
		
			[image: Cover for Home Again: A Novel, Author, Kristin Hannah]
		

	
		
			[image: Book Title, Home Again: A Novel, Author, Kristin Hannah, Imprint, Ballantine Books]
		

	
		
			Home Again is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are the products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.



			2006 Ballantine Books Mass Market Edition



			Copyright © 1996 by Kristin Hannah



			All rights reserved.



			Published in the United States by Ballantine Books, an imprint of The Random House Publishing Group, a division of Penguin Random House LLC, New York.



			BALLANTINE and colophon are registered trademarks of Penguin Random House LLC. 
Random House Reader’s Circle and Design is a registered trademark of Penguin Random House LLC.



			Ebook ISPN 9780345490926



			randomhousebooks.com



			Cover design: Tom Hallman

			rh_3.1_151269555_c0_r11

		

	
		CONTENTS

		
			Dedication

		

		
			Chapter 1
		

		
			Chapter 2
		

		
			Chapter 3
		

		
			Chapter 4
		

		
			Chapter 5
		

		
			Chapter 6
		

		
			Chapter 7
		

		
			Chapter 8
		

		
			Chapter 9
		

		
			Chapter 10
		

		
			Chapter 11
		

		
			Chapter 12
		

		
			Chapter 13
		

		
			Chapter 14
		

		
			Chapter 15
		

		
			Chapter 16
		

		
			Chapter 17
		

		
			Chapter 18
		

		
			Chapter 19
		

		
			Chapter 20
		

		
			Chapter 21
		

		
			Chapter 22
		

		
			Chapter 23
		

		
			Chapter 24
		

		
			Chapter 25
		

		
			Chapter 26
		

		
			Chapter 27
		

		
			Chapter 28
		

		
			Epilogue
		

		
			Acknowledgments

			About the Author

			Reader’s Guide

		

	_151269555_

	
		
			Chapter One

			[image: ]

			Reporters had been circling the event for days now. Headlines flourished. Innuendo about drug use and illicit behavior nipped at the heels of the celebrities who’d congregated in the small Oregon town. It was a wrap party for a major motion picture, and things like this didn’t take place in LaGrangeville. The Elks Hall hadn’t been used for anything other than quiet meetings in years, but tonight it pulsed with loud, discordant music. Townspeople and photographers swarmed the narrow main street, seeing themselves in the mirrored windows of the limousines that prowled past, waiting for something explosive, something totally Hollywood, to happen.

			But even so, even with all the articles and interviews and paparazzi, no one knew how close to the truth the Enquirer’s headline sentence would be: It was a party to die for.

			Angel DeMarco emerged from the temperature-controlled cocoon of the limousine. Through a blur of cigarette smoke and drizzly rain, he saw the crowd gathered across the street. Faceless bodies huddled behind a long, yellow police line.

			“It’s him, DeMarco!”

			Cameras erupted in buzzing bursts of light. The rain looked surreal, streaks of prismatic silver, puddles of impossible light on the black street.

			“Angel … look this way! AngelAngelAngel …”

			Their adoration swept through him in an exhilarating wave. God, how he loved his fame. He took a long drag off his cigarette and exhaled slowly, then flashed them the smile, the grin that just last week People magazine had labeled the “twenty-thousand-megawatter.” He waved. The gray trail of his cigarette smoke snaked through the air.

			He stepped sideways to allow his date—he couldn’t remember her name—to get out of the car.

			She surfaced slowly. A high-heeled black leather shoe and long, slinky leg shot out of the darkness. Her heel clicked hard on the pavement. She leaned forward, thrust her teased pile of peroxide-yellow hair forward, followed it with a magnificent amount of cleavage, and thrust out of the car. Instinctively she turned to the crowd, adjusting her pink rubber dress as she smiled and waved.

			Angel had to give her credit: the woman knew how to make an entrance.

			He took her hand and pulled her toward his adoring fans. Her ridiculous heels clicked and skidded on the slick pavement, but the sound was soon drowned out by the roar of the crowd, when they realized that he was coming toward them.

			Young girls screamed and reached out for him. A few of them, he recognized—they were the same freckle-faced small-town teenagers who had skipped school to watch the filming of his movie. They’d stood on the perimeter every day, bunched together behind the barricades, screaming and giggling and crying when he emerged from his trailer to shoot a scene.

			They asked nothing of him, this crowd of admirers, nothing except his presence. He could be wild and immature and selfish, and they didn’t care—they only cared that he gave his all to the screen. He gave them his biggest, sexiest smile, allowing his gaze to scan the crowd. He presented each girl a moment, a single heartbeat of time when he was looking at her alone.

			“Angel, can we have your autograph? What do you think of LaGrangeville? When will the movie be out? Will you show it here first?”

			The questions came as they always did, shooting from the rain like darts. Some he heard, others he didn’t, but he knew it didn’t matter. They didn’t expect an answer, they just wanted to be around him, to see if a few drops of his Hollywood glitter would dust their ordinary lives for a second.

			“Angel, could I get a picture taken with you?”

			He glanced up from the autograph he was signing and looked at the young girl who’d asked the question. She was short and round, with cheeks that looked like china plates, and waves of frizzled brown hair.

			He knew her in an instant—she was the girl who never got invited to the best parties, and tried desperately not to care.

			He knew all about that. Even now, years later, he could remember what it felt like to be a teenaged boy on the outside looking in. How much it hurt.

			He smiled at her, and her eyes widened in surprise. She stared at him as if he’d hung the moon, and that was all it took—that one look from a stranger shot through his bloodstream like a drug.

			“Why, darlin’, I’d be honored.” He pulled away from his date and ducked under the police tape. He felt hands all over him, smoothing along his jacket, tangling in his hair. It used to bother him, that unsought intimacy, but he’d learned to live with it, even enjoy it if they didn’t go too far. He slipped an arm around the girl and drew her close, huddling beneath the overhang of the old brick building. Another girl—tall and gangly—flashed a quick photo of them.

			“You look awfully pretty tonight,” he said. The girl was wearing a floor-length white satin dress.

			“It’th Homecoming,” she lisped, almost blinding him with the silver from her braces.

			Homecoming. It was a word he hadn’t heard in a long time, a lifetime, and suddenly he felt old. If he were this girl’s father, he would have watched her get dressed in sparkles and beads for a school dance. He wondered what that would have felt like.…

			He brushed the vague sense of regret aside. “Where’s your date?”

			A blush crept up her fleshy cheeks. “I don’t have one. Me and thome … girlfriends thought we’d just watch. We were on the decorating committee.…”

			For a split second he wasn’t Angel DeMarco, movie star; he was Angelo DeMarco, the kid from the wrong side of the tracks. “Where’s the dance?” he asked softly.

			She pointed down the street. “At the high thchool … the gym.”

			Before he had time to think about it, he grabbed the girl’s hand and led her down the street. The crowd hushed, then parted for them.

			“Angel!”

			He heard his name and paused, turning around. Val Lightner, his agent and friend, was standing alongside Rubber Dress. They were both waving at him. “Where are you going?” Val yelled, flicking his cigarette into the street. “They’re waiting for you inside.”

			Angel grinned. That was the greatest thing about fame—they always waited. “Be right back.” Still smiling, he led the awestruck girl across the street. Together they slipped into the gymnasium. The place was decorated with what must have been ten reams of toilet paper. Up onstage, the band was pounding out a horrible rendition of Madonna’s “Crazy for You.”

			He heard people gasp as he led the girl onto the dance floor. Fingers pointed, drinks fell, giggling stopped. But he didn’t look around. He looked at the girl, only the girl. “May I have this dance?”

			She opened her mouth to answer, but nothing came out except a high-pitched squeak.

			He took her in his arms and danced with her for the last thirty seconds of the song, and when it was over, he drew back.

			Feeling surprisingly good, he strode from the auditorium. The kids were swarming their new queen.

			“How very touching,” drawled a voice from outside.

			Angel forced a grin. “Eleven to seventeen,” he said harshly. “It’s my audience.”

			Val clapped Angel on the back and pulled him out into the rainy night. “You’ll have women sobbing on “Hard Copy,” for God’s sake, and teenaged girls sending you invitations to the prom.”

			“Yeah, yeah. I know. Now, let’s get to the goddamn party. I need a drink.”

			They raced back across the street. Angel’s date was standing exactly where he’d left her, in the rain. For a split second he wished he’d brought someone else—someone who mattered—but he couldn’t think who the hell that would be.

			Irritated by the thought, he grabbed the woman’s hand and pulled her toward the Elks Hall. Together, ducking from the rain, they surged into the building and climbed the rickety stairs to the huge lobby. Weak overhead lighting pushed through the murky interior, creating pockets of marshy gold amidst the shadows. Upstairs, a heavy metal band rocked the floorboards. Dust filtered from the cracks. Along the far wall, a makeshift bar had been set up, and dozens of celebrities mingled with wannabes and slurped up booze.

			Angel felt as if he’d come home. He drew in a deep, satisfied breath, loving everything about this moment—the raucousness of the music, the sickly sweet scent of marijuana, the humid odor of too many bodies in too small a space. Val muttered a quick good-bye—something about getting laid—and disappeared into the crowd.

			“You thirsty?” his date asked prettily.

			Angel started to answer, but before he could get the word out, he felt a tightening in his chest. He winced, rotated his shoulder to work out the kink.

			She frowned. “You okay?”

			The pain eased, and he smiled at what’s-her-name. “My body’s reacting to a lack of alcohol,” he said easily, slipping his hand down the rubber-coated curve of her waist, settling on her hip with a familiarity he didn’t have, didn’t need with a woman like her.

			She flashed him a bright, cap-toothed smile. “Tequila?”

			He grinned. “You’ve been reading the Enquirer. Naughty girl.” He pulled her close. The gardenia scent of her perfume filled his nostrils. “Have you heard what I do to naughty girls?”

			She wet her lips and all but purred. “I’ve heard.”

			He stared into her eyes, heavily mascaraed, blue-shadowed, and saw his own reflection. For a second he was disappointed that she was so easy, that it was all so easy, and then the moment was gone. He was too sober, that was the trouble. He thought too much when he was sober, wanted too much. When he was drunk or high, he was Angel DeMarco, Academy Award-nominated actor. He was somebody, and he needed that feeling like air.

			“Get me that drink, willya, darlin’?”

			She gave him a quick peck on the cheek and wiggled away from him, oozing across the room, toward the bar. Her surgically enhanced body was perfect—all dips and swells coated in pink rubber. His heartbeat sped up, his throat went dry. He leaned against the splintered wooden wall and started to think of ways to use that delicious body of hers, thought of them tangled together, buck naked and stoned and going at it like …

			Nausea prickled his stomach. At first he thought it was nothing—a lack of booze—then his vision blurred, his stomach lurched, and he knew what was happening.

			“Oh, God …” He pulled away from the wooden wall, and felt it—the invisible fist squeezing his chest.

			Warning bells sounded in his head, loud enough to drown out the throb of the music. He sucked greedily at the smoky air, gulping, gasping, trying to fill his lungs. Pain chewed across his chest, bled down his left arm until his fingers were tingling and hot. He clutched the slick wooden handrail, but it was as loose as an old tooth and wobbled in his grasp.

			“Oh, Christ …” Not now, not here …

			Sweat slid in a cold streak down his hairline. The rickety wooden steps that led up to the dance floor seemed to magnify before his eyes. The dark slats blurred into one another, elongated like the hallway in that movie Poltergeist, For a split second he saw JoBeth Williams, racing down the doorless expanse, screaming.

			What had she been screaming about? He tried to concentrate on that single meaningless question. Anything to still the racket in his chest.

			“Angel?”

			It took a moment to recognize his own name. When he understood, he tried to look up, but he could barely move. His heart clattered and pounded, an unoiled gear slipping on and off its track. He wet his powdery lips and tried like hell to smile as he slowly lifted his head.

			The woman—Judy, he remembered suddenly—stood in front of him, holding a bottle of tequila and two shot glasses. A shaker of salt lay cradled in the vee of her cleavage.

			Her pretty, made-up face scrunched in a thoughtful frown. “Angel?”

			“Don’t …” The word shot out on a wheezing breath and hung there. He tried to add to it, but he couldn’t think straight, couldn’t see. Christ, he couldn’t breathe, it hurt so bad. “Don’t feel good. Get Val over here.”

			Panic darted across her face. She glanced quickly up the stairs, to the throng of partygoers, uncertainty pulling at her penciled brows.

			He let go of the handrail and grabbed her slim wrist. She made a quiet gasping sound and tried to pull away. He wouldn’t let her, he held on with everything inside him. He stared at her, trying to remain calm, trying to breathe. “Get—”

			It hit. Red-hot pain, exploding, crushing his chest. He couldn’t do anything except stand there, swaying, gasping, his hand clamped over his heart. Hurting, oh, Jesus, hurting like he hadn’t hurt in years.

			“Please …” he wheezed, “don’t let … me …”

			Die. He wanted to say, don’t let me die, but he couldn’t get the word out before the world went black.

			He woke to the electronic blip-blip-blip of the cardiac monitor. Computer-generated sound, electrical and inhuman.

			And beautiful. Christ, so beautiful.

			He was alive. He’d done it, beaten the son of a bitch grim reaper again.

			He could sense the drugs in his bloodstream, the blurry softness of Demerol that made him feel as if he were drifting on a warm, soothing sea. He knew that soon the drugs would wear off, and the pain would be back, tightening his chest, stabbing through his lungs and heart, but right now he didn’t care. He was alive.

			The door whooshed open with a whining creak. Rubber-soled shoes squished across the floor—speckled white linoleum, no doubt—and paused beside the bed.

			“Well, Mr. DeMarco, you’re awake.”

			It was a deep, masculine voice. No nonsense.

			Doctor. Cardiologist.

			Angel slowly opened his eyes. A tall, undernourished man with a deeply etched face and flinty black eyes stared down at him. Untamed gray hair stood out in a dozen different directions around his face. Einstein on Slimfast.

			“I’m Dr. Gerlaine. Head of cardiology at Valley Hospital here in LaGrangeville.” He bent and pulled up a chair, sitting down as he flipped through Angel’s charts.

			Here it comes, Angel thought. The stand-up routine.

			Gerlaine closed the chart—so goddamn symbolic, that quiet closing. “You’re a very sick young man, Mr. DeMarco.”

			Angel grinned. He was still alive, still breathing, and he’d heard this doctor’s shtick for years. You’re playing on borrowed time, Mr. DeMarco. You need to change your life—change your life—change your life. The conversation lived on tape in his brain, winding, rewinding, replaying a million times in the darkness of the night, but he didn’t want to change his life, didn’t want to eat right or exercise or play by the rules.

			He was thirty-four years old, and years ago he’d started down a dark road of rebellion for rebellion’s sake. He knew it was a useless, meaningless existence—that’s what he liked about it. No one counting on him, or needing him. He flitted from party to party like an acrobat, swinging through, swilling booze, having sex, and moving on.

			“Yeah, yeah, yeah,” he answered. “No shit.”

			Dr. Gerlaine frowned. “I’ve spoken with your doctor in Nevada.”

			“I’m sure you have.”

			“He told me you were a cardiologist’s nightmare.”

			“That’s why I like Kennedy. He’s more honest than your average doctor.”

			Dr. Gerlaine slipped the chart back into its sleeve. “Kennedy says he told you six months ago that if you had another episode of heart failure, you were going to—in his words—be in deep shit. And son, it doesn’t get much deeper.”

			Angel laughed. “Slow down, I can’t keep up with the technical jargon.”

			“Kennedy told me you’d make jokes. But I don’t think anything here is funny. You’re a young man. Rich and famous if the girls at the nurses’ station are correct.”

			Angel thought about the stir his presence must be creating and felt a jolt of adrenaline. “They’re right. I’m both.”

			There was a pause before the doctor spoke again. “You’re not taking this seriously enough, Mr. DeMarco. You’ve been sick for a long time. The viral infection you had as a young man weakened your heart. And still you drank and smoked and used drugs. The cold, hard truth is that you’ve been using up that heart of yours at a very rapid rate, and if we don’t do something soon, we may not be able to do anything at all.”

			“I’ve heard that before. But I’m still here, Doc. You know why?”

			Gerlaine eyed him. “It’s certainly not because you listen to doctor’s orders.”

			“Nope.” His voice fell to a conspiratorial whisper. “Here’s my secret, Doc: Only the good die young.”

			Gerlaine leaned back in his chair, studying Angel. Minutes clicked by on the rhythmic tide of the monitor. Finally the doctor spoke. “Do you have a wife, Mr. DeMarco?”

			Angel gave him a disgusted look. “I think she’d be here if I did.”

			“Children?”

			He grinned. “Not that I know of.”

			“Dr. Kennedy said in all the years he’d treated you, he’d never seen anyone visit you in the hospital except your agent and a horde of reporters.”

			“What is this, Doc, some macabre ‘This Is Your Life’? You going to bring out my high school guidance counselor to confirm that I never played well with others?”

			“No. I’m asking who will grieve for you if you die?”

			It was a mean question, designed to hurt, and it succeeded. He thought suddenly of his brother, Francis. All at once his childhood was inside him, and the nostalgia was so sharp and sweet, he could smell the grass and the rain and the sea.

			Thinking about the past made him feel … disconnected. He knew that his Hollywood acquaintances were just that. Not the kind of friends his brother had once been. They didn’t see him, that group of hangers-on who drifted through the movable feast that was filmmaking.

			For a split second he felt a stinging regret, a sense of loss for all he’d walked away from, the brother he’d left behind. Ruthlessly he shoved the emotion aside and stared hard at the doctor. He wanted to tell him to go to hell; but damn it, he needed the man. It was time to turn on the charm that had gotten him so far, so fast. “Hey, you’re right, of course. This must be where they got that famous line ‘serious as a heart attack.’ Well, you can bet your ass I’m going to take my health seriously from now on. No drugs—or hardly any. And I’m going to give up booze. Just beer. Beer’s okay, right?”

			Gerlaine stared at him in obvious distress. “If you don’t do something quickly you’re going to die, Mr. DeMarco. Soon. And whatever dreams and hopes you have will die with you. No second chances.”

			Angel smiled. Same old schtick. “Define ‘soon’ for our viewers.”

			Gerlaine responded with the expected shrug.

			Angel smiled triumphantly. That was always the way of it—that shrug was doc body language for sometime between this second and 2012. They didn’t have any real answers, just advice and more advice. “I’ll die someday, is what you mean. Well, pal, so will you.”

			“No, that’s not what I mean,” Gerlaine answered evenly. “If you don’t do something, Mr. DeMarco, I think you’ll die this year.”

			Angel’s cocky smile faded. “This year? But it’s almost October.”

			“Yes, it is.”

			Angel couldn’t comprehend what he was being told. Something was wrong, his hearing was going. “Are you shitting me?”

			Gerlaine gave him a superior look. “I don’t ‘shit’ patients, Mr. DeMarco, I inform them.”

			This year. No one had ever said anything like that before. It was always a bunch of hemming and hawing about somedays and future times. Lectures about alcohol abuse and the accumulated effect of cigarette smoking and fat in your diet.

			Angel wanted to hit something, punch his fist into a solid brick wall and feel the familiar pain radiate up his arm. “So fix me,” he snapped. “Cut me open and repair the damage.”

			“It’s not that easy, Mr. DeMarco. The damage done by this last episode is too extensive. I’ve spoken to Chris Allenford at St. Joe’s, and he concurs that repair isn’t a viable option.”

			Damage. Too extensive.

			Bad words, very bad words.

			“Are you telling me I’m going to die and you can’t do anything to save me?”

			“No. I’m telling you that standard heart surgery isn’t an option. It’s too late for that. You need a new heart.”

			“No. You don’t mean …”

			“Transplant.”

			For a split second Angel couldn’t breathe. Ice-cold fear stabbed deep, deep in his heart. “Jesus,” he said on a breath. “Jesus …”

			Transplant. A new heart. Someone else’s heart in his chest. A dead person’s heart. Beating, beating.

			He stared at Gerlaine, trying to sound normal, unafraid. He forced a weak smile. “No way. I don’t even buy used cars.”

			“This is no joke, Mr. DeMarco. Your heart disease is in end stage, and that is as bad as it sounds. You’re going to die unless you receive a healthy heart. We’ll put you on the transplant list and hope a donor is found in time.”

			A donor. Angel thought for a second he might puke. “And give me a life as what—Frankenstein’s pet project?”

			“It’s a surgery, Mr. DeMarco, not unlike other surgeries. There’ll be guidelines, of course, restrictions on activity and diet, but with a few lifestyle changes …”

			Angel was almost speechless. “Jesus Christ …”

			“There are excellent psychiatrists who are trained to help in times like this.…”

			“Really?” Angel shot the word back. He knew he should be charming right now, try to get what he wanted with honey instead of piss, but he couldn’t manage it. He felt as if he were falling off a cliff into a deep, dark pit, and the helplessness of it made him want to scream out in anger. “How many heart transplants have you done, Mr. Head of Cardiology for LaGrangeville Hospital?”

			“None, but—”

			“But nothing. I’m not taking your word for anything. Anything, Do you understand me? Make arrangements to fly me to the best transplant center in the country.” He glared at the doctor. “Now.”

			Gerlaine slowly pushed to his feet. “Kennedy told me you’d take this poorly.”

			“Take it poorly?” Angel mimicked. “Take it poorly? What is that, some kind of joke?”

			Gerlaine pushed the chair aside and sighed deeply, shaking his head. “I’ll make arrangements for a transfer. St. Joseph’s Hospital in Seattle would be your best bet. Allenford’s probably the top cardiovascular surgeon in the country.”

			“Seattle?” His heart hammered out of control, sent that idiotic monitor clicking and blipping. He was so furious, he could barely breathe. “Jesus Christ, it’s a comedy of errors. You’re sending me home.”

			Gerlaine brightened. “Really? I didn’t realize you were from Seattle. Well—”

			“If anyone finds out about this—anyone—I’ll sue this goddamn hospital so fast, you’ll be emptying bedpans at a nursing home, you got that, Doctor?”

			“Mr. DeMarco, be reasonable. You came here from a Hollywood party. People saw you arrive.”

			“Nobody is gonna think I need a new heart. You figure out a way to hide it, Doc.”

			Gerlaine stared down at him, frowning. “You have strange priorities.…”

			“Yeah, yeah, bite me. Now, get out of my room.”

			Gerlaine shook his head and shuffled wordlessly to the door. He turned, gave Angel a long, worried look, then left the room. The door clicked shut behind him.

			Quiet descended, settled uncomfortably onto the blank walls and speckled linoleum. The monitor blipped on and on and on.

			Angel stared at the closed door, feeling the blood hurtling through his body, pounding at his temples, catching and releasing on the tired old valves of his heart. His fingers were cold, so cold, and he couldn’t draw a decent breath.

			A transplant.

			He wanted to laugh it all off, to tell himself that he was in some backwater, low-rent hospital getting bad advice, and part of him even believed it. But not all of him, not deep, deep inside of him where the fear had always lived, the dark spot in his soul where even the booze and drugs couldn’t reach.

			Transplant.

			The word circled back on itself and returned.

			Transplanttransplanttransplant.

			They wanted to cut his heart out.

			Drugs swirled soothingly through Angel’s body. He couldn’t keep his eyes open, and his body felt weighted and tingly. Consciousness came and went with the ticking of the wall clock.

			Home. They were sending him home.

			He tried not to think about it, but the memories were persistent. He didn’t have the pills and the booze and the women to keep them away this time, and without his narcotic armor, he was so damned vulnerable. He closed his eyes, and slowly, slowly, the antiseptic smell of the hospital was blown away by a rain-sweet breeze. He no longer heard the monitor, but the growl of an engine.…

			He was seventeen again … riding his motorcycle, the Harley-Davidson that had cost him his soul. The engine throbbed and purred beneath him. He drove and drove, not knowing where he was going until he reached the stoplight. The sign hovered above him at a cockeyed angle: Wagonwheel Estates Trailer Park.

			He urged the bike forward, inching past one trailer, then another and another. Each mobile home huddled on a thin strip of asphalt, living rooms shored up with piles of concrete blocks, backyards a six-by-six square of gravel.

			Finally he came to his boyhood home.

			The trailer, once butter yellow, now and grayed by time, sat in a weed-infested patch of meadow grass. Trash cans heaped with garbage lined the chain-link fence that separated the DeMarco “estate” from the Wachtels’ domain next door. A dilapidated Ford Impala was parked at a suspicious angle in the driveway.

			He pulled up alongside the chain-link fence and cut the engine. He sat there a second, uncertain, then very slowly he set the kickstand and got off. He walked along the fence and up the split asphalt driveway, across the necklace of aggregate gravel stepping-stones that led to the front door.

			As he passed it, Angel glanced at the garbage can, saw the crushed paper bags and bent pop cans that peeked over the rim. It was his job, never Francis’s, to carefully construct the rubbish facade. The real garbage—the weekly allotment of gin and vodka bottles—had to be hidden at all costs.

			As if the neighbors didn’t know. For years they’d heard the raucous, drunken fights that emanated from the piss-colored trailer, had heard the slamming doors and breaking glass every Saturday night.

			The music of Angel’s youth.

			He climbed the creaking metal steps and stopped at the top, staring at the dirty door. For a second he didn’t want to go in. It was crazy, he knew, to be seventeen years old and afraid to enter your own home, but it had been that way for as long as he could remember.

			There was a rustle of movement from within. The trailer shifted and whined on its blocks as footsteps thudded toward the door. Suddenly the knob twisted, the door arced open.

			His mother stood in the doorway, a cigarette in one hand, a glass of gin in the other. Her skin had a sick yellow-gray tinge, the mark of chain-smoking, and accordion-pleated wrinkles creased her cheeks. Black hair—a color too severe to be found in nature—lay in frizzled disarray around her pudgy face. Puffy purplish bags underscored her bloodshot brown eyes.

			Eyeing him, she took a long drink of her gin, draining the glass and tossing it back onto the brown shag carpet. “Where you been?”

			“What do you care?”

			She burped, wiped the moisture from her mouth. “Don’t you sass me, boy.”

			Angel sighed. Why was he here? What had he hoped for? A smile, a welcome, a come-on-in? When would he stop wanting something from his mother? “I got a problem, Ma.”

			One bushy gray eyebrow shot upward. “You’re in trouble.” She said it without a hint of emotion, just a flat statement of fact.

			“Yeah.”

			She took a deep drag off her cigarette, then blew the smoke in his face. “Whaddaya want from me?”

			He felt a stab of disappointment, and it pissed him off. “Nothing.”

			She flicked the still-burning cigarette onto the driveway. “Francis brung me his report card yesterday. It was the best present a mother could get.”

			Angel fought the immediate resentment, refused to let it get the best of him. It had always been this way with his mother, and it always would be. Francis was her golden boy, her fair-haired child. Francis the good and pure, Francis the altar boy. Her ticket to Heaven. And Angel was her shit-kicking, hell-raising mistake. How many times had she told him she “shoulda had an abortion”?

			“You wanna drink?” she asked, still eyeing him.

			“Sure, Ma,” he said tiredly. “I’ll have a drink.”

			“Martini?”

			He knew what her martini was—eight ounces of gin and two ice cubes. “Fine.”

			Without another word, she turned away from him and headed for the kitchen.

			Reluctantly he followed her into the murky interior. Pale light shone through a dirty beige lampshade, reflected on the shag carpet. A faded bronze velour sofa was pressed against the fake-wood-paneled wall. Press-board end tables were littered with celebrity magazines and piled with ashtrays. There was a fine dusting of ash on the floor beside a black Naugahyde La-Z-Boy.

			Angel sat down on the sagging sofa. Within seconds his mother was bustling back toward him, drinks clanking in her hands. He tried not to care that she didn’t speak. She didn’t want to talk with Angel, didn’t want to be with him, but she always had time to drink with him.

			Back when he was a kid, ten, eleven, she’d started him on the road to alcoholism with a motherly shove. She’d wanted someone to drink with, and she’d never ask pious Francis. Angel was the perfect choice—as long as he didn’t talk much.

			It was pathetic how much he’d valued that time with her. For a while it had felt as if she’d chosen him, wanted to be with him. By about seventh grade, he understood the truth. She’d share a drink with Adolf Hitler if he stopped by at “cocktail hour.” Anything or anyone to prove to her soggy brain that she was a social drinker.

			For the longest time, they sat there, he on the sofa, she on the La-Z-Boy, drinking silently. The rattling ice and swallowing gulps seemed inordinately loud in the quiet room. Angel wanted to tell her what he came to say—good-bye—but he couldn’t face the look in her eyes when he said the word. She’d know instantly that he was running from trouble, and her triumphant smile would confirm everything she’d ever said about him.

			After a while, he heard a car drive up. The engine roared, sputtered, died. Footsteps clanged up the metal steps.

			Ma put down her drink and flew to the door, wrenching it open. She threw her arms wide and squealed with delight. “Frankie!”

			Angel put his drink down and got to his feet. Anxiety twisted his gut into a knot. He stood there, waiting. His heart started beating hard in his chest. He wasn’t ready to tell his brother good-bye, not yet.…

			Ma moved aside and ushered her savior inside.

			Francis came into the trailer and dropped his book bag on the sofa. “Heya, Angel,” he said.

			Ma thumped Francis on the back so hard, he stumbled forward. “You’re just in time for dinner. I’ll go to the kitchen and make sure I got your favorites. Franks and beans for my Frankie.” With a final squeak, she hustled down the hallway and disappeared into the kitchen.

			Francis looked at him. “There’s a brand-new Harley-Davidson in the yard.”

			Angel shifted nervously. “I’m in trouble, Franco. I gotta leave town. I just …” To his humiliation, he felt tears burn his eyes. “I just came to say good-bye.”

			“Don’t do it, man,” Francis said softly, shaking his head. “Don’t just run away. Whatever it is, we can talk about it. Figure out what to do. Don’t go. Please …”

			“I have to.” He turned away from the disappointment in Francis’s eyes, and ran out of the trailer. Jumping on the motorcycle, he started the engine and roared out of town. He never let himself look back. He was afraid that if he did, he’d start crying … and wouldn’t be able to stop.

			The antiseptic smell returned, sharp and bitter. The hospital lighting stabbed through his watery eyes. He’d stayed away from Seattle for seventeen long, lonely years. Now, after all this time, he was going back.

			Going home.

		

	
		Chapter Two

		[image: ]

		Angel stared at the pockmarked ceiling.

		It was too damned quiet in here; the stillness grated on his overstretched nerves. He wanted suddenly to fill the silence with noise, loud, boisterous noise that said I’m here, I’m still alive. He wanted to take strength from that simple sentence, pleasure from the knowledge that his lungs still pumped air. But it wasn’t enough anymore, not nearly enough. Now there was a vial of liquid nitrogen inside his chest, a dark, ugly splotch that could explode at any second. Any second.

		Just a blip on the screen and it was over. Flat line.

		He closed his eyes, trying to ignore the headache pulsing behind his eyes. He didn’t want to think about this crap anymore. He wanted it all to just go away.

		“You look like shit.”

		Angel heard the drawling, southern-fed voice and almost smiled. Would have smiled if he hadn’t felt so damned low. He cracked his eyes open, blinked hard as the fluorescent lighting stabbed through his brain.

		“Thanks.” Angel inched his way to a sit. The needles in his veins pinched with every movement. By the time he was upright, he was winded and his chest hurt like hell.

		Val stood in the doorway, his thin, designer-clad body angled against the doorframe, his tangled blond hair tucked self-consciously behind one ear. He pushed away from the door and glided into the room in that slow, loose-hipped walk that always drew attention from the media. He reached out, grabbed the bedside chair with long, delicate fingers, and twisted it around, slumping casually onto the hard seat. Leaning forward, he rested his chin on the chair back and dangled his arms over the mustard-colored fake leather. A slow frown pulled at his eyebrows as he studied Angel. “I mean, you really look like shit. Even worse than last time.”

		Angel didn’t have the strength to smile. “Give me a cigarette, will you?”

		Val reached into his pocket and pulled out a pack of Marlboros. Flicking the hard pack’s top, he checked the contents and shrugged. “Empty. Sorry, I wasn’t thinking.” He pulled a pint of tequila from inside his coat and grinned. “But I’m not completely useless.” He set the bottle down on the bedside table. “I just watched the dailies for yesterday. That death scene of yours was unbelievable—even I didn’t know you were that good. The writer went ape-shit. When you get out of here, we’re going to start the Oscar hype immediately. The publicist thinks …”

		Blah, blah, blah. Val’s voice droned on and on, but Angel stopped hearing, stopped listening, anyway.

		He stared at the man who’d been his friend, and then agent, for sixteen years and tried to summon a smile—to act like a film performance mattered right now. But he couldn’t do it; he wasn’t that good an actor.

		He remembered suddenly the night he’d met Val—it had been in New York, the middle of a winter’s night in a seedy tavern, when they’d both been cold and hungry and lonely. Angel had been just a kid then—barely eighteen and already on his own for over a year.

		They became friends almost instantly and spent the next year moving from town to town, running and running until it wasn’t fun anymore—just a series of fleabag motels in towns with no names, swilling booze and eating from Dumpsters.

		Amazingly, it had turned around in a single day … a day that started with old tuna. Val had gotten violently ill from a tuna sandwich he’d stolen from a hot Arizona lunch counter. At the hospital, he called his parents. Within hours, the two boys were ensconced in the Lightners’ gorgeous New York penthouse apartment.

		Val’s mother was the most beautiful woman Angel had ever seen. Cold as ice, hard as diamonds. Val delighted in telling her where they’d been and what they’d done. She was horrified, of course, and Val made her promise to give them an apartment and put them in college.

		“But you haven’t even finished high school,” she said in a nasal, white-bread voice.

		Val only laughed. “Please, Mother. You’re rich.”

		She’d wagged a ringed finger at him. “Life will not always go your way, Valentine.”

		He’d given her a disarming smile. “You can always hope, Mother.”

		Angel shook his head to clear the memories. Then he looked at Val. “They want to cut my heart out.”

		Val patted another pocket, still looking for smokes. “They’ll have to find it first.”

		“I mean it, Val. They want to do a heart transplant.”

		Val’s smile faded. “You mean, take your heart out and stick in a dead guy’s?”

		Angel felt sick. “Close enough.”

		“Jesus.” Val slumped forward.

		Angel sighed. Somehow, he’d expected more of Val, but he didn’t know what that more was. “I need a donor,” he said, forcing a smile. “A really good agent would offer.”

		“I’d give you my brain, buddy. God knows, I don’t use it. But my heart …” He shook his head. “Jesus …”

		“Unless you’re praying,” Angel snapped, “try to say something more helpful. I need advice here. Hell, if I’d known a transplant was in my future, I’d have quit smoking and drinking years ago.”

		It was another lie, another in the long string of lies he’d told himself. He’d known for years that his heart was bad—and it hadn’t stopped him from drinking or smoking. His only lifestyle change was to drop a heart pill before snorting a line of cocaine.

		He had never wasted time thinking about the future. His life had always been a roller-coaster ride, with him strapped willingly in the front seat. The days and nights hammered forward at blinding speed, turning, dipping, plunging. Never slowing, never coming to a bump stop.

		Until now, until yesterday, when the coaster had rammed into the brick wall of his own mortality.

		And as if death weren’t bad enough, they wanted him to go to Seattle for the surgery. Christ, what a mess …

		The more he thought about it, the angrier he became. It wasn’t fair. He didn’t deserve this. Sure, he’d been an asshole in his life, he’d hurt people and lied to them. But he was supposed to go to hell for that. He’d been raised Catholic, he knew the rules.

		Hell was after death.

		Not hell on earth, not a heart transplant, not half a life.

		“This is stupid,” Angel said. “I refuse to worry about it anymore. What does some low-rent doctor in a backwater hospital in the middle of nowhere know about cutting-edge technology? He probably wouldn’t know a heart transplant patient if he backed over one with his car.”

		“Oh, and you would.” Val crushed the empty cigarette pack. “So when do you have the surgery?”

		“I’m not going to.”

		Val frowned. “Don’t be a jerk, Angel. If you need a new heart, get one. It’s probably a breeze now. Hell, they separate Siamese twins and turn men into women. What’s the problem?”

		“I may not be Albert Schweitzer, Val, but I think a new heart would change your life just a little.”

		“Death might be a harder adjustment.” Val tried to look casual, but Angel could see the fear in his friend’s eyes. It was frightening, that look, for Val was fearless, the only person Angel knew who played as close to the edge and lived as recklessly as Angel did. A dilettante bad boy who handled the careers of some of Hollywood’s most famous people.

		Angel wanted to look away, but he couldn’t. “Did you see that movie The Hand, with Michael Caine? The one where he was a pianist, I think, and he lost his hand. They sewed a ‘donor’ hand on the end of his stump. Catch was, it was a serial killer’s hand. Caine went around killing everyone he saw.”

		“Oh, for God’s sake, Angel.”

		“Well? It could be true, it could happen. What if I get some namby-pamby heart, and after the surgery my biggest dream is to dress like Doris Day?”

		Val let out a bark of laughter. “I don’t know. You’ve got a hell of a pair of legs. I could probably book you in some La Cage aux Folles nightclub. You could be Liza Minnelli.” As soon as the words were out, Val stopped smiling. Then he leaned forward and drilled Angel with a hard look. “The point is, your heart’s a goner. That’s a fact.”

		“Easy for you to say.”

		“Easy?” Val echoed the word, a small frown tugging at his full lips. “You’re my best friend. None of this is easy.”

		“What about my career? The New York Times said my acting had heart.”

		Val didn’t look away, though Angel could tell that he wanted to. “Acting is the least of your worries. I got you more money than God for that piece-of-shit action picture.”

		Angel stared at the empty cigarette pack in Val’s hand. He wanted a cigarette, a shot of tequila. Anything that would magically take this moment and transform it into something else. He wanted it to be yesterday, last month, last year.

		He wanted not to be dying.

		But with every breath, every aching, pain-riddled breath, he felt the truth. His heart was throwing in the towel. The realization brought a gnawing sense of loss and frustration. “I don’t want to go public with this, man. I’ll feel like a freak.”

		“I’ll leak a story that you’re exhausted—they’ll think you had a drug overdose, but that’s no big deal.” Val waited a minute, obviously thinking, then he leaned toward him, looking as serious as Angel had ever seen him. “But, Angel, you’ve gotta get your head straight. Image is not your biggest problem.”

		An uncomfortable silence fell between them. Angel didn’t want to say anything, didn’t know what to say, but the quiet ate through his nerves until he couldn’t stand it. “I want to be mad at God, you know? But if there’s a God, there’s a hell. And if there’s a hell, my whole life has been a race into the fire.”

		Val winced. “Let’s not get philosophical. I’ve got two women and a bag of coke in the limo downstairs.” He smiled, but the look in his eyes was sad.

		And suddenly Angel knew what Val was thinking. The two of them had done the same drugs, screwed the same women, walked the same razor’s edge. If Angel was dying, Val wouldn’t be far behind.

		What would this do to their friendship?

		Angel felt a fluttering of panic. Suddenly he understood the price of his recklessness, and for a second he wished he could take it all back, change the way he’d lived. Anything so that he had friends right now, real, honest-to-God friends who cared about him.…

		“Sorry, pal,” Val said in a quiet voice. “But it’s over. Over. The booze, the drugs, the parties—they’re gone. I don’t care if you have the operation or not, those days are gone. I’m sure as hell not going to party with you again. Christ, you could snort a line and drop dead on the coffee table.” He shivered at the thought, then moved closer to the bed. “I know you’re scared, and when you’re scared you get belligerent and pissed off, but you need a clear head about this, Angel. We’re talking about your life.”

		“Some life. And you haven’t heard the best part—they’re sending me to Seattle for the ‘procedure.’ Seattle.”

		“Good.”

		Angel frowned. “What the hell is good about it?”

		“You’ll have your brother. I was afraid you’d be alone. I have to go to the film festival, and I have the Aspen house booked for two weeks.”

		“By all means, don’t let my death screw up your vacation plans.”

		Val flashed a guilty look. “I could cancel.…”

		Angel had never felt so alone. He was world-famous and it didn’t mean shit. His life was like his star on Hollywood Boulevard. A beautiful, glittering thing to behold, but frozen in the pavement and cold to the touch. “No, don’t bother. I’ll be fine.”

		Finally Val said, “You’re stronger than you think you are, Angel. You always have been. You’re gonna make it.”

		“I know.”

		After that, there was nothing left to say.

		Dr. Madelaine Hillyard entered the ICU in a breathless rush, her name still crackling over the paging system.

		The room was bright and impersonal. A single bed cut through the center of the small, private room. Beside it stood a table, its surface heaped with pitchers and cups.

		Her patient, Tom Grant, lay in the narrow bed, a pale, motionless body, eyes closed, throat invaded by tubing that connected him to the life-sustaining ventilator. Intravenous lines flowed from his veins. Two huge chest tubes stuck out from the skin beneath his ribs, suctioning blood from his surgical wounds to a bubbling, hissing cylinder.

		Susan Grant sat huddled against the bed, her arms uncomfortably looped over the silver metal bed rails, her hand curled tightly around her husband’s limp, unresponsive fingers. At Madelaine’s entrance, she looked up. “Hello, Dr. Hillyard.”

		Madelaine gave the woman a gentle smile and moved toward the bed. Wordlessly she checked the tubing, made a note on his chart that the canister needed to be emptied more often, and checked his medications. Pressors, immunosuppressants, and antibiotics—they were all working overtime to keep Tom’s battered, cut-up body from rejecting the new heart.

		“Everything looks good, Susan. He should come to any time.”

		Tears squeezed past the woman’s lashes and streaked down her cheeks. “The children have been asking about him. I … I don’t know what to say.”

		Madelaine wanted to tell her that everything would be all right—would be better than all right—that Tom would wake up and smile at his wife and hold his children, and life would be good.

		But Tom was a very special patient. This was his second heart transplant. In the twelve years since his first operation, he had proven that transplants could truly give a patient a new lease on life—he’d fathered two more children, become a marathon runner, and been active in spreading the word nationwide that transplantation was an ever-increasing success. Still, the heart had finally given out, and now he was a pioneer again. One of the few patients ever to get a third chance.

		“I don’t know how to thank you,” Susan said softly.

		Madelaine didn’t answer; it wasn’t necessary. Instead, she pulled up a chair and sat down. She knew that her presence would comfort Susan, give the woman an anchor in the silent, terrifying world of post-op recovery. Her gaze shot to the wall clock, and she made a mental note of the time. She had forty-five minutes before her next appointment. She would be able to stay with Tom for a while.

		On the bed, Tom coughed weakly. His eyelids fluttered.

		Susan lurched forward. “Tommy? Tom?”

		Madelaine hit the nurses’ button and got to her feet, leaning over the bed. “Tom? Can you hear me?”

		He opened his eyes and tried to smile around the endotracheal tube. Reaching up, he pressed his hand to his wife’s face.

		Then he looked at Madelaine and gave her a thumbs-up.

		It was the kind of moment Madelaine lived for. No matter how many times she stood at a bed like this, she never got used to the adrenaline-pumping thrill of success. “Welcome back.”

		“Oh, Tommy.” Susan was crying in earnest now. Tears dripped down her face and plopped on the pale blue blanket.

		Madelaine performed a few quick tests on him before easing out of the room to give the couple their privacy. In the hallway she stopped the head transplant nurse and quietly gave her an update, then grabbed her coat from her office and raced from the building.

		She drove out of the parking lot and sped down Madison Street toward the freeway. For the first few moments she was flying high, exhilarated by Tom’s progress. Soon he would be getting out of bed, kissing his children, holding them on his lap, twirling them in the air on a bright spring day.

		She, the other members of the transplant team, and the donor’s family had all done their part to make that miracle. No matter how often it happened, she never failed to feel an incredible, humbling sense of awe. When a patient woke up after surgery, she felt on top of the world. Oh, she knew that it could end tomorrow, knew that his body could reject the heart and turn on itself like a rabid dog. But she always believed in the best, prayed for it, worked for it.

		She glanced up, saw her exit sign, and the good mood fled as quickly as it had come.

		She was on her way to a meeting with her daughter’s high school guidance counselor. She did not expect it to go well.

		Madelaine sighed, feeling the first telltale pulsings of a migraine headache. Yes, the Tom Grants of the world were the reason she did what she did, why she’d spent years in college, years without sleep or a social life, working herself like a demon to become a cardiologist. But there had been a price. As she got older, it was the truth she’d come to understand. There was always a price.

		She was losing her daughter, watching Lina drift further and further away. Madelaine tried to be the perfect mother, just as she tried to be the perfect physician. But being a doctor was a snap compared to being a single parent. No matter how hard she tried, she failed with Lina, and it had gone from bad to worse. Lately their relationship had been hanging by a thread.

		Madelaine wanted so badly to do the right thing, be the right thing, but what did she know of motherhood? She’d gotten pregnant as a teenager—much too young. She’d known she had to take care of her daughter, give Lina a good, stable life. Medical school had been a pie-in-the-sky goal at first. Madelaine had never believed she’d actually make it, but she’d kept plugging away, spending the trust fund that was her mother’s legacy. She’d worked her ass off to become the best and brightest of the graduating class, and she’d finished early.

		But somewhere along the way, she’d gone wrong. At first it was little things—a missed birthday party, an emergency call on family night, a field trip she couldn’t make. Madelaine had been so consumed by her own ambition, she’d never noticed when her daughter stopped inviting her places, stopped counting on her to be somewhere or do something.

		Now she was paying the price.

		She pulled into the school parking lot, got out of the car, and strode through the school to the counselor’s office. At the closed door, she knocked sharply.

		A muffled “come in” answered her.

		Exhaling steadily, Madelaine collected herself, then went inside.

		The counselor, a pert brunette named Vicki Owen, smiled broadly and extended her hand. “Hello, Dr. Hillyard. Come in. Sit down.”

		Madelaine shook the woman’s hand. “Call me Madeline, please.”

		Vicki took a seat behind her desk and pulled out a stack of papers. “I asked for this meeting because Lina is exhibiting some serious behavioral problems. She’s skipping classes, forgetting to turn in homework, mouthing off. Frankly, her teachers are at a loss. She used to be such a wonderful student.”

		Madelaine felt every word like a blow. She knew it was true, knew her daughter was in trouble, but she didn’t know what to do about it.

		Vicki’s face softened in understanding. “Don’t worry, Madelaine, it’s not just you. Every mother of a sixteen-year-old daughter feels the same way.”

		Madelaine wanted to believe the counselor’s words, but she couldn’t allow herself such an easy way out. “Thank you,” she mumbled.

		“Would you like to talk about it?”

		Madelaine gazed steadily into the counselor’s dark eyes. She wanted to share her burden with this young woman, to lay her cards on the table and say Help me, I’m lost, but she didn’t know how to be so open. She’d been taught from earliest memory to buck up and be strong. Showing weakness was incomprehensible to her. “I don’t think talking will solve my problem,” she said evenly.

		Vicki paused for a moment longer, waiting, then she went on, “Lina’s teachers tell me that she responds well to discipline. Rules.”

		Madelaine flinched at the subtle reproach. “Yes, she does. I just …” She stared at Vicki. I just don’t know how. “I think she needs more time with me.”

		“Perhaps,” Vicki answered doubtfully.

		“I’ll talk to her.”

		Vicki folded her hands on the table. “You know, Madelaine, some things can’t be talked out. Sometimes a teenager needs to feel the wrath of God. Perhaps her father …”

		“No,” Madelaine said quickly—too quickly. She tried to force a smile. “I’m a single parent.”

		“I see.”

		Madelaine couldn’t sit there another minute, couldn’t take what she saw in the counselor’s eyes. Her shame and guilt were overpowering. She lurched to her feet. “I’ll handle this, Vicki. You have my word on it.”

		Vicki nodded. “The supermom is a tough row to hoe, Madelaine. There are several outstanding support groups that can help out.”

		“Thank you. I appreciate your concern.” With a final nod, Madelaine turned and walked from the office. When the door clicked shut behind her, she closed her eyes for a second.

		Perhaps her father …

		She groaned. God, she didn’t want to think about Lina’s father. For years she’d pushed him out of her thoughts. And if, sometimes, late at night, the memories came to her, she shoved them away with a cold shower or a run around the block.

		It had worked, too. After a while she stopped thinking about him, stopped needing or wanting him. There had been a time when she’d almost forgotten what he looked like.

		Then Lina had begun to change. It had been subtle at first, the transformations. A few more holes in her ears, tears in her Levi’s, dark mascara smudged around her beautiful blue eyes.

		As usual, Madelaine had barely noticed. Then, one day, she looked up at her daughter and saw him. She’d realized then what she should have seen since childhood. Lina was the spitting image of her father, a wild teenager who lived life at a full run, taking no prisoners, asking for nothing. Like her father, too, Lina saw through Madelaine’s brittle exterior, saw the weak woman inside. A woman who couldn’t make rules, couldn’t enforce even the simplest conditions. A woman who was so desperate for love that she let people walk all over her.

		Lina Hillyard took a long, stinging drag off her cigarette and exhaled. The smoke collected against the windshield and hung suspended, mingling with the massive cloud that was already there. She held back a hacking cough by sheer force of will.

		Shifting uncomfortably on the narrow seat, she cast a surreptitious glance at the boy beside her. Jett was driving fast, as usual, his foot slammed onto the gas. Pedal, his free hand curled around a bottle of Jack Daniel’s he’d stolen from his parents. On the other side of her, Brittany Levin was sucking on a lime—the last stage of her tequila slammer. Everyone was laughing and talking and singing along with the radio. It was blasting a song by the Butthole Surfers.

		The song ended and something softer began. Jett cursed loudly and switched the radio off, then swerved onto the side of the road and hit the brakes so hard that all of them were hurled forward. Lina’s hand shot out instinctively, slammed against the windshield. Her cigarette hit the dashboard and rolled toward the vent.

		The little Datsun’s doors flipped open and everyone spilled out Lina reached for her cigarette. By the time she’d retrieved it, the gang was already outside, milling beneath a huge cedar tree in the center of the clearing.

		It was their Saturday night party spot. Yellowed cigarette butts already littered the ground, alongside empty liquor bottles and roach clips and crumpled smoke packs. Someone had brought a boom box, and loud music vibrated through the air.

		Lina dropped her cigarette and ground it out beneath her heel, then headed toward the group. Jett was standing alongside the tree, guzzling Jack Daniel’s as if it were water. The golden alcohol trickled down his stubbly chin and dripped onto his T-shirt.

		She wished she knew what to say to him now—just the right thing that would make him look at her, see her. She’d had a crush on him for as long as she could remember; he was so cool. And they had something in common. Jett had grown up without a father around. Lina was certain it meant something—some destiny thing—that their lives were so alike. But he never seemed to notice her, none of them did. She was like a ghost, hovering on the perimeter of their friendship, trying to find the words that would admit her.

		“Hey, Hillyard,” Jett called out, wiping the back of his hand across his mouth. “You got any money? We need more smokes.”

		Lina grinned and tucked a stray lock of black hair around her ear. It wasn’t much, she knew, but it meant that he wanted something from her, needed something. She always had more money than the rest of the kids. (It was the one cool thing her evil mother did.) “Yeah, I got enough for a couple of packs,” she answered, digging into her jeans pocket.

		Brittany gave her a stinging look. Then she flipped open her purse and pulled out the pint of tequila. “Here, Lina, have a drink.”

		Lina grabbed the bottle’s warm neck and took a burning drink. The tequila ignited along her throat and exploded in her stomach.

		Brittany ran a hand through her short-cropped hair and sidled up to Jett. Staring triumphantly at Lina, she reached up and planted a long, wet kiss on his mouth. Jett’s hand slid around Brittany’s waist and pulled her close. “You taste like tequila,” he murmured. Then he looked around. “Who’s got the pot?”

		Within seconds, the night air was thick with the sweet scent of marijuana. The kids drew together in a circle, passing the joint from one to another, laughing and dancing.

		Lina felt the effects of the stuff in her bloodstream. The world seemed to slow down. Her body turned to heavy syrup and she sank slowly, slowly downward.

		She closed her eyes and swayed. God, it felt good to be zoned out. When she was like this, there were so many things she didn’t care about. Suddenly it didn’t matter that her perfect mother was meeting with the school counselor today. Nothing hurt her when she was high.

		Even the questions that had haunted her all day now felt as insubstantial as the smoke rising from her cigarette.

		Brittany plopped down beside her. “I saw your dipshit mom going into Miss Owen’s office today.”

		Jett laughed. “Ooh, you’re in trouble now, Hillyard.”

		“Yeah, I saw her, too,” someone cut in. “She may be a bitch, but your mom is hot.”

		“She could be a model,” Brittany said, then leaned close. “You sure don’t look like her. Who do you look like in your family?”

		Lina flinched and reached for her smokes. Sometimes she hated Brittany more than she could stand. “My dad, I guess.”

		Brittany gave her a cold, assessing look. “Course, that’s just a guess.” She took another huge gulp of tequila, laughing as she swallowed. Then she surged to her feet. “Hey, I got an idea.” She raced over to Jett and whispered something in his ear, and they both started laughing.

		Jett dropped the empty bottle of Jack Daniel’s and made his stumbling, lurching way to the car. He opened the trunk and rummaged through the stuff in the back, grabbed a few things, then ran back to the clearing. A big, alcohol-soaked grin exploded on his face. “Hillyard, we’re going to figure out who your dad is.”

		Lina didn’t answer. They didn’t understand—none of them understood—how much they could hurt her with their careless words. “What do you mean?” she asked softly.

		He squatted until he was eye level with her. “We’re going to see who you look like. It’ll be cool. You’ll see.” Before she could think of what to say, he’d slapped an old baseball cap on her head and whipped out a pair of scissors. “I’ll cut around the outline of the hat—it’ll be awesome.” He hiccuped drunkenly and laughed.

		Alarm flared in her. “Wait a second—”

		“My old lady’s a hairdresser. I know what I’m doing,” Jett said.

		Brittany stared down at her. “You aren’t chicken, are you, Lina?”

		The other kids closed in around them.

		Lina bit down on her lower lip to keep it from trembling, but she never looked away from Brittany’s face. “I’m not chicken,” she said. “Besides, short hair is way cooler.” She turned to Jett, giving him her biggest, bravest smile. “Go ahead.”

		Jett started snipping. Big clumps of jet-black hair slid down her Levi’s jacket. She flinched at each snip-snip-snip, and felt as if pieces of her were falling away.

		Brittany fished a mirror out of her purse and handed it to Lina. There was a victorious gleam in her brown eyes. Slowly Lina picked up the mirror and stared at her own face. For a second she couldn’t breathe, but after a minute, she wasn’t looking at the shaggy, hacked-up haircut. She was staring at her own reflection.

		The questions came flooding back, and this time the booze and pot offered no sanctuary at all. Suddenly she was thinking of her father—the mysterious father—who’d marked her face and imprinted her soul. As always, she wondered what he was doing right now. Was he coming home from work? Kissing some other child that he’d fathered along the way, one he’d stayed around to raise?

		Everything would be different if I knew you, she thought for the millionth time.

		“She looks like Mr. Sears,” Brittany said, laughing shrilly. “Hey, Hillyard, maybe the school janitor is your dad.”

		Jett picked up a joint and took a hit. Smoke poured from his mouth as he said, “I don’t know why you don’t just ask your old lady. My mom gave me my dad’s address a few years ago. She told me to go live with him, and good riddance.”

		Just ask.

		Lina shivered at the thought. Maybe she would this time. Her sixteenth birthday was coming up.…

		The thought coalesced, took shape in her mind until her whole body was shaking. Anticipation blossomed into a living, breathing presence inside her. She knew suddenly what she wanted for her birthday. “It’s time,” she said to herself, feeling the beginnings of a smile.

		“What do you think, Lina?” Brittany’s nasal voice broke into her thoughts.

		Lina’s gaze jerked up. For a split second she couldn’t figure out what they were all waiting for; then she remembered. The haircut. She looked first at Jett, then at Brittany—who was so clueless, she thought a frigging haircut mattered. “It’s way cool. Thanks, Jett. Now, hand me the tequila.”

	
		Chapter Three

		[image: ]

		Madelaine dropped the expensive shopping bags on the creaky old dock and sat down.

		Salty air caressed her cheeks, tugged at the short strands that framed her face. The dark green water stared back at her, rolling gently, spanking the barnacle-studded pilings, coughing up foam. The dock groaned beneath her, shifted with each push of the tide, as if it were fighting to hold its place against the monumental force of the sea.

		“Hi, Mama,” she said, her voice as soft and low as the wind whispering through the decrepit boards.

		The sea gazed back at her, waiting, rolling.

		She ached to feel close to her mother here, the only place on earth where such a feeling was even possible, but it was difficult, manufacturing a tie that had been broken so many years before. Yet still she tried; the first Sunday of each month she returned and spoke to the woman who should have shaped her life.

		She’d first come here when she was six years old. A reed-thin, plain-faced child dressed like a tiny doll, her black patent Mary Janes pressed together at the ankles, her black satin dress billowing in the wind.

		She closed her eyes and let the memories flow, all that she had left. Her father, standing on the edge of this dock beside her, his Burberry coat flapping, his cheeks reddened by the cold. He’d seemed so big then, huge and indestructible, with a voice like a foghorn and eyes that never looked at her.

		Her mother’s ashes floating on the surface of the water …

		Don’t cry, girl. It won’t bring her back.

		Madelaine had done as he asked, as she always did, holding back the tears one breath at a time. The sea had blurred before her eyes, shimmered into a huge, endless swath of blue that once had meant nothing to her, and now held all that remained of her mother.

		It had taken her years to come back to this place, and once she did, she couldn’t stay away.

		Behind her, the packages rustled again, reminding her of why she was here, of the reassurance she needed from her mother.

		“It’s Lina’s birthday tomorrow,” she said quietly.

		The words were lost, taken and twisted and swallowed by the breeze. After a grueling workday, she’d gone shopping, agonizing over each purchase, wanting each one to be just right. The bridge that would bring her and Lina back together. A miraculous glue that would bind the fraying seam of their relationship.

		She wanted tomorrow’s party to be a new beginning for her and Lina, the mother and daughter who’d slid so far apart. But how?

		That was the question she’d brought for her long-dead mother. How did two people who were supposed to love each other find their way back? How were wrong paths made miraculously right?

		Help me find my way, Mama.

		She lifted her head, stared out at the sparkling water. As usual, no answer came to her, nothing but the ceaseless rhythm of the waves slapping against the dock. The wind picked up, pushing the waves harder and harder against the pilings. Overhead, a gull wheeled and cawed and dove into the sea.

		“I thought I’d find you here.”

		Francis DeMarco’s voice was a warm, welcome balm. She should have known that he would show up. Smiling, she twisted around to see him.

		He stood a few feet behind her, tall and straight, his long arms dangling at his sides. He looked, as always, slightly awkward and unsure of himself in his severe priest’s clothes, the jet-black cloth a stark contrast to his pale, clear skin. A lock of tangled, wheat-colored hair lay flopped across one eye. Impatiently he shoved it aside, and it fell right back.

		Madeline’s heart swelled almost painfully at the sight of him. He stared at her as he always did, his eyes shining and intense, his mouth poised on the brink of a smile.

		“Hey, Francis,” she said.

		He smiled in that boyish way of his, his whole face crinkling with the motion. He looked heartbreakingly naive for a man full grown. “I missed you in church this morning.”

		She grinned at the old joke. “I prayed in the OR. And at the cosmetics counter at Nordstrom’s.”

		He moved toward her, his heels clicking on the tired old wood. His knees creaked as he sat beside her. His
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