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FROM

Till Death Do Us Part

The door slowly opened, and the boy from the rec room stood there. “Hi,” he said with a sunny grin.

“Do I know you?” she asked.

“Mark Gianni.” He held out his hand.

She took it cautiously. His grip was warm, his palm rough. He was tall and had curling dark brown hair and intense deep brown eyes. But Kelli had been right. He was thin, almost gaunt. “And you’re here because …?” She allowed the sentence to trail.

“Because I want you to know that you’re the most beautiful girl I’ve ever seen. And I thought I should introduce myself. I mean, we should get to know each other. Since you’re the girl I intend to marry.”

FROM

For Better, for Worse, Forever

Brandon’s request was eloquent and simple and it touched her. April recognized that Brandon wasn’t some kid with a hidden agenda. Like her, he was lonely. He also had something buried deep inside his psyche that was painful. She guessed it had to do with the loss of his mother. She wouldn’t probe. If he wanted to talk about it, he would.

“I would like that very much,” she said. She gazed out to the open sea. A sailboat leaned into the wind against the horizon. “You know, I’ve watched those boats from the first day I arrived, and I’d love to go sailing on one. Do you think we could do that sometime?”
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This book is lovingly dedicated to
Jennifer Dailey,
a victim of cystic fibrosis,
a lovely flower,
plucked up by the angels
after fourteen years on this earth,
March 12, 1997.
Dear Jennifer, your family and friends
will miss you.
May your walk in heaven be joyous!
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Love is patient, love is kind. It does not envy, it does not boast, it is not proud. It is not rude, it is not self-seeking, it is not easily angered, it keeps no record of wrongs. Love does not delight in evil but rejoices with the truth. It always protects, always trusts, always hopes, always perseveres. Love never fails.

—1 CORINTHIANS 13:4–8

(NIV)
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“That guy’s staring at you again, April.”

April Lancaster didn’t need Kelli to tell her that the boy on the far side of the hospital’s patient rec room was looking at her. She could almost feel his gaze. She had been in the hospital for two days and he’d been stealing glances at her every time she ventured out of her room. “Ignore him,” April whispered to Kelli. “I do.”

“But why? He’s cute. Even if he is too skinny for my taste.”

“This isn’t a social club, Kelli. It’s a hospital. I didn’t come here to meet guys.”

“Well, I say why let a good opportunity slip away?”

April shook her head. “You’re impossible.”

Her best friend grinned. “I’m only trying to cheer you up. Take your mind off this whole thing. And if you meet a cute guy in the bargain, then what’s the harm?”

April pointedly twisted in the lounge chair so that her back was to the boy. She didn’t want to be stared at, and she certainly didn’t want to meet some guy who was sick. She figured he had to be sick; why else would he be a patient in this huge New York City medical complex?

Kelli interrupted her thoughts. “What is going on with you? Medically, I mean. When can you leave?”

The last thing April wanted to do was dwell on the frightening possibilities as to why she was in the hospital. “I’m only here for testing,” she said. “I’m sure I’ll be out by the end of the week.”

“But by then spring break will be over. We leave tomorrow, and the weatherman said an inch of fresh powder is falling in Vermont as we speak. This might be the last chance for a ski trip this year.”

April and her friends had been planning the trip for weeks. It was supposed to be part of her birthday present. And since it was their senior year, it would be their final spring break together as a group. “I can’t help it,” she said gloomily. “Even if my doctor releases me earlier, my parents won’t let me go.”

“Why not?”

April didn’t want to say. Not while there was so much speculation about the origins of her numbing headaches. The headaches had built in intensity for the past several months, causing her to get dizzy, even sick to her stomach. When she’d passed out from the pain in school two days earlier, her parents had hustled her out of their Long Island community and into a hospital in the city. The headaches could still be nothing.

Or they could be the other thing. The “thing” she had decided not to discuss with Kelli. “Oh, you know my parents. They fall to pieces if I have a hangnail. Besides, Dad won’t let me drive from New York to Vermont by myself.”

Kelli chewed her bottom lip. “I could wait till you’re released. Then you and I could drive up together.”

“No way.” April shook her head. “Kelli, I appreciate it, but you go on with the others.”

Kelli slumped in her chair, crossed her arms, and pouted. “It won’t be the same without you there. This is our last spring break together.”

April sighed, feeling disappointed too. “Maybe we can do something together our first spring break from college next year.”

“Fat chance. We’ll all be scattered to the ends of the earth.”

“I’m sorry,” April said softly, her eyes filling with tears.

Kelli scooted forward and seized April’s hands. “Don’t cry. I’m such a jerk for making you feel worse than you already do. Tell you what, we’ll go to the shore this summer when all this is behind you. You’ve always liked the beach better than the ski slopes anyway. I’ll talk to the others while we’re away and devise a plan. What do you say?”

“Okay. Maybe we can go right after graduation, before we have to pack up for college.” April did love the beach, the rolling ocean waves, the warm sand and bright sun. “Thanks for thinking of it, Kelli. You’re a real friend.”

Kelli beamed her a smile. “We’ll call you from the ski lodge.”

April nodded. “Don’t break a leg.”

Suddenly a male voice burst upon the two girls in the lounge. “There you are, April.”

April looked up to see Chris Albright, the senior captain of their high-school soccer team. They’d been dating for a few months, ever since Christmas, but she hadn’t expected him to pop into the hospital the day before spring break. She was glad she’d taken the time to put on her sweats and wasn’t wearing a hospital gown.

“I couldn’t find you in your room,” Chris continued. “One of the nurses told me to check in here. You feeling better?”

Chris had caught her when she’d fainted in English class. Literally.

“Nothing to report,” she said. He straddled the arm of her chair and took her hand in his. From the corner of her eye, April saw the patient who’d been ogling her lean forward. She turned her full attention to Chris. “I didn’t think I’d see you until after the break.”

“I can’t go off and leave my girlfriend holed up in the hospital.”

Kelli, who was out of Chris’s line of vision, did an exaggerated swoon that made April giggle. Chris was the catch of their school. April was nuts about him, but she tried not to show it. Clingy girlfriends were a turnoff.

“What’s so funny?” Chris asked.

“Nothing. I’m just glad to see you.” She laced her fingers through his.

“What’s up, Kelli?” Chris asked.

“I came to say goodbye too,” Kelli told him. “Actually I was trying to persuade April to sneak away with me and leave her doctor a note about coming back after spring break.”

“Makes sense to me,” Chris said. “Have they told you anything yet?”

April told Chris what she’d told Kelli. Once again she omitted the information that she didn’t want anyone to know. The headaches can’t be related, she told herself. “So, I guess I’m stuck here until they complete all the tests,” she finished aloud.

“What kind of doctor have you got?” Chris wanted to know.

“A neurologist.” She leaned forward. “Personally, I think all this is a ploy to find out if I really have a brain.”

Kelli rolled her eyes and Chris scoffed. “Right,” he said. “You’re on the dean’s list every reporting period. I don’t think brain loss is your problem.”

They all laughed and April felt better. More than anything she wanted to be out of the hospital and back in the familiar world of school and friends and graduation plans. Graduation was only nine weeks away. Stupid headaches!

“Listen, I’d better run,” Kelli said, standing. “I want to catch the train before rush hour.”

“Thanks for visiting.” April longed to be leaving with her friend.

“I’ll call you.” Kelli bent and hugged her goodbye. She whispered in April’s ear, “I know three’s a crowd,” and darted out the door.

Chris eased into Kelli’s vacated chair. “I miss you, April.”

“I miss you too.”

“You scared everybody when you blacked out in class.”

“Did I ever thank you for catching me before I hit the floor?”

He glanced self-consciously around the room. “Is there any place less public than here?”

“My room.”

“Let’s go.” He helped her to her feet.

The room spun and she clung to him. “It takes me a minute to get my balance whenever I change positions.”

He looked concerned and put his arm around her waist. As they walked back to her room, April felt the gaze of the guy on the far side of the lounge area following them. She snuggled closer to Chris.

Once they were in the privacy of her room, Chris took her in his arms and kissed her. “I hate to leave you for a whole week.” The soccer team was playing a tournament in Pennsylvania over the break.

“Go have a good time. But not too good a time.”

He stayed for another hour before he kissed her goodbye.

Alone, she felt the gloom return. It would be another couple of hours before her parents would arrive. Stop acting like a baby, she told herself. This isn’t like before. You’re seventeen now, not five.

She was sitting up in her bed clicking through the TV channels with the remote control when someone rapped on her door. “Come in,” she called.

The door slowly opened, and the boy from the rec room stood there. “Hi,” he said with a sunny grin.

“Do I know you?” she asked.

“Mark Gianni.” He held out his hand.

She took it cautiously. His grip was warm, his palm rough. He was tall and had curling dark brown hair and intense deep brown eyes. But Kelli had been right. He was thin, almost gaunt. “And you’re here because …?” She allowed the sentence to trail.

“Because I want you to know that you’re the most beautiful girl I’ve ever seen. And I thought I should introduce myself. I mean, we should get to know each other. Since you’re the girl I intend to marry.”


[image: ]

Although Mark’s bold statement shocked April, she refused to let him see her reaction. Without changing her expression, she asked, “And what makes you think I’m not already married?”

Mark looked surprised. But suddenly, an impish grin crossed his face. “No ring,” he said, picking up her left hand. “If a guy was married to you, he’d make you wear a ring the size of a baseball. And wouldn’t your last name be different from your parents’?”

She tugged her hand out of his. “I don’t believe in changing my name.” Her eyes narrowed. “And how do you know my last name anyway?”

“I asked the nurses. They said you’re April Lancaster and you live on the Island.”

She wasn’t sure she liked him knowing anything about her without her permission. “Well, they shouldn’t have told you anything.”

“Don’t be mad at them. I’ve been coming here for years, so I know most of the nurses really well. They like me.” He grinned again. “I’ll bet you could like me too if you gave me a chance.”

His smile was infectious and though she tried to hide it, the corners of her mouth twitched. “Well, I’m not here looking for a husband, thank you.”

He shrugged. “Okay, so maybe my proposal was a little premature. I’ll ask again once we get to know each other better.” Suddenly Mark ducked his head and began coughing deeply into his hand. When the coughing fit finally subsided, he looked up and said in a wheezy voice, “Don’t worry. I’m not contagious.”

She blushed because that was exactly what she had been thinking. “So what are you here for?”

“CF—cystic fibrosis. I was born with it.”

She’d heard of the disease but knew nothing about it. “I’m sorry.”

With his coughing spasm over, Mark looked paler, and April saw dark circles under his brown eyes. “Can I sit? I feel a little woozy.”

Quickly, she pulled her knees up to allow him room to ease onto her bed. “You all right? Should I call a nurse?”

“I’m all right.” His smile was less bold, more wavering, and his sudden vulnerability touched her. “A person learns to live with it. Sometimes CF gets the upper hand and then I have to come here until I get on top of it.”

“How often do you get hospitalized?”

“It depends. When I was a kid, I sometimes came three or four times a year. But now that I’m older, I’m doing better. This is only my second time in eighteen months.”

“How do you stand it? I hate this place.”

“So do I. But I don’t have a choice. Randy, my RT—that’s respiratory therapist—made me come this time.” Mark waved his hand. “But enough of this boring stuff, let’s talk about something more interesting—like you, for instance. Why are you here?”

“Testing.” Talking to him had made her forget her problems for the moment, and she hated the reminder.

“Well, they can’t be testing for imperfections. You’re already perfect.”

She rolled her eyes. “Do you ever get results with such lame lines?”

“Ouch! I’m wounded. How could you think I’m feeding you a line?”

“Oh puh-leeze. It’s been fun meeting you, but don’t I hear the dinner trays?”

Out in the hall there was the unmistakable clatter of the cart carrying the supper trays for the patients. April’s door swung open and an orderly carried in a beige plastic tray with plates covered by stainless steel domes. He set it down on her bedside table.

“You got room 423 on that cart still?” Mark asked.

“Yes,” the orderly answered.

“Can you bring it in here?” Before April could say anything, Mark turned his beautiful eyes on her. “Would you mind?” he asked shyly. “Eating alone is really a downer.”

Instantly, April realized why Mark acted like such a flirt. He was lonely. “Only if you promise not to use any more dumb lines on me.”

His grin turned sunny again. “Nothing dumb about them. I work hard to perfect them. After all, it’s not easy for me to compete with guys who are healthy.”

The orderly plunked Mark’s tray on the table in the corner and left. Mark lifted her tray and put it across the table from his. “Dinner is served,” he said in a snooty voice.

She joined him, but before she could take a bite, she saw him take a medicine cup full of pills. “What are the pills for?”

“CF is a disease of the pancreas. It affects the lungs and also digestion. I have to take pills before every meal to help me digest food. But why are we talking about me again? I’d rather talk about you.”

She made up her mind to ask a nurse more about CF. “I’m a dull subject.”

“Not to me. Is that guy who I saw you with earlier your boyfriend?”

“Yes.” She wanted Mark to know she was unavailable.

“I’ll bet he’s a jock.”

“He plays soccer.”

“When I’m on top of my CF, I play chess.” He grinned. “Bet I could take him in chess.”

“Maybe.” April suppressed a smile. She hated to admit it, but Mark’s charm was getting to her.

“Are you in school?”

“A senior. And you?”

“I graduated three years ago,” he said. “I take night classes at NYU and I work in a print shop. My uncle owns it. My father’s a cop and Mom … well, Mom lives to cook huge family dinners and harass my sisters, who aren’t married to nice Italian boys yet. Luckily, my sisters and I each have our own apartments.”

“How many sisters do you have?”

His smile lit up his eyes. “Just two—both older. So how about you?” he asked. “Brothers or sisters?”

“I’m an only.”

“Makes sense.” He nodded slowly. “I mean, how could they follow an act as beautiful as you?”

“You’re getting lame again.”

“Sorry. I lost my head.” He gave himself a slap on the cheek. “I’m better now.”

April smiled in spite of herself. “I have terrific parents. My dad’s an investment counselor and my mom’s part owner of an antique shop in Manhattan.”

“Speaking of antiques, do you like cars?” he asked.

“Cars? Sure.”

“I rebuild cars—street rods—as a hobby.”

“Street rods?”

“Classic cars from the fifties. We’ve just finished a fifty-seven Chevy. Aqua and white with white leather upholstery.” His eyes sparkled. “The most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen. Before you, that is.”

She ignored his flattery. “And what do you do with the cars after they’re rebuilt?”

“We show and sometimes race them.”

“Like on a racetrack?”

“Out at the speedway. Ever been there?”

“Uh—no.”

“If I’d had a choice about my life, I would have been a race car driver.”

“I thought you said you did race cars.”

“I do, but not the way I’d like to. I’d race as a career.”

April realized that Mark’s CF probably kept him from such a career. Would she be unable to do the things she wanted to do if something really bad was wrong with her?

“Would you come with me to the track sometime?” Mark’s question pulled her away from her dark thoughts.

“I don’t think so.”

“Why?”

“You know I’m already dating somebody.”

Again the quicksilver smile. “Can’t blame me for trying.”

A rap on April’s door caused both of them to start. A nurse entered. “There you are,” she said to Mark, her hands on her hips. “We’ve been looking for you. It’s time for therapy.”

Mark rose. “I know, but I was hoping you’d forget.”

“No way. Not when you’re this close to being released.”

“Trying to get rid of me?”

The nurse studied him fondly. “Go see your therapist. He’s in your room.”

He turned back to April, seized her hand, and planted a kiss on it. “Thanks for the company. I’ll be back tomorrow.”

“But—”

He was out the door before she could finish.

“I see he finally met you,” the nurse said with an amused smile.

“What do you mean?”

“He’s been maneuvering an introduction ever since you checked in.”

“Is he harmless?”

“Very. In fact, Mark’s one of the nicest kids to ever come through these doors.”

“What kind of therapy is he supposed to have?”

“Respiratory. CF victims don’t have the ability to break down mucus, so it turns thick and gummy and clogs the lung tissue so they can’t breathe. The mucus is broken up by medications, inhalants, and by thumping the victim’s back and chest several times a day.”

“Every day?” April asked. Cystic fibrosis sounded awful to her. “For how long? Until his breathing gets better and his cough goes away?”

“If only,” the nurse said with a sigh. “No, it’s a lifelong thing for him.”

“Won’t he ever get well?”

The nurse shook her head. “There’s no cure for CF. It’s one hundred percent fatal.”
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Early the next morning April was brought to the hospital’s radiology department. She would spend a portion of the day undergoing X-ray procedures, such as CAT scans and an MRI. Her mother had taken the day off from the store to be with her. April had left her floor while most of the patients were still asleep, so she hadn’t seen Mark. But she couldn’t forget what the nurse had told her about him.

“Do you know anything about cystic fibrosis?” April asked her mother. April lay on a gurney in the hall outside one of the radiology rooms, waiting for her turn.

“Not much. Why do you ask?”

April’s mother was a slim, blond-haired woman in her mid-forties. She was stylishly and expensively dressed, perfectly groomed, and smelled of expensive perfume. The two of them had always been close, probably because Janice Lancaster had endured medical hell in order to conceive a child. April knew that her parents had spent thousands of dollars on four attempts of in vitro fertilization before she’d been conceived.

She knew her parents loved her, but sometimes she felt as if she were being smothered by them. They showered her with material goods and made certain that she had every advantage. She was their princess and they treated her like one.

Kelli once told April that she couldn’t believe she was so down-to-earth and not spoiled rotten. April was kind and sensitive, almost mushy, actually. She cried over sad songs, wounded animals, and even TV commercials. When she was little, she’d cried for days after seeing the movie Bambi, because Bambi’s mother had been killed and the fawn had been orphaned.

Now, looking back, she suspected that what had happened to her when she was five contributed mightily to the person she had become.

“I met this guy on my floor who has CF,” April explained to her mother. “He’s sort of goofy, but really nice. Lonely too. A nurse told me that CF is fatal, that it has no cure.”

Her mother frowned. “How awful.”

“But he doesn’t let it get him down. His hobby is rebuilding old cars and racing.”

“Sounds dangerous.”

Unable to get her mother interested in discussing Mark, April asked, “Mom, do you think the same thing’s wrong with me now as when I was five?”

Her mother stiffened and a worried frown settled over her face. Now that the words were out, April could see just how much her headaches and blackout had affected her mother. “That’s why we’re doing all this testing,” her mother said softly. “To rule it out. I personally don’t believe the two things are related. They told us then they were sure they had gotten it all.” Her mother affectionately tugged April’s long thick red hair. “I think we should talk about something else and let these tests tell us what’s wrong. No use making up scenarios. So, are your friends on their way to Vermont yet?”

April was disappointed. She wanted to talk about her fears, but it was clear her mother didn’t. Perhaps her mother was right. Why get all worked up before the tests results were in? “They left this morning. I’d give anything to be with them.”

“I wish you were, honey.”

“Kelli said maybe we could all take off for the shore this summer before we go our separate ways.”

“That would be nice.”

“I like the beach better anyway.”

April’s doctor came into the waiting area. “How’s it going?”

“Okay,” April said, mildly surprised to see him in the middle of the day. He usually visited in the evening.

Dr. Sorenson was a big man with a head of white hair and intelligent blue eyes behind black-rimmed glasses. He was wearing scrub greens. “I’m just out of surgery,” he said. “I wanted to check on you. See if that medication is working.”

April had been taking special pills for three days for the headaches. “It’s doing a good job. I haven’t had a headache since I got here.”

“Maybe April could just take a prescription of the pills and it would straighten her out,” her mother suggested.

“We have to know the cause of the headaches,” Dr. Sorenson said. “Unless we know why her head hurts, the pills will only be a temporary fix. I’ll have more information after the results of today’s work.”

“When can I go home?”

“Not for another few days.”

April was frustrated. “I hate this place.”

“Food getting to you?” He smiled.

“This entire place is getting to me.”

He patted her arm. “Not much longer.” He looked at Janice. “I have her old records from when she was five and I’ve gone over them. Unfortunately, the doctor who treated her then is deceased.”

“Dr. Rubin was a good doctor. He operated, drained the tumor, and said he thought she’d be fine.” Her mother’s voice sounded challenging, as if daring Dr. Sorenson to contradict the other doctor’s diagnosis.

“Yes, April had a low-grade astrocytoma.”

April hated their talking around her, as if she were still five years old. She remembered the nightmare of that time all too well. She hadn’t understood what was happening to her, but she’d never forget the terror from the shots and IVs and being separated from her parents during the X-rays and surgery and recovery in ICU. But she’d recovered fully and up until now had led a perfectly normal life with a perfectly uncomplicated future.

“The headaches aren’t the same,” she told the doctor and her mother. “Before, when I was little, I mostly got dizzy and fell down a lot.”

“She had a seizure,” her mother confirmed. “We rushed her to the emergency room. But this time it seems different.”

“No use speculating,” Dr. Sorenson said. “We’ll have some answers soon enough.”

He left and April again thought about Mark. It was easier to think about him and his disease than it was to think about her own problems.

Eventually, her session in radiology was complete and she returned to her room. By now it was late afternoon and pale spring sunlight slanted through the window. Her father was waiting when they arrived. “How’s my girl?”

She hugged him. “Bored. I didn’t expect you here so early.”

“I couldn’t concentrate at the office, so I came over.” He kissed his wife.

April saw the look that passed between them: “Any news?” her father’s gaze asked. “Nothing yet,” her mother’s eyes answered.

“Did you bring me these flowers?” April asked, wanting to distract them.

“I brought those.” He pointed to a huge spring bouquet of irises, jonquils, and sweetheart roses. “I don’t know who sent the other.”

The other was a single red rose in a blue bud vase.

“It has a card.” Her mother handed her a small envelope.

April opened it and read: You’re beautiful. Mark.

“A secret admirer?” Her father craned his neck to see the signature. “I’m jealous.”

April quickly shoved the card back inside the envelope. “No need to be. I’m still yours.”

He laughed and looped his arm around his wife’s waist. This was the way April was used to seeing them. None of her friends’ parents acted as much in love as hers did. When her friends complained about parents who argued and threatened divorce, April could only listen, glad that her parents’ relationship was so totally different.

“When this is over,” her father said, “when they release you to go home, why don’t we think about going to Spain again? We had such a good time there last summer.”

“Oh, Hugh, let’s!” her mother said. “Caroline won’t miss me at the store. I’ll tell her I’ll pick up some special pieces. We actually had a customer come in looking for some fifteenth-century Spanish chairs the other day.”

“Excuse me,” April said, holding up her hand to stop their plan before her father rushed out and bought the tickets. “But I still have this small matter of finishing my senior year.”

“You could miss a couple of weeks,” her father declared.

April smiled indulgently. “Sorry, I don’t want to go. I’ve spent twelve years slogging through classes so that I could enjoy being a senior. Kelli and I have a big countdown calendar on the inside of my locker where we’re marking off each day till graduation. So count me out of your impromptu trip.”

“We can’t go without you.” Her mother looked thoughtful. “Maybe we could think about going right after graduation.”

“It could be your graduation present,” her father added.

April wanted to spend the summer with her friends and Chris, and plan for their beach trip. But she decided not to make an issue of it just yet. The rattle of the dinner cart coming down the hall interrupted the conversation. “Are you two going down to the cafeteria?” April asked.

Her mother wrinkled her nose and her father shook his head vigorously. “I’ve made other arrangements.”

“Such as?” her mother asked.

He grinned impishly. “How does The Red Dragon sound?” That was their favorite restaurant—and one of New York’s most trendy. “Don’t worry,” he added quickly, “I’ve gotten special permission from the hospital. Turns out that the chief administrator is one of my clients. What could he say when I asked? I mean, he still wants his investments to earn for him, doesn’t he?”

“Daddy!” April squealed. “That’s criminal.”

“No … what they pass off as food here is criminal.”

Within the hour, two waiters rolled a small cart into April’s room, complete with a bright red linen tablecloth and napkins, candles, and succulent-smelling platters of Chinese food. April heard the commotion in the hall as the cart neared her room and she wondered what the other patients and the staff must be thinking. And she wondered what Mark might be thinking too.

She put some classical music on her portable CD player. Her mother made a special arrangement of flowers from those she’d received, and her father turned off all the lights. The three of them ate by candlelight. April listened to her mother describe various oddball customers and her father talk about a client who was also a rock star. And she almost forgot where she was and why she was there.

At the end of the meal, they each opened a fortune cookie. Laughing, they read the strips of paper aloud. April’s mother was informed that she would be showered with riches; her father that he was wise and admired.

April pulled out the fortune tucked inside her cookie and a small shiver crept through her as she read the words on the paper. It read: A change is coming. Be prepared.
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April was alone in her room the following day when Mark knocked on her door. “You up for a visit?”

“Sure.” April closed the book she was reading. “How are you doing?”

“I may get out tomorrow if I pass all my breath tests.” She must have looked puzzled because he explained, “There’s a machine I have to blow air into and the gauge has to jump into a certain zone. That lets my doctor know how much lung capacity I’ve regained.”

“I hope you pass.”

“How about you?” he asked. “Know anything more about your problems?”

“Not yet. I’m not too sure I want to know either. I mean, as long as I don’t know, I can pretend it’s nothing really bad.”

“Why do you think it might be bad? You look healthy. I’ll bet you’ve never been sick a day in your life.”

“You’re wrong.” April wanted—needed—to confide her fears to somebody. On impulse she decided to tell Mark about her childhood brain tumor. “I’ve got plenty of reason to be worried,” she said, and told him her story.

Mark listened intently, nodding and looking grim. “It must have been horrible for you.”

“It was. But why am I telling you? You’re certainly no stranger to hospitals.”

“I honestly can’t remember my life without them. CF and I reluctantly share the same body. Unless medical science comes up with a miracle, it’s here to stay.”

“I don’t know how you stand it.”

“I consider the alternative,” he said with a wry smile.

April sighed. “I guess you’re right. The alternative is what you’re trying so hard to avoid.”

“So let me get this straight,” he said, moving back to their original topic. “After years of feeling fine, you suddenly start getting headaches and dizzy spells again.”

“I staggered around like I was drunk. And I blacked out too.”

“So you’re afraid the tumor is back, even though they told you twelve years ago it was gone?”

“Yes, I am.”

He looked at her and for a minute nothing existed except the dark brown of his eyes. “I hope you’re wrong,” he said softly. “I can’t imagine anything terrible happening to you.”

April suddenly felt self-conscious. She struggled to find something else to talk about. Her gaze fell on the bud vase. “Thank you for the rose. It was nice of you.”

“It looks pretty puny next to your other bouquet.”

“My dad never does anything halfway.”

“You’re lucky he can afford to do things first class.” He paused. “April, when this is over, when you’re out of here, can I call you? Come see you?”

April hesitated. His interest in her was flattering, but she couldn’t lead him on. “No, Mark. I told you I have a boyfriend.” His expression told her that he didn’t think this was a good reason. “I mean it, Mark. Once I get out of here and back to my real life, I don’t want any reminders of this place.”

“Including me?”

“You’ve been nice to me and I appreciate it. But this is only a temporary interruption of my life.”

“No matter what your tests say?”

She squared her chin. “No matter what the tests say.”

Her parents were with her when Dr. Sorenson came in, pulled up a chair, and said, “I believe we have a diagnosis.”

April’s mouth went dry and her heart began to hammer. Her parents were on either side of her bed. They reminded her of guard dogs jealously surrounding their young. “May I have the envelope, please?” she said, trying hard to keep things light.

“You are having a recurrence of your earlier problem,” Dr. Sorenson told them matter-of-factly.

“But they told us it was gone,” April’s mother said fiercely.

“They told you it was a low-grade astrocytoma and that the chances were good that it would not return,” Dr. Sorenson corrected her. “But it’s never been gone; it’s only been dormant.”

April suddenly felt cold, as if all her blood had turned to ice. She clenched her teeth to keep them from chattering.

“So what is it now?” April’s father growled impatiently.

“Now it’s a high-grade astrocytoma.”

“Meaning?”

“It’s growing rapidly and consequently it will be harder to treat.”

“This is ridiculous,” her father snapped. “First it’s there, then it’s gone, now it’s back. Can’t you doctors get it right? This is my daughter we’re discussing.”

“I’m very sorry,” Dr. Sorenson said. “I wish I had better news for you.”

Her father rocked back on his heels. “What are our options?”

April scarcely heard him. A rushing sound was filling up her ears and their voices seemed to be coming from far away. This couldn’t be happening. It had to be some mistake.

Dr. Sorenson attached X rays to a portable light board he’d brought into the room with him. A human skull was outlined perfectly. “This is your skull, April. And here”—he pointed to a dark area at the base of her skull—“is the tumor. You can see it better on the MRI.” They peered at the contours of her brain on another piece of film. The tumor looked dense and sinister. “The tumor’s entrenched here, and it’s growing.”

April shuddered. How could something be growing inside her body without her knowledge or permission? “Can’t you cut it out, remove it?” she asked.

“Maybe not.”

“Why not?” asked her mother.

“It’s embedded itself in the cerebellum here, near the brain stem.” Dr. Sorenson pointed to the area on the MRI. “This is the part of your brain that’s responsible for involuntary reflexes, like breathing and coordination, That explains your dizzy spells. The tumor mass is pressing and intruding into these areas. If we do traditional surgery
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