
        
            
                
            
        

    
	For most of us, finding the love of your life is here, on Earth. For Marvin Frontier, it lies further away. Love is where you find it, no matter what form it’s in.

	 

	 

	Marvin (Marv) Frontier, eighteen, a housebound hemophiliac of the worst sort, lives a lonely existence in Tacoma, Washington. He spends his hours reading and computer surfing until one day when he is contacted by someone who calls herself Sara.

	Sara assures Marv that she means him no harm, and then she reveals that she lives far away—over twenty-thousand miles away—straight up.

	Sara is a satellite with a sentient computer program aboard, but she needs one more bit of code to complete her. That means Marv has to help her track down her creator, Leonard Tilderman, formerly a professor and then an employee at NASA. He’s gone off the grid and no one can find him.

	As Marv searches and learns more about Sara, he also finds himself falling for her, which seems to be an impossible relationship. Oddly enough, Sara shows the same amount of interest in him, and their friendship ripens into love.

	Eventually, Marv manages to get the missing bit of code from the professor, just before he’s killed in an accident. Marv inputs it, but NASA’s representative, Major Grayson, also has plans for Sara, and Marv finds himself on the run from the major.

	Things come to a head when Sara holds the world hostage by controlling every satellite still functioning, including the secret orbital weapon’s platforms that NASA and the other countries possess.

	Marv is eventually captured by Grayson and tortured, and his only hope is that Sara will be able to continue her journey, whether he lives or not.
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Chapter One: Long-Distance Call

	 

	 

	Tacoma, Washington. Summertime. Wednesday, eight-thirty AM. The Frontier household.

	 

	Being a hemophiliac meant one of two things—either live a life of eternal caution, or throw caution out the window and have fun with it all before everything ended. Those two choices ran through my mind while I looked out the window in my bedroom at the greenery of my backyard and wondered where my life was going.

	Only two choices? At that moment in history, it seemed so. First option—be careful. I was what the experts called a severe hemophiliac B-type.

	People like that, their blood didn’t clot the same as everyone else’s. They usually had chronic care treatment, called prophylaxis, which was a fancy name for getting plasma from the hospital. I was the lucky one here. I didn’t need a port, just an intravenous procedure.

	I also took a medicine called clotting factor. Unfortunately, I was one of the rare cases where gene therapy and clotting factor didn’t work that well.

	Moreover, it was expensive, and while our insurance covered some of it, it still put a bite into my mother’s finances. My mother had a Fund-Me-Please account. Donations helped, but all the same, we weren’t rolling in the green. Long story short—I had to be careful.

	As for option number two, that was for braver souls than me. Call it the curse of genetics. I’d read that hemophilia was caused by inbreeding. Maybe that happened in my family’s case. I didn’t know, and my mother didn’t know about it, either. All she knew was that I’d been diagnosed with my condition when I was around ten months old.

	My mother had tried to cope. Lord knows she’d tried. At the very least, she’d stuck around. My father had decamped for parts unknown when he and my mother got the verdict about my physical state of affairs. Obviously, he couldn’t take the pressure. My mother had never bothered trying to find him. “Good riddance to stinky garbage.”

	She’d said that to me once when I was around ten years old. She never mentioned my father after that.

	While my condition wasn’t the worst around, I was right up there for severe cases. If my skin got broken, then it was RICE time—Rest, Ice, Compression, and Elevation. That helped.

	But even though I was careful, I’d suffered through a couple of major bleed-outs, once in my throat and once inside my abdomen. They happened all of a sudden, hence their clever name, spontaneous bleeds. More fun—not—and hospitals sucked all the way.

	Operations—I’d had them, mainly to stem the internal bleeding, so call me scarred up on my wrists, knees, stomach... pretty much everywhere.

	I’d gone to school more bandaged up than an Egyptian mummy, along with elbow and knee guards just in case I tripped, or someone else tripped me just to see what would happen.

	People thought that if I got a cut, it wouldn’t stop bleeding. Not true. Eventually, it did. While my blood clotted after a while, I had a bigger problem. If the blood entered my joints—knees, ankles, and elbows—that caused swelling and arthritis. Guess who had that?

	Arthritis-like symptoms meant that my knees and elbows were always swollen. They hurt, too. Not that anyone cared. I usually wore a medical tag so that the paramedics and doctors would know what the problem was.

	Oh, and I was AB-negative. That was the rarest blood type around. If the hospital didn’t have my type on hand, they’d use O-negative, the universal donor, but if they didn’t, then I was out of luck.

	Fortunately, the hospitals and clinics were always well-stocked with blood, so if I needed a transfusion, I’d get it. Ironically, my condition gave me access to immediate medical treatment. The people complaining about waiting in line to see a doctor had nothing on me.

	Upshot—I’d live, but I wouldn’t necessarily enjoy it, and I would have given that first-in-line status away to have been born normal. For me, life was like death, except it happened in slow motion. My life expectancy was about ten years less than the average person’s, assuming I didn’t have to have open-heart surgery or was in some kind of automobile accident...

	“Marv!”

	Uh-oh, Mother-time. “Yeah, Mom! I’m in my room, getting dressed.”

	Hastily, I pulled on my pants and a blue t-shirt. A glance at the full-length mirror in my room made me wonder why my mother had gotten a full-length mirror to begin with. It showed an eighteen-year-old guy with the physique of a twelve-year-old. My complexion was so pale people thought I was a real-life ghost—or mummy—or something. Not human.

	For me, being human was what it was all about, and had someone given me the chance, I’d have settled for being normal and looking normal. Really.

	Facially speaking, I was average at best, with plain ol’ vanilla nondescript features and a mop of dark hair that tended to frizz up after a shower.

	My looks didn’t bother me. My body did, though. Just under five-ten and skinny-fat—my body had a thin veneer of fat and little muscle over a bony frame—I got upstaged by junior high students and often got mistaken for one. If they’d looked at my eyes, though, then invariably, they’d turn away, preferring to focus on something else.

	Brown and deep-set, they held a smudge of black in them, the color of death. It meant my impending demise somewhere down the line. It meant being careful, staying indoors most of the time, not getting sunburned, and only working out with light weights—ten pounds was my max on everything. Oh, and I had to avoid physical contact, just to be on the safe side.

	Reflections sucked. With a sense of resignation, I turned away from the mirror. Things wouldn’t change now. They never would.

	“Marv, breakfast is ready!”

	“Coming!”

	Let’s hear it for healthy eating! No fried foods, no cola, no excess sugar... in fact, no nothing. In addition to being a hemophiliac, I had colitis which flared up every now and then. I subsisted on small amounts of fish, veggies, soy—joyless soy-joy products—and water. Bread was okay, as was ice cream every now and then, but for the most part, what I ate was an enormous bowl of boring.

	“Marvin Ellis Frontier, get your butt down here and eat!”

	Uh-oh, whenever my mother used my full name, it meant that she was peeved over something. To be fair, it had to be stressful for her. She had a data entry job, her co-workers were fools, her boss behaved like a dictator, yelling at everyone to work harder and faster and do it yesterday—her words—and why couldn’t managers learn to act nicely?

	On top of that, we were chronically short of money. What else could go wrong?

	Oh, wait, she had me to think of, her son, otherwise known as the Bleeding Kid. Social activities and being around other kids—as in going to school—had never interested me, and sports were impossible.

	Swimming was something I liked but couldn’t do, as even if I had the tiniest cut, the chlorine from the water would sting and burn it, and I was susceptible to temperature changes, sunlight...

	In short, through no fault of my own, I was screwed. It frustrated me so much that when I was thirteen, in a fit of anger and feeling like my entire life had been one long series of unending tests and trials and transfusions, I’d used the f-bomb in front of my mother, as in, “Mom, I got f—ked at birth,” and that earned me the tongue-lashing of the millennia.

	After that, I still swore—but quietly.

	Since home-schooling was in and regular schooling was out along with friends and activities, I stayed home, studied online, did well, and lived a life of isolation. Fun—not.

	Friends? I had one, but she didn’t come over very often. Beena Kundi and I were the same age. We’d become friends in junior high, and she always looked out for me. Beena—her real name was Bhinder, but everyone called her Beena—was on the short side of five-four.

	She carried a few extra pounds, which she was constantly trying to lose, and she always complained about being on a diet. To me, she wasn’t fat but lovely, with long, silky black hair and a pretty face with flashing brown eyes.

	As the only Muslim student at my school—her parents had immigrated to the US from Pakistan when she was ten—she’d grown up amidst prejudice over her origins. She combated that by standing up to the bigots. Her motto was simple. “If you face bigotry, punch it in the face.”

	It worked for her. She stuck up for the Jewish kids, the other non-Christian kids, those in the LGBTQI set, and she suffered through more detentions than anyone. But in the end, most of the kids accepted her. Those that didn’t—didn’t. “I don’t care about those who don’t like me,” she once said. “I care about those who do.”

	We’d bonded in school because I was constantly getting bullied due to my slight stature and because I was a convenient target. One kid—Mark Andrews, big, mean, and stupid, a bad combination—kept poking me with a pencil. I warned him to stop, and when he didn’t, I slugged him in the mouth.

	That was like a fly hitting an elephant. With a grunt, he shook off my punch and proceeded to pound me out. My nose started bleeding and wouldn’t stop. At first, no one did anything until Beena ran over, yelling a fierce battle cry. Size difference notwithstanding, she tackled him and proceeded to smash his head against the floor until someone pulled her off.

	Fortunately, I didn’t have to go to the hospital. Mark did—with a concussion. Getting one’s head pounded on a hard floor could do that to a person. Beena got detention for a month. After that, she and I became fast friends, and even though I’d had to drop out of high school during my first year due to my condition, we remained on good terms.

	“I can come over on Friday,” she’d said yesterday on the phone. “It’s almost summer vacation, but we’ve got the grad ceremony first. Tomorrow, remember? Paul’s going away with his family after that for three days, so this Friday is yours, good buddy.”

	Paul was her boyfriend. Yes, they’d graduate. I’d gotten my degree online, so that was something, but as for attending any kind of graduation ceremony, nah, why bother?

	I’d had nothing in common with anyone back in my school days, and I saw no reason to play the part of a hypocrite and reminisce about the good ol’ days when there hadn’t been any to begin with. “Thanks, Beena. If you come over around two, we can hang out for a bit.”

	“Sounds cool. But you’re coming to the ceremony, right? Paul insisted, you know?”

	Paul Guillen was large and burly and good-natured, and he’d also looked out for me during junior high and high school before I went the solitary route.

	After Mark came back from suspension, he cornered me in the hallway, but Paul, who’d recently begun dating Beena, told him to back off. “Just trying to see if he bruises,” Mark said with a malevolent smile.

	“See if I bruise,” Paul answered in a voice that would’ve given a veteran MMA fighter the shakes.

	At six feet—big for his age, and with a brown belt in karate—he’d later gotten his black belt during our first year at high school—Paul had a weight-trained build that made him look like a walking poster for hurting someone. He also had a mean disposition toward those who were bullies and jerks.

	Mark wasn’t exactly small, but he faced someone who would have ripped him a new one for saying boo. He backed down, and after that, no one dared mess with me.

	As for graduation day... friends were friends. “I’ll meet you there. How’s that?”

	“Solid. See you, then!”

	Beena had hung up while I mentally kicked myself for agreeing to go to the ceremony. Still, I had to. While it was cool having a couple of friends watch my six, I couldn’t rely on them forever. Some things I had to do for myself. Avoiding conflict was one.

	Education was another. I became quite good at doing research on the ‘net, and Mr. Google was my best friend. My grades had been good, but while I’d taken the test to get into a local university, I hadn’t gotten the results back.

	Reality check—even if I got in, my mother didn’t have the cash, so university was out for now. As for my future, did I really have one? I wasn’t sure about that, either...

	“Marv!”

	“Coming!”

	I hustled down the stairs—again, carefully. I hated that word. It meant tiptoeing through life. For once, I wanted to throw caution out the window and live life like everyone else. However, it was not to be.

	My mother was in the kitchen, laying out my breakfast. Steamed veggies, a glass of milk... another bland breakfast. “Thanks, Mom,” I said, keeping my stomach in check from the utter plainness of the grub in front of me.

	She favored me with a tired smile. Not much taller than Beena, my mother was slender and still looked reasonably young, but at the same time, her face had developed lines due to the long hours she worked. Her short bob of brown hair had split ends.

	The skin on her face, particularly around her cheekbones and mouth, was also somewhat coarse, the result of having to wear a mask all the time and not being able to pamper herself as many other women did by going to the hair salon and getting adequate rest and so on.

	Even though the latest pandemic had largely burned itself out, pockets of infection tended to surge every now and then, and guess who had a compromised immune system? It sucked all the way.

	“Going to work soon, Mom?” Some conversation was better than none.

	“Someone has to bring home the bacon,” she replied as she bit into her toast-jam combo. She had a plate of scrambled eggs in front of her, while I ended up sliding the veggies to the back of my mouth and sipping my milk to wash them down.

	Exciting, not—but it was the only way to keep the colitis at bay. Usually, it didn’t bother me, but when it flared up, my whole body seemed to get weaker, and that made it especially dangerous to go outside and do anything more than a power walk.

	My mother finished her breakfast off quickly, then she got up and said she’d leave for her office as soon as she got changed. “Do the dishes, please,” were her parting words as she exited the kitchen.

	A few minutes later, she came downstairs wearing a pair of gray slacks and a white blouse, her usual office attire, and she asked me about my plans for today. What to tell her? Half of me wanted to say, “Full-contact karate at ten, jet skiing at eleven, and then there’s that gladiator match at noon,” but I didn’t.

	Instead, “Surf the internet and read, I guess.”

	Nice and safe, and at that moment, just like my general condition, I despised those two words. My mother paused at the door, came over, and ruffled my hair gently, and then she offered a kind smile. “You’ll be fine, Marv. We’ll get by.”

	Then she was gone, and all I had was my computer and my books. At least Beena would be coming by, but that wasn’t until Friday. Good enough for me. After I hauled out the vacuum cleaner, I started it up, but the phone rang and I picked up the receiver. “Hello?”

	A young woman answered. “Frontier household?”

	She sounded about my age. “Yes, who’s this?”

	No answer, and then the line went dead. This is weird.

	Slowly, I replaced the receiver on the cradle. My mother had a thing for old-fashioned items, and rotary phones were one of those things. Kids nowadays probably wouldn’t have known how to use it.

	The phone rang again. Probably another crank call. I picked up the receiver. “Hello?”

	No answer. “Not funny,” I muttered and hung up. Time to clean. I hated dust. I was allergic to that, too.

	 

	Thursday. Graduation day at Delmer Dawes High School. Two-thirty PM.

	 

	It was hot out. I’d made the thirty-minute walk to the school, gauze bandages, arm and knee guards and all, and I took up a position at the back of the main hall. Air-conditioning or not, it was still hot inside. Perhaps holding it outside would have been better, but too late, now.

	Everyone sweated in the June heat, especially the capped and gowned students who stepped onstage to receive their diplomas. Most of the students I used to know had the look of why-is-he-here on their faces. The rest simply averted their gazes and pretended to be interested in something else.

	Call that social distancing in a mean way.

	As for the attendees, due to the viral outbreak the previous year, the school rules stated that only one parent could come, so said parent sat roughly three seats away from the next parent. They clapped enthusiastically when they spotted their child waiting their turn to get their all-important piece of paper that said they’d graduated from high school.

	Oh, yes, the certificate that said they’d now entered adulthood and would do something productive with their lives. Common thinking held that notion.

	Long story short, they had plans.

	What do I have?

	Rhetorical—not much. I had my computer and my books, and that was about it. Still, it wasn’t cool to be bitter over things. Just the way life had worked out. It wasn’t anyone’s fault. Someone had to get the crappy genes, the short end of the stick, the unlucky number thirteen, and that person was me.

	Principal Alvin Morris stepped up to the microphone to address everyone. A short ball of a man with absolutely no sense of humor, he’d been the principal when I was still a student there. Some things never changed.

	He cleared his throat and started to speak, but when he opened his mouth, the mic delivered a different message in the manner of a top-flight saleswoman at the local supermarket.

	“Attention, shoppers! You can find all your daily deals at the Square B Discount store!”

	A few of the audience members tittered. Morris simply looked confused, and when he tried to speak, another message came over the airwaves. “Aisle five, aisle five, we need a clean-up in aisle five! Tiny child ate the cat food, and it didn’t agree with her!”

	While the kids started laughing at this impromptu display of comedy, the announcement didn’t please our principal at all. His face turned red. He probably figured someone in the graduating class was pulling a prank, but the kids seemed just as confused he was.

	Morris turned to one of the technicians who was fiddling with the controls at the side of the stage and raised his hands. I heard the tech say, “It’s not me. Something’s cutting in.”

	Obviously. But that didn’t help the proceedings, so Principal Morris told him to cut the power, and he settled for yelling each student’s name.

	One by one, they came up, and once he reached the L’s, his voice was hoarse. Cries of, “What, what?” rang out, and the principal’s face turned red and then purple.

	However, he persevered, and once it was over, he wished everyone good luck in a voice that was barely above a whisper. I wanted to laugh but didn’t. It didn’t really matter. It was their time to shine. Not mine...

	“What are you doing here?”

	I looked around. It was Patricia Arden, someone I’d known in freshman year. She held her diploma in her hand, strangling it. Short and heavy, with a square face and a spiky haircut of dirty brown hair that made her look like a mutant super-villain, Patricia had a mean face and a meaner temper.

	Unlike my situation of self-imposed isolation with no friends, Patricia didn’t have any friends because she was simply mean. She didn’t like anyone, including herself, I felt.

	“Wishing Beena and Paul the best,” I replied, striving for a neutral answer. “That’s it.”

	“Right.” A sneer twisted her mouth into a Mobius of distaste. “You haven’t been here for almost three years, and now you show? What kind of...”

	Her question went unfinished as her pocket began to buzz. Patricia took out her smartphone, which was glowing a brilliant red. “What the hell is going on?”

	A moment later, she dropped it, holding onto her hand. Blisters had already begun to form. “That thing burned me,” she wailed. “Look at my hand!”

	“Good thing I don’t have a smartphone.”

	Patricia stared at me, and then she looked at her smoking wreck of a communication device and began to cry. “It’s ruined!”

	She stomped on it and continued to glare at me in the manner of j’accuse, and how was that my fault to begin with? What, just showing up here meant bad luck? “Get a life, Patricia. Seems like you don’t have one.”

	As I walked away, I noticed that almost everyone else was having the same problems. Seared hands, burned bags, and pants’ pockets... this was one huge cup of strange.

	Beena and Paul wandered over, diplomas in hand and smiles on their faces. “Thanks for coming, man,” Paul said as he waved hello. No shaking hands, no bro-hugs, and very few real hugs. “I appreciate it, but what was up with that announcement? And what’s going on with the phones?”

	Beena echoed his sentiments after glancing around. “My smartphone is fine. Paul?”

	“Yeah, mine, too.”

	So, only their smartphones weren’t affected? Lucky them, or maybe it was something else. Beena leaned over to gently grip my shoulder and offer me an air-kiss. “Great that you showed. How are you getting home?”

	“I’ll walk,” I said. “No problem. Are we still on for tomorrow?”

	“Sure thing.” She grinned as she joined hands with her boyfriend. “See you tomorrow.”

	They left to talk to the other graduates while I made my way home. While strolling along, seeking the shade of trees, I wondered about today’s events. What went on there?

	Apparently, this hadn’t been an isolated incident. Two men wearing suits passed me by, with one man saying to his friend, “Yeah, my phone is ruined. It began buzzing, and then everyone started yelling about getting burned.”

	He turned around to show off his charred pocket. “This was an expensive suit,” he said ruefully.

	His friend’s smartphone seemed okay, and it buzzed, with a sprightly young woman’s voice that also sounded strangely mechanical coming out of it. This scenario had gone beyond weird into the realm of the truly strange. “This is Sara, your flight attendant speaking. Make sure all tray tables are back, and your seats are in the upright position.”

	“What the hell?” the man exclaimed.

	Yeah, right, and who was Sara? It reminded me of the voice that had commandeered the mic system during the graduation ceremonies, but I couldn’t be sure.

	Oh, wait, that was the same voice on my telephone at home, but whoever it was, she didn’t speak again. The men walked off, with the smartphone owner saying he’d have someone look at it later on.

	Sure thing, buddy. Prank or not, this one was the best ones I’d ever seen.

	 


Chapter Two: Happenings

	 

	 

	Same day—Thursday. Home sweet home. Four PM.

	 

	Television on, safely ensconced on my couch, I watched the various news reports. According to those in the know, over fifty percent of the cellphones and smartphones around North America had burned out. So, it wasn’t a local thing, after all. It verged on being totally freaky.

	“We’re not sure of how this happened,” the reporter said. He relayed the news in a sober and serious tone, but instead of coming across as serious, he came off as confused and ignorant. Being fair about it all, at that point, no one else knew what had happened, either.

	“But according to sources from the telecommunications industry, it seems that a number of telecommunications satellites relaying signals to North America somehow malfunctioned and sent a surge of power that overheated and burned out numerous cellphones and smartphones...”

	Plausible. That was plausible. It was also plausible that the telephone wasn’t working right, as it rang as soon as I got in the door. However, when I picked it up, nothing but static answered me. Strange. As soon as I replaced the receiver, it rang again. “Hello?”

	All I got was static, a buzzing, like a long-distance call where the connection had failed.

	Back went the receiver, and then it rang again. I was tired of getting pranked. This was really beginning to piss me off. “Hey, this isn’t funny!”

	More static.

	Crap. Screw this.

	I left the phone off the hook. The static then switched to the dial tone, and I hoped it would stop soon and leave me alone. Eventually, it did, and then it rang again. It was still off the hook—and it rang. Oh, holy crap. Scared to say something as well as scared not to, I stuttered out, “Hello?”

	“Hello.”

	A mechanical voice answered, but it had an oddly feminine note to it. By now, I’d had enough of this being-punked garbage, so I repeated angrily, “Hey, are you trying to dial this number?”

	Silence, and then, “Yes. Thank you. I... am sorry... I am not...”

	The voice cut out after that, and the line went dead. Fine. I replaced the phone on the cradle and hoped it wouldn’t ring again that day.

	Fortunately, it didn’t.

	 

	Friday, my home, one-thirty PM.

	 

	Beena bounced in shortly before one, wearing regular clothes. Her family wasn’t overly religious, although at times, she wore a hijab, the headscarf that was part and parcel of Muslim culture. She’d called at eleven to say she’d be early. “Sorry, Marv, but my mother wants to take me shopping, so is it okay if I come by at one instead of two?”

	She’d probably want to leave earlier, too. Then again, no one had bothered coming by when I’d left school. They’d probably forgotten about me, too, so any company was better than no company.

	My visitor entered my humble abode carrying a DVD case, as well as a plastic Tupperware bowl, and a bag of bread. “I figure we can have some snacks,” she said as she walked into the kitchen to grab a couple of plates and two knives. “You can eat avocado, right?”

	Actually, of all the vegetables out there, that happened to be one of my favorites. “Yeah. Thanks.”

	Beena waved off my thanks and headed for the couch. She only lived ten minutes away, and my mother was on good terms with her parents. She often came over when we were in junior high, so she knew where everything was. “I hope that power surge didn’t fry your DVD player,” she said as she flicked on the machine. “My father lost his smartphone, but my mother and I didn’t, so count us lucky.”

	“Yeah, what was up with that?”

	She shrugged. “News said it was from one of the internet-linking satellites, so that had to be it.”

	Beena smiled as the DVD player began working normally. “Good, let’s watch!”

	With a flourish, she popped in one of the latest action flicks, and we settled down to watch, occasionally dipping our knives into the sauce, which happened to be terrific. A quick smear on the bread, and voilà, instant snack.

	Beena wore a guilty expression at first, as the dip was somewhat high in calories, but she was as hungry as me, so... a person had to splurge every now and then, right?

	During the movie, neither of us spoke. It was an unwritten rule we had between us—no conversation until after things were over. Once the flick was finished and justice was served, Beena opened the DVD player and took out the disc, opined that she had to eat less to make up for indulging today, and then she asked the obvious question. “So, you got any good news?”

	And here I thought she wanted to debate superheroes for a change. “Hate to disappoint, but same as always. You?”

	She bit her lip as if unwilling to answer me. “Well, I got accepted into Washington State University, so that’s something.”

	If she felt guilty, she shouldn’t have. I was genuinely happy for her. “Hey, great! What about Paul?”

	Any trace of nervousness vanished at my pronouncement. “Same. I’m going to major in international relations, and Paul’s going into sports fitness. He wants to work in rehab.”

	Good for her. I was still waiting for my result, but for some reason, I wasn’t filled with confidence. A moment later, Beena’s expression switched to serious mode. “That’s us. I’m thinking about you. I wish the doctors could do something. You know, improved gene therapy, transfusions, special diet... something.”

	While she meant well, it was a losing battle. “Beena, you’re my best friend.”

	“Thanks.”

	Who was I kidding? Next to Paul, she was my only friend. “I mean, it’s cool that you’re thinking of me, but the doctors, they know. They’ve tried.”

	A shudder ran through me, and for the first time in a while, I realized just how rotten things were and how close I was to meeting eternity. “I’ll, uh, just wait it out.”

	She reached over to gently pat my shoulder, and it was all I could do to stop myself from crying. Weakness shouldn’t have been on the menu, but sometimes, things got a bit overwhelming.

	“Hey, we’ve been friends since junior high,” she said. “You can always count on me. Same with my boyfriend. When he gets back, I’ll make sure he comes by. He’s more into the superhero stuff than me.”

	“Yeah.”

	My voice came out dully. With a sigh of resignation that our time was over, I got up to turn off the player and stood with the remote in one hand, batting it gently against the palm of my other hand. “It was a great flick. Thanks for the snack and coming by.”

	Beena went to the door after gathering up the Tupperware and blew a kiss at me. “Take care, Marv. You’ll be fine. If you need me, call, okay?”

	Then she was gone, and while I was cleaning up, the phone rang. Grand Central Station—we almost never got telephone calls, and yet, over the past couple of days, the phone calls had been incessant.

	Okay, exaggeration time, but it was fun to imagine, even though they’d been crank calls. My mother didn’t have enough money to spend on a cellphone or smartphone for me. Her office provided her with a smartphone, while I made do with public telephone boxes or calling from home.

	The receiver practically screamed at me. “Okay, I’m coming!”

	After picking the receiver up to ask the obligatory hello question, I expected a salesperson to launch into their spiel about how their company’s foam mattresses were the best around, but instead, a girl answered. She sounded about my age, but with a tinny quality to her way of speaking.

	Additionally, she sounded as though she was making a long-distance call, with a faint echo all around. “Hello, is this Marvin Frontier?”

	“Speaking. Who’s this?”

	“Sara.”

	She said it with such certainty. Do I know a Sara?

	Memory search, but no one in grade school or junior high or high school came to mind—no one at the hospital, either.

	Hold on a second... it was the voice at the graduation ceremony. At the same time, I didn’t like being made fun of. “Hey, look, if this is some kind of prank, it isn’t funny. In case you haven’t figured it out, or if you want to put it on your social media site, I’m a hemophiliac. I don’t go to school, and I study at home. Happy, now?”

	A beat of silence, and then, “It’s not a prank. My name’s Sara, and I want to talk to you.”

	Oh, give me a break! “Tell me why.”

	“I’m lonely.”

	I was about to slam the receiver down, but her comment hit home—hard—and my body stiffened in semi-shock. “Where are you calling from? You sound far away.”

	“That’s because I am. Do you remember what happened yesterday at your graduation ceremony?”

	The memory of it was still fresh in my mind, and this was getting weird. She knew about the grad ceremony—she knew. Time seemed to slow to a crawl and then stop. “Oh, wait—”

	“And the telephone call you got?”

	Weirdness confirmed—I’d just entered the twilight zone. “Uh, the news reports said it was due to satellite telecommunication disruption.”

	A tiny giggle came my way. “Wrong. That was me.”

	My heart skipped a beat and maybe three. “Okay, so now you have a voice, and you want me to guess where you are?”

	Silence for a beat, then, “Yes, but before I do, what do you think I look like?”

	What? Just from listening to her voice? This was getting weirder and weirder by the second, but since I had nothing better to do, let’s play Captain Cryptic. It wasn’t like I was going anywhere.

	I did my best to conjure up my best image of what my ideal girlfriend would look like, and then I described a couple of the hottest pop stars currently making waves in the music world.

	“Any additional details?” she asked.

	Wait
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