
        
            
                
            
        

    
	Most of us take good health for granted. Paul Rosen, seventeen and severely ill from a heart condition, has never had that chance. A meeting with an alien changes his life forever, and Paul learns that life on the edge can be a good thing—if he survives.

	 

	 

	Paul Rosen, seventeen, has led a short and unfulfilling life. Stricken with severe cardiomyopathy, his time is limited, and he knows it. Still, he does what he can in the time he’s got.

	The course of his life changes when a little man named Cawthorne shoots him in the chest. In the hospital, Paul learns that a phantom bullet is circling his heart. Modern surgery can’t help, and what’s worse, Paul becomes a target of insect-like aliens, led by a thing called Sagras.

	The CIA then steps in, wanting the secrets of the aliens. Danger, thrills, and mayhem ensue, and finally, Paul, aware that his time is short, decides to go after Sagras and settle the matter once and for all—even if it costs Paul his life.
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Chapter One: Shot

	 

	 

	Bellingham, Washington. Ten-thirty PM. June seventh. Summer vacation.

	 

	“Paul, do you want to go home now?”

	“What?”

	Linda’s question hit my ears, but it didn’t really register. I was too busy doing my own physical assessment. It was a warm summer night, perhaps seventy-five degrees Fahrenheit, and if I’d been normal, it would have been the ideal time to kick back, listen in on the world, and enjoy the positive vibes of an evening spent with a good friend.

	Unfortunately, I wasn’t normal. Everything centered on my well-being and getting feedback of my own condition. Breathing came first—concentrate on that. Breathe as deeply as possible. That, I could do.

	Next, take my pulse. Not good. It was one-eighty-four, fast but steady. I’d make it.

	On second thought, change that to maybe. That was what I always thought on the rare occasions I went out for a walk. Other people thought about getting harassed or mugged. I had to worry about dropping dead suddenly. Heart cases like me always did.

	My classmate, friend, and neighbor, Linda McNair, repeated the question. This time, my answer came immediately. It was a lie, but at that moment, I’d have said anything to stick around her a few minutes longer. “Not really.”

	“We should. Your condition—you need your rest.”

	She knew. Of course, she knew. I took my pulse again—same result—and then decided the hell with it. We were close to my house, close enough, anyway.

	“Paul, we really should go.”

	Her voice, as soft as silk, caressed me as we walked along the quiet streets. A cool wind blew, but while it also caressed me, it wasn’t quite as pleasant, although it wasn’t unwelcome. It made me more alert, and after being stuck inside my house all day, it was a definite and positive change.

	Only a few people were out, most of them taking in the beautiful night scenery before returning home. Linda and I had gone to Corn Park in order to watch our annual fireworks show.

	During the show, we’d stood a socially safe distance from everyone else, watching the various colored pinwheels and waterfalls and more explode in the sky. Every firework launched was even more beautiful than the last, and the crowd oohed and aahed with the eruptions of sound and color and light.

	It was breathtaking, and the fact that I was with someone I liked made it even better. That made all the difference in the world.

	However, all good things had to come to an end. The show had finished a few minutes ago, and, reluctantly, I agreed that we should make our way back. Bellingham, with a population about a hundred thousand, was popular with tourists. As the county seat of Whatcom County, it had a lot of nature, trendy bars, and restaurants. It was a fun place to live.

	Correction—it was fun for those who had something to look forward to, and...

	“Home,” Linda reminded me for perhaps the third time, gently nudging my sunken ribcage with her elbow.

	Right, home, a place with an emotionally distant stepfather, a place that reminded me of how out of place I was. I hadn’t felt comfortable there for the longest time.

	Linda’s statement put everything in perspective. She and Carl Millard were the only two friends I had at Bellingham State High, the best high school in my city. Carl was cool, always in an upbeat mood, but he had a date with his girlfriend, and I preferred hanging out with Linda.

	We lived in a suburb called Dewey, fairly close to Bellingham airport. Linda lived two doors over, while Carl lived a couple of minutes away on foot. And we’d just seen that show at Corn Park, a place we could reach in about twenty minutes if we hoofed it over at high speed.

	Corn Park happened to be the most popular park around, a family-friendly place in the daytime where families had picnics and played in the large forest it boasted and often got lost there.

	It was slightly less family-friendly at night due to some teens making out there—or so I’d heard. In a suburb like mine, rumors traveled fast, and some of the guys at school bragged about having their first conquest there. More often than not, it was total crap, but at the same time, I couldn’t discount it happening.

	Unfortunately, the make-out thing hadn’t happened to me so far, nor would it. I had to find a girlfriend first, and Linda was the closest thing to having one. For me, that is. I’d never had one, and at seventeen, time was running short.

	That may have sounded funny for someone who didn’t know the details, but as cliched as it was, it happened to be true.

	I’d developed a condition in my early teens that caused my heart to beat abnormally fast, fast as in one-hundred-eighty-something beats a minute on average. Sometimes, it was lower, sometimes higher, but it was never in the eighty to hundred BPM range. It never would be.

	Hence, I was constantly taking my pulse, concentrating on breathing slowly and deeply, and trying not to worry about what might happen.

	My breath was always shallow, and my endurance, almost nil. It wasn’t only the SA nerve—the nerve that controlled the electrical impulses that kept the heart beating—that was the culprit. It was everything else.

	Heart damage sucked. If someone heard the terms heart disease or heart damage, they usually associated it with someone in their forties and beyond, someone who’d been a heavy smoker or drinker or both, or someone who was severely overweight or who’d abused themselves with drugs, but almost never anyone younger.

	Call me the exception. My condition had a long name, but essentially, it was inherited—my mother had died suddenly three years ago of a heart attack, and lucky me, I’d gotten the same thing from her. Severe arrhythmogenic cardiomyopathy, to sum it all up. Usually, teens didn’t get any symptoms, but mine showed up when I was thirteen, four years ago.

	Options? Not many. I’d been on the list for a transplant, but that list was an incredibly long one. Moreover, my heart was in such iffy shape, the doctors weren’t sure if I’d simply expire on the operating table or not.

	Sudden heart failure was a distinct possibility. They’d tried implanting a pacemaker four years previously, and my heart had stopped.

	It took three shocks from the paddles of life to get me going again—so my mother had told me. The surgeon later said that pacemakers and their hosts weren’t always compatible. “He’ll have to be careful, Ms. Rosen. That’s all I can say. That and get a good heart specialist. I’ll be happy to recommend someone.”

	Upshot? For now, no electronic help. I had the scar on my chest to prove that pacemakers weren’t my jam.

	In the past, some famous athletes and actors had died from cardiomyopathy or some other ailment that didn’t manifest itself until it was too late. So, for now, I had to make do with beta-blockers and moving as little as possible.

	It wasn’t easy. Kids my age liked to go out and have fun. My version of fun was taking a walk at night when the weather was good. Linda usually came with me, but sometimes I went on my own.

	At times like those, I wore a bracelet that listed my condition. Hopefully, if something did happen, then maybe a passerby would call the emergency number and the paramedics would get there in time.

	Maybe.

	“So, Paul, talk to me.”

	Linda’s voice was insistent. Short, a little overweight, with long and lustrous strawberry-blonde hair that framed a pretty, oval face, she walked beside me, pushing her bike and staying close. A flowery blouse and jeans completed the picture of a typical teen, but she was anything but typical for me.

	“About what?”

	Dumbass question. I’d wanted to ask her out but doing anything—as in taking in a movie or doing anything remotely athletic—was out of the question. And Linda wasn’t into dating. “I’m not against it,” she’d once said. “Just that I haven’t found the right guy.”

	Call that a cliché and then some, but, okay, message understood. It wasn’t as if I didn’t have any competition. Every guy at my school was competition, and Linda happened to be popular. She was bright, made friends easily, and if she didn’t talk to me, she hung out with Marla Vronsky, her bestie.

	Marla, also short and somewhat chubby with a plain face and quiet manner, was nice enough, but we’d never been friends. As for the rest of the student body, it was as though I didn’t exist.

	Linda did, though, and between classes, when she and I went to our lockers to switch out our books or grab our lunches, it was common for one of the guys to sidle over and toss out an invitation for a date. They weren’t exactly shy about it. “C’mon, Linda, it’s only a movie.”

	Or dinner. Or a walk in a quiet area of the park. Or their place.

	“Be there,” one of the resident football jocks had said with all the confidence in the world. We were in the cafeteria. It was the end of lunch, and Linda and I were getting ready to go to the library for a study session. Mr. Stud had come over to preen in front of her, show off his muscular development, and he gave her a winning smile.

	“I think you’ll be fine all by yourself,” she shot back. “That’s all the company you’ll ever get—at least from me.”

	It was fun to watch his face collapse and even more amusing to hear the students howl with laughter. Yeah, take that, buddy, I thought. He never tried it again.

	As for the other guys and their invitations, Linda gave them the standard answer of, “I’m busy.”

	When she said busy, it was a euphemism for saying get lost. But she said it nicely. Linda didn’t believe in mincing words or jollying people up. If something was wrong, she said so. She defended others, if necessary, heart cases like me, or one of the few black kids in our school if someone decided to say something racist, and she wasn’t afraid of a fight.

	“I’m not a saint or anyone special,” she’d once said. “But wrong is wrong, and you don’t have to be a genius to figure stuff like that out.”

	Still, in a surprise move to end all surprise moves, she’d shown up at my house an hour ago and told me about the fireworks show. It was an invitation, but her insistent tone meant I’d better not refuse. “It’ll be fun, and it’s not so far away.”

	My stepfather was working—night guard duty at a warehouse in the western end of the city—so he wouldn’t be back until around seven the next morning. That left my evening tantalizingly free.

	“We can talk,” she’d said, flipping her hair back in a move both diffident and coy at the same time.

	Fine, we could talk. Now, we were downtown, taking the long way around. The only thing nearby was the local shopping mall, and she’d asked me to talk to her, and I couldn’t think of a thing.

	“Uh, summer vacation plans,” I said, attempting to come up with something—anything—to keep the conversation going.

	Linda chuckled. “You really stink at small talk.”

	“Yeah, I do.”

	She laughed again. “Okay, summer vacation plans. Study. No job. Senior year next year, remember? I have to study if I want in at university, and I want in. So, that’s that for me.”

	Linda then lobbed the question back at me. What could I tell her? “Study, Linda, I’m going to study. That’s all I do.”

	Her mouth twisted into a cute moue. “You’re one of the smartest kids in school, Paul. You don’t have to study.”

	“I can’t do much else.”

	Her moue disappeared, replaced by a grimace. “Sorry, I didn’t mean it that way—”

	“But it just sort of came out.”

	We’d been ragging on each other like that for the past few years. Ever since my heart condition surfaced, and ever since I found out that everyone considered me a ghost at school, only Linda and Carl had stuck around. Just the way it was. Why get bitter over it?

	Oh, wait, I was bitter, but I tried not to let it show in front of her. As for Linda, she giggled at my reply. “Yeah, it just sort of came out.”

	For anyone else, it would have pissed me off to hear them laugh, but in Linda’s case, I made an exception because I liked her, and I also knew she didn’t mean it.

	As we strolled, me concentrating on breathing regularly, something inside me stirred. It was resolve. I couldn’t do anything physical, but I could cook and clean, and I had a number of DVDs at home. “Uh, listen, Linda, would you like to do something?”

	Her bicycle wheels stopped turning, and she faced me with a surprised expression. “Are you asking me out?”

	There was no better time to act ballsy. I’d never been that way, but what did I have to lose? It wasn’t like I had that long, anyway. I’d been resigned to living a short and uneventful life for a long time.

	“Yeah, I am.”

	“Okay.”

	Okay, a two-syllable word meaning that life would go in a slightly different direction than before. Sure, it would probably be a one-time thing—maybe—but all the same, it meant a lot.

	“So, what can we do?”

	Linda’s question broke into my thoughts. Right, answer her! “Oh, I was thinking you could come over and watch a movie. I mean, you live close by, and I could make some popcorn and—”

	“Sounds good.”

	That was fast. “Really?”

	Linda touched my arm, a light, intimate gesture. “Yeah,” she replied with a smile. “It does. How about Friday night at seven?”

	“Cool, I mean, yeah, sure, sounds, fine, and—”

	“Calm down, Romeo,” she cut in with a tiny giggle. “And I’ll bring the popcorn.”

	A faint buzz interrupted our date talk. Linda reached into her pocket and pulled out her smartphone. Although it was dark, I could see her grimace. “My parents. They want me home, as in, now.”

	Her parents had known my mother and stepfather. They weren’t overly friendly toward either one of them, although they never mentioned why. As for me, they tolerated my existence. That was all.

	Linda mounted her bike. “Paul, you can make it by yourself, right?”

	It was only fifteen minutes away. My heart would hold together. I’d done it before, although the walk had forced me to lie down for half an hour afterward. “Yeah. See you Friday?”

	“I’ll be there.”

	With a smile, she sped off, and I continued walking, my heart still beating fast but regularly, and I stopped under a streetlamp to catch my breath. Paul Rosen, seventeen, stepson of Greg Dorchette, my late mother’s second husband. I never knew my real father. He died when I was three, and I didn’t remember him at all.

	Greg, though, was another matter. Big and bald, gruff and taciturn, talking to him was like talking to the wall. He never gave an impression of having heard anything.

	To his credit, Greg did his best to provide for me after my mother died. He never drank, worked hard as a security guard during the evenings, and did some carpentry jobs during his off days for extra money.

	Lots of stepparents might have cut out after their spouses passed, but he didn’t.

	While he wasn’t overly friendly, he wasn’t unfriendly, either, and he never abused me, verbally or physically. No, he simply preferred his own company. That was his personality, like it or not.

	Still, he’d saved up some money for my future operation. “You don’t have to,” I’d once said.

	“I don’t have to do anything,” he’d answered. “But I made a promise to your mother, and even though she’s not here, I intend to fulfill that promise.”

	We’d spoken about it that one time, but it made a lasting impression. In the meantime, I had to be careful, no excessive stress, eat a simple diet, and no pushing myself. Walking was enough.

	Outwardly, I looked healthy—from a distance. Six feet even, around one-sixty, with regular features and gray eyes and dark hair, traits I’d inherited from my father.

	Up close, though, people would see the unhealthy pallor, hear the shortness of breath, and if they listened to my heart, they’d have heard the speed as well as the irregularity of the beats.

	For now, beta-blockers worked. They weren’t perfect, but they’d do, and... oh, crap, I had to take a leak. Fortunately, a convenience store was nearby, and I dropped in to use the john.

	Once I finished and walked to the exit, something caught in my chest, and it caused me to double over and catch my breath. A short, stocky kid, maybe my age or a bit older, sat behind the counter reading a magazine, but at the sound of my gasp, he looked up and probably heard me sucking wind. “Hey, man, are you okay?”

	He sounded concerned. “I... I’m just a little out of breath... I’ll make it.”

	In a gesture of bro-ship, he came out from around the counter, took my arm, and gently guided me outside. “You want me to call a doctor or something?”

	I shook my head. “No, I’ll... I’ll make it. Medicine’s at home. Thanks.

	“All right. Take it easy.” He still sounded doubtful.

	Still breathing hard on the way home, I passed by a small park near my house. It consisted of a few trees and some exercise equipment, mainly chin-up bars and dip bars, along with an obstacle course. Right, like I could do one chin-up or dip? Get real.

	It did have benches to sit on, though, and if I rested up for five minutes, I’d be okay and able to make it and pop that all-important pill...

	“Excuse me,” someone called out from the darkness.

	Hoarse and low, the person who spoke sounded like a guy in his forties. And from the tremor in his voice, desperation or fear—or both—drove him to talk to me. I could relate. “Yeah, what do you want?”

	This was all so wrong. I should have moved out, bad ticker or not. Instead, like the dummy I was, I stayed around. And for what? For all I knew, this guy could have been a mugger or a psycho who wanted to rip me a new one because they could, and was there a police officer around? No. There wasn’t even another pedestrian around. Once again, I cursed my luck.

	While thinking about all this, the stranger spoke again, sounding even more desperate. He had an odd accent, sounding European—but not. “I need to talk to you. No funny stuff. Just talk.”

	“Who are you?”

	“Someone who can help you.”

	The person then stepped out from among the trees. Under the light of the moon and stars, he didn’t look threatening at all. With a rumpled brown suit, a thin face, brown eyes, and nondescript features, he made me think that he was a salesperson, only I didn’t want to buy what he was selling. Anyway, looks could be deceiving. Instantly, I was wary. “Help me? How?”

	“My name’s Cawthorne,” the man said. “I have a proposition for you.”

	Right away, I cursed myself for being so trusting. Another nutjob. “I don’t swing that way.”

	The man called Cawthorne looked at me blankly for a moment and then chuckled. “I’m not inclined that way, either. No, this is a simple job, nothing more.”

	Right away with the business. Fine, let’s see where this goes. “Okay, shoot.”

	The man rubbed his hands together, as if warming up for his sales pitch. “What is it you want most? Money? Power? Something else?”

	Call this a no-brainer. This guy was weird but persuasive in his own way, and for some reason, his question resonated with me. “I want a do-over.”

	I realized it was a stupid reply, but since Mr. Oddball was already here...

	“A do-over?”

	At first, Cawthorne seemed perplexed. Perhaps he was a foreigner unfamiliar with the term, but then he nodded. “Oh, I see. A second chance, right? That’s what you’re talking about?”

	“Yeah.”

	“May I ask why?”

	It wasn’t any of his business, but all the same, why not tell him? It wasn’t as though he or anyone else cared. “Okay, here it is. I have a bad heart. I can’t do what I want, like everyone else. I don’t want to be rich or famous. I just want to be normal.”

	“Normal,” he repeated.

	“Yeah, normal. See, I got sick when I was thirteen. That was four years ago. Before that, I was like everyone else. Now, I’m not, so if... if I had the chance to be like I used to, then I’d take it. That’s my version of a do-over, if you get what I mean.”

	After I finished baring my soul, Cawthorne observed me with an air of amusement, wagging his head side to side, and then he bobbed it once as if deciding on the deal of the century. “Forgive me. Your language isn’t something I’m overly familiar with.”

	“Well, I can understand you.”

	He bobbed his head again. “Then that’s good. All right, I agree. If you keep something for me safe, something I value very highly for a period of a week or so, I can promise you your do-over. Do we have a deal?”

	Snowed by the terms and the suddenness of it all, I decided to go with the crazy. Why not? Maybe Carl was playing a prank on me, although he wasn’t the type. Linda wouldn’t, and no one else at school thought enough of me to play any kind of joke. They knew about my condition, they didn’t give two craps about me, but even they wouldn’t stoop that low.

	I looked around for a hidden camera and expected to hear people laughing somewhere, but the streets remained empty and silent. Ah, what the hell? I had nothing to lose, and it wasn’t like this was going to go anywhere. Besides, my house was only a few minutes away. My medicine could wait. I’d live. “Deal. What do I have to do?”

	“Hold still.”

	And with that, he whipped out a tiny gun that looked like a needle with a firing pin on the end. His manner reminded me of a gunslinger facing down his foe on the dusty streets of Dodge City or Tombstone, Arizona. An almost soundless fart came from the gun, followed by a tiny flare from the muzzle. Something hit me full in the chest.

	In turn, I hit the ground. As the lights began to fade, I wondered why I’d stopped to speak to this guy in the first place and how anyone could move so quickly.

	 


Chapter Two: “What’s Wrong With Me?”

	 

	 

	“Do-over!”

	Dreaming was a funny thing. People often remembered the best that life had offered them during those nocturnal flashbacks. In their visions, they experienced happier times, times without stress or strife. For me, I didn’t have to go that far back. In grade school, just before my heart started to betray me, playing sports was my life, even though I was a study-nerd then as well.

	Sports ruled, and as a kid, who didn’t love getting out on the diamond or the football field or on the track and letting loose? It was a way of showing off, but it also represented freedom.

	Although I was gawky and skinny and awkward, I played all sports, and I especially loved playing baseball. Whenever we had a game, either against each other or another school, we’d always yell, “Do-over,” if we thought a pitch was bad.

	Cheating? Yeah, it was, in a way, but if it wasn’t a tournament, and if both sides agreed to a do-over, then everything was fine. We always had three do-overs during the games, three for our side, and three for the other side, so we learned to use them judiciously.

	Races across the field, softball, football, anything that was a game and operated on rules, we bent them. It was fun, no one took it seriously, but then one day, shortly after I turned thirteen, everything changed...

	 

	I was walking home with Linda. First year of junior high, just after I’d played the best baseball game of my life, we were talking about the latest flick that I wanted to see—a superhero movie—and just as we reached my house, I felt a pang in my chest that rapidly segued to nausea and shortness of breath.

	A few months before, I’d had occasional bouts of shortness of breath but chalked it up to being out of shape or working out too hard—something. I’d been in fights before, gotten hit, and seen stars.

	But this was worse than any shot I’d ever taken. It was as if I had no control over my body whatsoever. My legs turned to rubber. I fell to the porch, gasping for air and not finding any. My limbs twitched, wracked by muscular spasms. Not being able to breathe could do that to someone.

	“Paul, what’s wrong?” she asked in a panicky voice. “Paul, tell me what to do.”

	“Don’t... know,” I managed to get out. I’d never felt this way before, and it scared me. “Get... my mother. She’s home today. Call... call emergency number.”

	Linda hurriedly pressed the doorbell and banged on the door. My mother opened up, took one look at me, yelled, “Paul,” and then ran to call nine-one-one.

	Fortunately, an ambulance came in less than two minutes. My mother and I rode in the back of the ambulance with her holding my hand and me lying on a gurney with an oxygen mask over my face.

	On the television shows, they always said that a person’s life flashed before their eyes if they were going to die. I didn’t know who they were, but they lied. I saw nothing, nothing except my mother’s anxious face.

	Once at the hospital, I felt somewhat better, but the doctor in charge made me stay overnight. “If he’s well enough, he can go home tomorrow,” he said to my mother.

	Their hospital, their rules, so I stayed. The next day, they put me through a battery of tests. After that came the bad news. It had to be bad news. Indigestion didn’t make a person feel like they were going to die.

	Serious didn’t begin to describe this situation. I sat in the doctor’s office, feeling a little better, but also feeling my pulse beat too fast, seeing the veins throb in my wrist, breathing shallowly and wanting to take in more air and not being able to—and dreading the outcome.

	My mother, short and slender with long brown hair and a kind face, sat next to me and held my hand. My doctor, a man named Slitter—and that was not the kind of name that engendered confidence—informed us that I had a severe type of cardiomyopathy. “It’s inherited,” he’d said. “You have it yourself, don’t you, Mrs. Johnson?”

	“It’s Ms. Rosen,” she’d replied tersely. “I remarried. That was my first husband’s name. My second husband’s name is Dorchette, but I kept my maiden name.”

	Slitter bobbed his head. “I’m sorry. But I noticed something on Paul’s information form. You filled it out and said that you have a heart condition as well. Therefore, I have to ask. Is it the same condition?”

	My mother frowned. “Yes. I was diagnosed with my condition years ago. Mine’s manageable, at least for the moment. I take medication.”

	She told the doctor what she was taking. I knew, as I’d seen her popping pills every morning, one for slowing the heartrate, and another for high blood pressure. Still, was her condition that bad? After all, she wasn’t fat, and she didn’t smoke or drink, so how could she not be healthy?

	“I knew that it could be inherited,” she said. “But Paul showed no signs of it.”

	The doctor pointed at the report on his desk, and his voice wasn’t unkind. “Until now. Please understand, Ms. Rosen, in many cases, there are no symptoms until they show up. Some famous people... pro wrestlers, athletes, movie stars... they walked around with this condition for years, and then one day, it manifested itself.”

	He went on to say that I was at risk simply due to genetics that I’d gotten from my mother. Still, I was lucky, lucky in the sense that they’d caught it early. He talked about beta-blockers, heart remodeling techniques, pills to lower blood pressure—mine was fine because I was young, but in certain cases, it rose as the patient got older and carried more weight—and more.

	My mother then asked him about the worst-case scenario. “Well, cardiomyopathy, depending on its severity, can lead to heart failure. Depending on the condition, in some cases, the sinoatrial nerve is cut, and a pacemaker is implanted. In an extreme case, he’d need a heart transplant. We’re hoping it doesn’t come to that.”

	At that point, the concept of having my chest cut open and a new organ being put in hadn’t quite wrapped itself around my brain. My mother, though, started to cry, and we left the office. She drove home, still sobbing and wiping her eyes, saying things would be okay, but I knew they never would.

	Moreover, everything Doctor Slitter said had come to pass. No matter what drugs they gave me, no matter how careful I was with my diet, and no matter how much I rested and minimized stress, my heart grew weaker.

	Once, running to the top floor in my school had been a daily thing that I thought nothing of. Now, making it up one flight of steps had me gasping for air.

	Other kids dreamed of becoming athletes or pop stars. I dreamed of being given another chance, and I constantly thought about how nice it would be to simply wake up and not worry about my pump stopping for good.

	From that day on, sports were out. No more gym class, no more jogging or attempting to lift weights—nothing. I replaced sports with study, and unlike playing ball, learning came easily to me. Physics, geography, calculus, call them child’s play. Nerds ruled.

	Image shift time. Transient attacks came every now and then the older I got. Sometimes I passed out. Sometimes I lay on the ground in the classroom or home, depending on when my heart decided to act up and turn on me.

	If it happened at school, I ended up at the nurse’s office first, and then in an ambulance. Our school’s principal even painted an ambulance spot in the teacher’s parking lot. It made life easier for him.

	And the irony was I looked healthy outside of my pasty skin, the result of staying in all the time. I never had blue fingers or lips or toes, but it didn’t take a genius to figure out that my life was severely impaired.

	Jealousy ruled when I saw the regular guys get girls. Sure, that was childish, but from the age of fifteen onward, I got interested in women the same as everyone else. Fat chance of dating anyone, though. They wanted the studs, not the duds.

	More images ran through my unconscious. I’d gone to the fireworks show with Linda, and she said that she’d like to see me and we’d made a date, and then I’d met that weird little guy in the park, something happened, and I was...

	 

	Awake!

	“Nnngh.”

	Consciousness returned in a flash. I opened my eyes, disoriented. The room was swathed in shadows, shapes that swallowed up most of the light and left vague, semi-threatening outlines on the walls. After my eyes adjusted, I made out the sharp angles and planes of furniture in a small room. Where was I?

	“Sounds like someone’s up.”

	Yeah, that someone was me. It was a woman’s voice, and from the pitch, she sounded like she was in her forties or fifties. My heart slammed against my chest wall. I gasped for breath, just like all the other times when I woke up. But for some reason, this time, in a surprise turn, it slowed enough for me to feel almost normal—almost. “Uh, where am I?”

	“You don’t know?”

	Like I’m supposed to know? “How should I?”

	“You don’t remember anything?”

	“Not much.”

	Someone’s shoes scraped on the floor... there was a whoosh of curtains being drawn... bright light filled the room... I blinked and then focused up. I was in a white room, with a closet, a night table, and me, lying in a bed with white sheets.

	Hospital—this was in a hospital—and the middle-aged lady who wore a starched white uniform and a professional smile proved it. “How are you feeling, Paul?”

	Outside of a few pangs in my chest, which had to be my bad heart acting up—again—and a mild headache, overall, not bad.

	I checked my clothes. Someone had taken off my jeans and t-shirt. They lay draped over a nearby chair. I wore a white hospital gown. “I guess I’m okay. What hospital is this?”

	“Northwestern General. Someone found you lying face down in the street near your house, saw your bracelet, and they called an ambulance.”

	She walked over to take my pulse, tut-tutted at the high rate of beats, and then she checked off something on a chart that hung at the end of the bed. “Well, you had quite a scare, didn’t you?”

	Scare? What was she talking about? Oh, wait, everything came back in a flash. Someone had shot me, for God’s sake, and she called it a scare? “Uh, yeah, I guess.”

	The nurse’s sunny attitude never wavered. “Your father’s here. Some cute girl and a big boy who seems to be about your age are here, too. They say they’re your friends. Oh, and there’s a police officer here as well.”

	Father... friends... those concepts went through my fuzzy mind at light speed, making it fuzzier. Then things cleared. Linda and Carl. Nice of them to show. A police officer, too—I felt honored. As for my father...”Actually, he’s my stepfather.”

	The nurse ducked her head as if embarrassed. “I see.”

	Did she, really? And if she was embarrassed, then what was her reason? She
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