      “No,” Lora said. “He was in the hospital.” She stared him down fiercely. “How do you think that will play in the media?”

      “It wasn’t like he had a broken leg,” Beiderman grumbled.

      “No,” Lora agreed. “And you’re comfortable with them finding out you cut him for mental health issues? How’s that gonna play?”

      He stared at her, but she didn’t flinch. Despite the fact that the coach was three times her size and was the highest authority over what happened on the soccer team, he was the one who backed down.

      “He’d better be on the field on Thursday,” he snapped, and left the locker room to return to his team.

      Joseph shook his head. “Don’t make trouble for me, Lora. I can look after myself.”

      “You’re sick. And he’s not going to cut you because you’ve missed practices due to your health. I’ll see to that.”

      Joseph just shook his head.

      “And you’re too sick to be defending yourself right now. I can’t believe it—did it just come on all of a sudden?”

      “Yeah. Just… I was okay, and I changed, and I was just locking up when it hit me.”

      “It’s like that sometimes with the flu,” Lora said authoritatively. “Now, how are you going to get home?”

      “I’ll walk.”

      “No, you won’t. What time does your mom get off work?”

      “Like… four. Five, sometimes…”

      And sometimes later. Sometimes quite late.

      It wasn’t her fault she had to work so hard. Joseph’s dad was not sending the child support checks he was supposed to, and someone had to pay the bills. Mira didn’t want to move to a smaller, more affordable house or apartment. Joseph didn’t want to have to switch schools. He didn’t want to start fresh somewhere else, with no friends, no soccer team, no cred. Starting up all over again like a freshman. He had worked hard to get where he was. Really, really hard. He wasn’t giving it up.

      “You need to call your mom,” Lora said. “Tell her you are sick and need to be picked up.”

      “I can’t make her leave work early.”

      “What, then? Are you going to take a cab or ride share? You got a friend or an auntie who can drive you home?”

      His friends with cars were all on the soccer team. They would all be busy until the end of practice. And a family friend or relative that he could call upon? Joseph tried to figure out how to get a ride home without disrupting anyone else’s life, but couldn’t find a way.

      “Give me your phone,” Lora ordered.

      Joseph looked at her blankly.

      “Your phone,” Lora repeated.

      He handed it to her. His brain was too muddled to figure out why she wanted it. To give him her digits? He already knew her number.

      “Call Mom,” Lora commanded the phone.

      It was too late to stop her. The phone call started to ring through. Joseph rubbed his face, worrying about having to call her. He didn’t want to get her in trouble for leaving early. But he didn’t know what else to do and, even if he did, it was too late now because the phone was ringing and, even if he hung up the phone before she answered, she would still see that he had called and she would call back.

      “Joey?” Mira answered, her voice tentative on the speaker. “I thought you had practice today. Did you forget something?”

      Lora held the phone in front of Joseph’s face. “Uh, no. I’m not feeling very well,” he confessed.

      “You still need to get to practice. You don’t want to give the coach any reason to cut you from the team.”

      “He got to practice, Mrs. Demain,” Lora told her, “But he’s too sick to play. He really needs to go home and go to bed.”

      “Lora?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Lora, he can’t miss practice. He’s had enough ‘last warnings.’ Coach Beiderman isn’t going to let him miss without any consequences.”

      “I already told Coach you would sue him and go to the school board if he cut Joseph for being sick.”

      Mira laughed softly. “Lora, you can’t do that. You don’t have any authority over the team or the coach, and you can’t speak for the members of the team or their parents. I know you would like to be in charge, but…”

      “He isn’t going to cut Joseph for missing today. And if it’s just a twenty-four-hour bug, he’ll be fine for the game on Thursday.”

      “I hope so. I’d hate to see him get kicked off of the team.” Mira switched to talking to Joseph again. “I’d hate to have you kicked off the team, sweetie. You need to be careful. I understand that you’re not feeling very well, but sometimes we have to push through despite our illnesses or injuries.”

      “He really is sick, Mrs. Demain,” Lora inserted.

      Mira sighed. “Did he throw up?”

      Lora looked at Joseph with her eyebrows up. He shook his head.

      “No. But he’s really dizzy. He can hardly stand. And he’s sweating like a pig. He’s not just milking it; he can’t play like this. I don’t even think he could get out on the field on his own.”

      “I could,” Joseph objected mulishly.

      “You couldn’t,” Lora maintained. “Can you come and pick him up to take him home? Or is there someone else you can call to pick him up? He can’t walk home.”

      “He can’t walk?” Mira repeated.

      “No.”

      “Okay.” Another deep sigh. Joseph could picture Mira, fingertips pressing into her temples, trying to work out what to do. “It will take me a few minutes to let everyone know what’s going on and get out of here. And then time to drive over there. It will be at least half an hour before I’m there.”

      “Sounds good,” Lora said briskly. “I’ll make sure he’s out at the front waiting for you.”
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      By the time Mira got there to pick him up, Joseph was feeling a lot better. Out in the cool air, the sweats and the dizziness gradually dissipated and he felt more grounded. Less panicky.

      But it wasn’t good that he was feeling better.

      If he had a virus, he should still feel bad for the next day or so. He wouldn’t be feeling better within half an hour. Viruses didn’t work that way. He sat on the cement wall with his head in his hands, trying to figure out how he would explain it to his mother when she got there.

      He was anxious. Not as bad as the crushing feeling of doom he’d had when he got out of bed in the morning, but he felt guilty and worried and didn’t know how to get rid of it.

      He was the only one sitting out there. Everyone else had gone home, or to the mall, or had stayed after for soccer practice or other after-school activities supervised by the school. He could hear voices in the distance, but they only served to emphasize his feeling of being alone and conspicuous. Lora had gone back into the school to help the team. Joseph didn’t want her hanging over him while he waited for his mother, feeling like a little kid in the nurse’s room in elementary school. He was nearly an adult. Not someone who had to be supervised just because he had to wait for a few minutes.

      He saw Mira’s car coming and got up, swinging his backpack over one shoulder. He was down to the curb by the time she pulled in. She unlocked the door for him, and looked at him as he slid into the passenger seat.

      “I’m doing a bit better now,” Joseph growled before she could get after him about how he didn’t look sick. “If you don’t believe that I was really sick, you can ask Lora or the coach. I just… got to feeling better once I was out in the fresh air for a while.”

      “Well,” Mira spoke in measured tones, “I’m glad you’re feeling better than you did; that’s good news. Do you want to tell me what happened?”

      “I don’t know. I guess it was just the same as this morning.”

      She looked puzzled, frowning at this.

      “You thought that I looked bad this morning. I wasn’t feeling great, but I figured I was well enough to go to school. It had… come and gone. I guess it’s one of those things that comes in waves. It’s bad for a little while, and then it’s gone again.”

      “I don’t know what to think of this. If you were bad enough that the coach and Lora could both see it, then you shouldn’t be feeling better again that quickly.”

      “But I was!” Joseph insisted. “I really was sick.”

      “Why? What from? If it just keeps showing up randomly, then it isn’t a virus. It isn’t something going around the school.”

      “You think that I’m just making it up? That I don’t want to go to practice? That I want to miss out and get cut from the team? If I didn’t want to be on the team anymore, then I would just quit. Nothing would happen. No one would care. Plenty of other people would be happy to take my place on the team.”

      “I wouldn’t be happy. I don’t think Coach Beiderman would be happy.”

      “But if I didn’t want to play anymore, you would let me quit. I’m not saying I want out of soccer,” Joseph could see the argument winding up in her eyes before she even said anything. “I’m saying I don’t want out of soccer. I’m saying this isn’t anything to do with soccer.”

      “You might just be tired and bored of practice. That wouldn’t mean you were giving up on soccer, just that you wanted to get away with skipping out of it a bit.”

      “I was there in the locker room. I was ready to go out on the field. Why would I suddenly decide that I wanted out of it?”

      “I don’t know.” Mira stared straight ahead at the road, not coming up with any other suggestions. But Joseph was afraid that she still had a number of other arguments marshaled in her brain that she was keeping from him because she knew he would lose his crap if she told him all of them.

      He felt like such a little kid when she did that. He wasn’t a kid. He was a man who knew his mind, and he didn’t need to trick anyone to get into or out of soccer. Or whatever other motives she thought that he had. It was crazy. He didn’t want to quit, and he didn’t want Coach Beiderman thinking that he was a head case, and he didn’t want his mother thinking that he was slacking off because he was bored of soccer after all of these years. And Lora… he didn’t know what she thought. She was pretty down-to-earth and usually believed what he said, but did she really believe him in her heart of hearts? Or did she still question what had happened in the locker room?

      “I want you to lie down when you get home,” Mira instructed. “In your bed, not in front of the TV. I want you to get a good rest. You might be feeling better right now but, if you are fighting something, you need to get enough sleep to fight it off. And bed is the best place to be when you are sick.”

      “Okay, Mom.”

      “And that doesn’t mean you’re in bed watching TV on your tablet or phone, either. It means that you close your eyes and sleep.”

      “I’ll try, but I’m not tired right now.”

      He wasn’t about to tell her that he knew he wouldn’t be able to sleep because he had taken that caffeine shot earlier in the afternoon. She would freak out. She thought those things were poison. Even caffeinated sodas were enough to get her going, and that stuff barely touched Joseph.

      But he could still watch his phone covertly, putting it away when he heard her coming down the hall to check on him. He would go bonkers if all he could do was lie in bed with all that caffeine still coursing through his veins.

      They reached the house, and Mira parked her car in front of it as usual. “Do you need anything to eat? Are you hungry?”

      “No. My stomach is a bit off.”

      “Lora said that you didn’t throw up.”

      “I didn’t. But my stomach is a bit… rocky.”

      Mira nodded. “You definitely need to be in bed,” she reiterated.

      As far as she was concerned, anything that made a teenager say “no” to food had to be pretty serious.
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      Joseph was woken up the next morning, not by his phone, but by Mira. She was gentle and quiet, poking and prodding him a few times until he woke up, groaning and turning over. Not pleased about being woken up before his alarms, but it was nicer to wake up that way than to the insistent clamor of his alarms.

      “What is it, Mom?” he groaned. “I don’t have to be up yet. You know I can get myself to school on time.”

      “Yes, I know. We agreed that if you could get yourself to school on time, you could decide what time you get up. And you’ve been doing really good with that.”

      He’d only attracted a couple of tardies, and those had been on days when the weather was nasty and everyone else had been late too, the bus kids and the ones who got dropped off, as well as the ones who walked in like Joseph.

      Joseph nodded, closing his eyes and snuggling into his pillow. There wasn’t any reason for him to have to get up yet.

      “You have an appointment with Dr. Shapiro today,” Mira told him. “I wanted him to check you out, just to make sure you’re not having a reaction to one of your meds.”

      “Dr Shapiro? But—” Joseph stopped himself from protesting that he wasn’t sick. He had been sick. And he wanted her to believe he had been sick and wasn’t just pretending.

      “I know. It’s a school day and you don’t want to have to miss. But better today than on Thursday, right? We don’t want to leave it to the last minute when it could interfere with your game. The sooner we can get this dealt with, the better.”

      “You really think it’s my meds? They weren’t making me sick before.”

      “But you remember Dr. Shapiro said that they have to build up in your bloodstream over time and that some of them take a few weeks or months to reach their full efficacy…”

      He could see where she was going with it. If it took time for them to build up in his bloodstream, then he could definitely be feeling different effects after six or eight weeks than after one or two. Most of the early side effects had lessened after he’d been on them for a while or he had grown accustomed to them.

      It was better to have a few minor side effects than all of the crap that he’d been dealing with before his stay in the hospital psych ward. He didn’t want a repeat of that experience.

      “What time?” he grumbled. “I don’t want to miss too much school.”

      “That’s why I am waking you up.”

      Joseph tried to pull the covers over his head, groaning loudly. Mira kept him from covering his face.

      “Come on, Joseph. I made it as early as I could so that you wouldn’t have to miss more than your first-period class.”

      “I have to get up now?”

      “Yes. You’re lucky that the doctor’s office opens up nice and early. A lot of them don’t open until nine or ten. This way, you can get to school and I can get to the office without missing too much time.”

      “Now?” he complained again.

      But he was starting to laugh. She hated it when he whined and she didn’t like his sleeping in until the last possible minute. Mira was an early bird and couldn’t understand why anyone would want to sleep after the sun had come up.

      She whipped the covers back from him, as he knew she would.

      “Do I need to go get the ice cubes?” she threatened.

      “I’m up, I’m up,” Joseph protested.

      “You’re not up…”

      “I am!” Joseph closed his eyes again.

      She jabbed him in the ribs, making him jump and pull away quickly.

      “I’m up, I’m up!”

      He jumped out of bed and dashed past her for the bathroom. Once inside, he slammed the door and locked it, and turned on the shower before anything else to drown out any noise or requests that she made.

      He could stand in the shower for ten minutes under the hot water, which was almost as good as another ten minutes of sleep. He would run the hot water until it ran cold and the walls dripped with condensation. If he didn’t turn on the exhaust fan, the steam would set the smoke alarm off. He didn’t need that alarm shrieking either, so he turned the fan on.
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      Joseph didn’t really like Dr. Shapiro. The man always seemed busy with something else and never engaged in conversation with Joseph during his appointments. He would breeze in, sounding out of breath and looking over the notes the nurse had left him for about two seconds before asking Mira to explain to him again what Joseph was doing there. He would discuss Joseph’s meds and symptoms with Mira without even looking at Joseph.

      The two of them would go through things, and it sometimes felt like there wasn’t any reason for Joseph to be there other than to provide blood if they wanted to do any tests.

      Then Dr. Shapiro would scribble something out on his prescription pad and give them rapid instructions about where to go or what test to have done, how to take the medication, and to contact him if there were any problems.

      Of course, if there were any problems, Joseph couldn’t just call the guy to ask him what to do or whether to be concerned about something. He would have to get Mira to make an appointment, then go in and pass all of his comments through Mira for Shapiro to listen to them.

      He was almost an adult. There was no reason the doctor couldn’t talk to him directly. Joseph sometimes considered going to appointments on his own without his mother, or asking her to wait in the waiting room while he talked to Shapiro himself, but he didn’t for two reasons.

      One was that he was afraid Mira would go off the deep end, thinking he had deep, dark secrets to tell the doctor that he didn’t want to reveal to her. Suicidal feelings, sex stuff, or a drug addiction. He knew how she worried and how she would react if he said he didn’t want her in the room when he talked to the doctor.

      The other reason was that he suspected that even if he were the only one in the room with Dr. Shapiro, the man still wouldn’t pay any attention to what Joseph had to say. He would just nod and write out an illegible prescription on his pad and send Joseph away, not having heard anything he had said or enlightening him about what the problem was, if there were a problem.

      Joseph sat on the examination table in the tiny waiting room, looking around at the posters and models crowded together on the walls and counter space. Mira was reading something on her phone, not talking to Joseph. She knew that he would get anxious if she peppered him with questions and comments while they waited in the small room. He felt vulnerable there. Even if he was fully clothed, he still felt naked. Small and alone, even though he was there with Mira. He felt like he was under a microscope. Like someone might be watching him from outside the room, on a CCTV video feed he was unaware of.

      The door opened with a bang and a whoosh of air, and Dr. Shapiro blew in. He looked at Joseph on the examination table and then back at his notes.

      “So, Mr. Demain, you’re feeling under the weather, are you?” He looked at Mira. “What’s going on with him, Mom?”

      “He had to miss practice yesterday because he suddenly felt sick. It just came on really suddenly, and he couldn’t play, and by the time I got there, he was feeling better and looked just fine.”

      “Sometimes it comes in waves,” Joseph interposed. “When you are sick, it can come and go.”

      “It can be intermittent,” Mira agreed, speaking to Dr. Shapiro. “I understand some symptoms can come in waves, and you feel relatively good in between.”

      “Like after you throw up,” Joseph pointed out. “And then you feel pretty good afterward.”

      “But you didn’t throw up, right?” Mira asked.

      “No. I’m just saying it can be like that.”

      “What were the symptoms?” Dr. Shapiro asked.

      “Mostly dizziness,” Mira said. She looked at Joseph. “Right, Joseph, it was mostly dizziness?”

      “Yeah. And sweating. I just… didn’t feel good all over. I didn’t know what was wrong, but I knew everything wasn’t okay.”

      “Any fever?” Shapiro asked.

      Mira looked at Joseph. “No.”

      Joseph shrugged. Lora had said he was warm, but he didn’t think he’d actually had a fever. He hadn’t had that weak, fever-and-chills feeling that went with a fever. He had been in a cold sweat, but it wasn’t exactly like when he had the flu.

      “What kind of dizziness?” Shapiro demanded.

      They both looked at him. Joseph shook his head. “What?”

      “Was the room spinning? Did you just feel unsteady? A head rush from getting up too fast? There are a lot of different sensations that people refer to as ‘dizzy.’”

      “Oh. Well… more like a head rush, I guess. Only it didn’t go away right away.”

      “But it went away within half an hour.”

      “Yeah.”

      “And did it come back? In waves?”

      “No, I was pretty good the rest of the night.” He looked at Mira. “I stayed in bed. Got lots of rest.”

      “Headache? Nausea?”

      Joseph considered. “Not really. I mean, sort of when I was dizzy, but not later. I was fine when I was in bed.”

      “Did he eat?” Shapiro went back to talking to Mira.

      “Yes, he had supper. It didn’t seem to bother his stomach at all.”

      “Is he a good eater?”

      “A good eater?” Mira repeated.

      “Does he eat a lot? Does he skip meals? Is he picky? Dieting? Lifting weights?”

      “No. Nothing like that. He doesn’t always have breakfast; sometimes I get after him for that, but he has a good appetite.”

      “Any recent weight loss?” Shapiro looked at Joseph speculatively.

      “No, not that I’m aware of. He’s a growing boy. Sometimes, they get kind of… stretched out. But I don’t think he’s lost any weight.” She looked at him. “Have you? Joseph?”

      “No. I’m not dieting or anorexic or anything like that.”

      “He eats normally?” Shapiro persisted in asking Mira again. “He has a good appetite? Doesn’t throw up? Disappear into the bathroom after meals?”

      “No.”

      Shapiro scratched out notes on the paper chart. Why wasn’t he using electronic charts by now? He wasn’t an old, old guy who refused to adjust to new technology. It would be fairly easy for him to learn to use a tablet or to have a desktop computer in each examining room like the dentist did. Then, everything could be shared across the system, and no one would have to transcribe his notes onto the computer, possibly misinterpreting what he had written.

      “This is the first time he’s had these symptoms?”

      “Yes. As far as I know.” Mira looked at Joseph. “You haven’t ever had this before?”

      “Not… exactly.”

      They both looked at him, waiting for further explanation.

      “I’m sure it wasn’t anything,” Joseph said. “I just got a bit of the flu or something, but I took care of it right away, so it didn’t develop into anything.:”

      “You said it came in waves,” Shapiro said, showing that he had heard what Joseph had said earlier when talking to Mira, even if he hadn’t appeared to have been listening. “That would imply that it happened more than once. Several times, in fact.”

      “Had you had it before?” Mira demanded. “You were pale in the morning. I thought that maybe you were sick then. You were up early and had to use the bathroom right away.”

      Joseph cleared his throat uncomfortably. He didn’t really want to discuss what had been happening recently. He didn’t want to be accused of making things up or looking for attention. Or of trying to get out of playing soccer.

      “What happened yesterday morning?” Dr. Shapiro questioned, pen hovering over the clipboard.

      “I had… I didn’t feel good when I woke up in the morning,” Joseph admitted carefully, feeling his way through the topic.

      “Nauseated? Dizzy, like later in the day?”

      “A little. But I had… I think it was a panic attack.”

      “What makes you think that?”

      “My heart was going really fast. I felt like I was going to have a heart attack or something.” Mira looked alarmed at this revelation. “It only lasted for a few minutes,” Joseph added hurriedly. “I just had a shower and relaxed, and it was okay, but… I think that’s what it was. An anxiety attack.”

      “Sounds like it. Was that the first one you’ve had?”

      “Well… maybe a couple of others, but not this bad. This one was really bad. It was scary.”

      “Why didn’t you tell me?” Mira demanded. “I asked you what was wrong, and you kept telling me there was nothing.”

      “I didn’t want you to worry,” Joseph said lamely. “You always think things are serious, when it’s just something little. I didn’t want to make a big thing about it. If it was just an anxiety attack… I mean… you already knew that I have anxiety.”

      “You need to tell me things like this. It could be serious. Couldn’t it, doctor?”

      “I’m not too alarmed at this point,” Shapiro said, making notes on his clipboard. “Joseph is probably correct that it was just an anxiety attack. Not something that we need to panic over. I’ll increase the dosage of the anti-anxiety prescription he is on. That will help. Keep track of how often these panic attacks are occurring, and we should see a downward trend.”

      He pulled out his prescription pad and wrote it down.

      “The best way to deal with anxiety is by exposure,” he told Joseph. “You need to face the things that worry you and make you upset. Avoiding them will just set up a positive feedback loop, where you’re having more and more anxiety as you try to avoid it.”

      Joseph nodded, which he knew was the response they expected. But he wasn’t sure what he was supposed to be avoiding. It wasn’t a particular thought or fear that had given him the panic attack.

      “Is it soccer?” Mira asked. “Are you worrying about the game on Thursday? Or you don’t want to go to the practices? Are you afraid of getting hurt?”

      “Uh… no. Soccer is great. I don’t have any worries about it.”

      “What about your future? Getting into a professional league? Getting scouted out?”

      Joseph shifted uncomfortably, making the paper on the examining table crinkle loudly. “Well, if you talk about it that way, I start to get anxious about it, yeah. I mean… my whole life could hinge on how I do this year in soccer, and the coach is threatening to kick me off the team. Why would that make me anxious?”

      Mira nodded, as if this were the answer to why Joseph was getting anxiety attacks.

      “But skipping out on practices would get me kicked off the team,” Joseph pointed out. “So having an anxiety attack makes my situation worse, not better. I have to get to all my practices and do what I’m supposed to. I have to show up every time and play my best soccer, even for practices. Having an anxiety attack just makes that worse.”

      “You don’t choose whether to have an anxiety attack or not, though,” Mira stated the obvious. “You don’t decide whether to have one before practice or a game. They just happen. It is out of your control.”

      “You can do relaxation exercises,” Dr. Shapiro said. “I have some handouts. You can pick them up at the reception desk when you leave. I think that between those and the meds bumped up a bit, you will be just fine.”

      “Really?” Joseph didn’t want to believe it if it weren’t true. He didn’t want to get his hopes up just to have them knocked down again. Some people had anxiety attacks for years. They locked themselves in their homes and never came out. He didn’t want to end up like that.

      “This will help,” Shapiro assured him.
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      They had been sitting for a long time, and Gabriel’s muscles were cramping. They were sitting in the mall, where it was warm, but it was spring, and the nights and early mornings were cool, and even when he was warm his joints hurt.

      Even if they hadn’t spotted any followers, that didn’t mean they were safe. Occasionally, their watchers and listeners in the network would report back about people looking for Gabriel and Renata. Judges. Social workers. Doctors, sometimes. People who were unhappy about children in foster care being reunited with the parents they had been taken from, finding their way out of the state or even out of the country to get beyond the reach of DCFS. The fugitive families kept their heads down, working for cash under assumed names, homeschooling their kids, watching out for anyone who might give them a second look. Fearing that moment when someone gave them a look for an instant too long and they knew they had been recognized.

      What Gabriel and Renata did was on the edge of the law. They could be arrested and languish in jail awaiting trial to prove that they hadn’t actually crossed the line. If all they did was to help teenagers who were old enough to know their minds to find a way away from their foster families and back to their families of origin, they were technically skirting the laws against kidnapping or abetting a runaway.

      There was the problem of being homeless, which meant they did end up on the wrong side of laws against begging, vagrancy, and loitering, the typical anti-homeless laws. It meant that Gabriel sometimes ate out of trash bins, but he didn’t leave garbage scattered all over the place as others did. He was always careful to leave an area at least as tidy as he had found it and to be clean and tidy himself.

      Renata could not eat anything but the special anti-allergen formula she carried with her, and even that she could not take by mouth, but had to pump directly into her stomach. Any other food or method would result in vomiting and possible anaphylaxis. Gabriel could only imagine what it would be like to put his life in danger every time he ate.

      “Someone is coming,” Renata warned.

      Gabriel focused on the scene before him, setting aside thoughts of the law and Renata’s health. They had a job to do; he needed to be focused on it. Too many things could go wrong if they didn’t.

      David Sealy, who was sitting between them, perked up and looked around. His eyes scanned the crowds, but he couldn’t spot the person Renata had seen. Gabriel refrained from pointing, as it would attract the attention of nearby shoppers.

      “Over there,” he nodded very slightly, directing David with his eyes to the woman approaching from their right.

      “That’s my mom!” David’s voice went up excitedly. He moved to get up, and Gabriel and Renata both reached for him at the same time, putting a hand on him to prevent him.

      “Stay put,” Renata warned him, her voice laced with irritation. They’d given him detailed instructions several times, but nothing they said seemed to sink in. He was too impulsive, too hyperactive. Sitting there with them in the mall, waiting for his mom, had been torture.

      “We need to make sure no one is with her or has followed her,” Gabriel reminded him. “You can’t just go running across the mall to her. If she has Child Services or the cops following her, then you could run straight into a trap. It won’t be as easy to get you out a second time.”

      It hadn’t been easy to get him out this time. Foster homes were much easier to handle than institutional settings. The Children’s Home where David had been staying had pretty good security, and it had taken several long weeks of watching, waiting, and planning before they had a way to get him on his own and away from the building where he’d been “homed” for the previous six months.

      If DCFS got their hands on him again, they would put him into a higher security institution. Somewhere, Gabriel and Renata probably would not be able to get him out of again.

      David stayed where he was, much to Gabriel’s relief. He didn’t fight them off or jump up and run to his mother.

      They continued to watch her from a distance while she pretended to window shop. They watched for anyone following her or paying too much attention to her. While Child Services could have someone following her, they were not usually trained in covert ops and could be spotted fairly easily. Police, on the other hand, were another story, and they might be hard to spot or work in a team, so that no one person was visible all the time.

      Gabriel and Renata had the advantage of having scoped out the mall several times in the last few weeks, which meant that they knew the regulars. They knew the security guards, the caretakers, the bottle pickers, the moms who pushed baby carriages through the mall regularly as part of their exercise routines. All of those people that the cops liked to dress up as because they were anonymous and omnipresent. No one even saw them. That was why Gabriel and Renata had been so diligent about memorizing their faces ahead of time.

      “Come on,” David whined. “She’s going to think that I’m not here and go back home. She won’t know why I have to wait so long.”

      “We’ve talked to her. She knows the plan,” Gabriel assured him. “Just a couple more minutes. Just to be sure.”

      David sighed and banged his forehead with his fist in frustration, forcing himself to wait. Renata put her hand on his wrist to stop him.

      “That attracts attention,” she warned. “I’m sorry. I know it’s frustrating.”

      He grabbed a lock of hair and twisted it around his finger, winding it, pulling on it hard, and releasing it, then winding it around again. That was less visible, less likely to attract the attention of other shoppers. Plenty of people fiddled with their hair.

      Renata looked at the time on her phone, then finally gave Gabriel a nod. “Okay.”

      David jumped to his feet. Gabriel stood up much more slowly, grabbing David’s arm to stop him from dashing right over to his mother.

      “Take your time. You see how slow everyone else is going? No one else is running. No one else is rushing. You don’t want to do anything that will set you apart from them.” Gabriel let go of David’s arm slowly, making sure that he was going to stay and heed Gabriel’s warning. Then Gabriel reached back behind the bench to grab a pair of crutches. He didn’t need them all the time, but he had found himself tiring more recently, the muscles in his legs just not bearing up against the constant standing and walking that he needed to do. They weren’t as bad as they had been when he had been apprehended by DCFS and taken off of all of his meds. But it was troublesome. And it had taken a few weeks of fighting himself before he had finally broken down and admitted to Renata that he needed the crutches.

      Of course, she had already known. They did everything—or almost everything—together, and she could see the pain and fatigue that had been taking a toll on him.

      “It’s about time,” she told him. “Don’t know why you think you had to be so macho and deny your disabilities.”

      Gabriel had just sighed and chuckled at himself for thinking he had been keeping anything from her. He shook his head and laughed at himself again as he picked up the crutches to walk with David across the mall to meet his mother.

      It might seem like he was making himself more conspicuous by using crutches, but he actually wasn’t. People didn’t like to look for too long at someone with an obvious disability. They had been taught not to stare. Many of the older generations had been taught it was rude even to notice a disability. Certainly, you didn’t say anything to the poor cripple about it. They wouldn’t want you drawing attention to their disability and making it obvious that you were judging them or their capabilities.

      So people wouldn’t look at him. They would notice that there was a young Black man with crutches walking across the mall and then they would look away. They wouldn’t look at his face because that would be akin to staring or telling him they noticed his disability.

      They wouldn’t look at the young man that he was walking with, either. The halo effect of the crutches would extend to his companion, keeping them from looking at him. They would probably not even know he was there if asked about it later.

      David was eager to go faster than Gabriel’s careful pace. He kept bouncing on his tiptoes, wanting to run ahead to meet his mother. But maybe something they had told him had sunk in after all, and he waited for Gabriel and didn’t tell him to move faster. Maybe if it hadn’t been for the crutches, he would have told Gabriel to hurry up, but he too had been trained to be polite to those with disabilities.

      Gabriel saw the moment at which Mrs. Sealy became aware of her son walking across the mall toward her. There was a current of electricity, an immediate connection between the two of them, and she altered her course slightly so that she would walk directly to him.

      They met halfway, and David gave his mother a big hug. Gabriel murmured to them as he watched the reunion.

      “Not too big and obvious here,” he told them. “Keep it as casual as you can. You’ll have plenty of time for the stories and everything else later. Mrs. Sealy, you made all of the necessary arrangements?”

      “Yes.” She pulled herself out of her son’s grasp and tried to look casual. “Everything is set up like you said. We’ll leave the city and the state immediately. I have a little place rented. We’ll keep our heads down and not let anyone know who we are.”

      “Good. You got a job lined up?”

      “Not yet, but I have a few leads. It won’t take me very long.”

      Gabriel nodded. “Okay. Last thing to do is to walk out of here casually. Just a normal mom and son concluding a normal shopping day. You haven’t seen anyone you know or recognize?”

      “No.”

      He held out his hand to shake, and Mrs. Sealy took Gabriel’s thin hand in hers and gave it a warm squeeze. “Thank you for everything that you have done. And Renata. Will you tell her thank you, too?”

      “Of course. You guys take care.”
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redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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