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Prologue
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She'd been dead for a little more than forty-five minutes.  An ambulance rushed Jessie Schaefer to Niagara Falls Memorial Medical Center after a car struck her when she stepped off her school bus at the corner of Pine Avenue and 24th Street.  She tried to make her way across the street to join her friend, Kristen Terrasi, who'd been waiting for her so the two of them could walk back to Kristen's house for a Friday night sleepover.  But a speeding car had ignored the bus's red flashing lights.  The driver never stopped. Kristen screamed loudly at the sight of Jessie flying into the air like a rag doll, hitting the pavement hard, and lying motionless. Kristen dug her nails into her hair and lurched herself forward while she cried out. People from inside stores and offices ran out into the street to stop further approaching traffic.

Kristen ran over to Jessie and got down beside her. Jessie's eyes were closed, and there was a large river of blood flowing from her head that had slowly crawled along the pavement. Kristen could see she was still breathing, and when she felt for her pulse, it was very faint. Kristen began to cry and shout for someone to help.

And then in the ambulance–on the way to the hospital–paramedics lost her heartbeat. Desperately, they fought to get it back. Jessie lay there on the gurney, with the top of her head wrapped with a thick, white bandage, a large red patch of blood on it. She had a blood pressure cuff on her left arm and electrodes running from her chest to a heart monitoring device, and the device was letting off a steady high-pitched tone while showing no heart activity from Jessie. But the paramedics continued to fight to bring her back. And soon each one of them started to realize there was probably no hope.
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Chapter 1
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It was almost seven o'clock at night. The intensive care unit was eerily quiet.  It was rather large, and the rooms were lined up in a half-circle with a nurses' station in the center.  There were rooms with open or halfway open doors that had the sounds of monitors beeping and respirators gasping and puffing. There was a long hallway that led to a waiting room where Jessie's mother, Ellen, sat in a white plastic chair, crying and praying. 

Jessie's older sister, Nicole, was standing in the hall, holding a small paper cup of coffee with her back to a coffee vending machine, watching her father bite his nails and walk around nervously.  She wore her favorite bleached Levis that had holes purposely cut into the knees, white Nike high-top sneakers, and an Echo & the Bunnymen t-shirt that was fading a bit from too many washes.  The walls in the hallway were decorated with orange pumpkins, brown autumn leaves, and white ghosts made from construction paper, markers and crayons. To her, the area had a faint scent of Mercurochrome and food. Hospital food. Much like the food in the cafeteria at her school, Trott Vocational High.

After waiting for nearly three hours with her mom and dad, Nicole finally spotted a doctor walking up behind her father, Ed, to get his attention.  Nicole's father then looked over at her and motioned with his head to follow them into the waiting room.  Nicole swallowed hard, nearly losing her breath. Jesus, please let my sister be okay, she prayed in her head while she made her way to the entrance of the waiting room.

***
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THE DOCTOR SEEMED CONFUSED while he spoke to Ed, Ellen, and Nicole.  “Well, the good news is she’s alive,” he said softly to keep others in the waiting room from hearing him.  He leaned closer into Ed and Ellen and continued with a half-whisper, “She died on the way here.” He leaned back and crossed his legs. “I’ll give it to you straight, I don’t know how she is alive.”

Ellen looked at the gold name tag on the doctor's white smock.  It had James Parker; M.D., printed on it in black. Her eyes were red and swollen from crying. “What's going on?” she asked him quietly.

Doctor Parker stared at her for a few seconds before looking at Ed, and then Nicole. “In all my years of practice, I have never witnessed what I'm about to tell you.”  He cleared his throat and then leaned forward toward Ed, Ellen, and Nicole again so that he could lower his voice. “Your daughter is back.” He spoke calmly and softly, giving everyone a sharp look. “When she got here, she had no heartbeat. No pulse.” Ellen lowered her head and started to weep again.

Ed pulled over a seat beside Ellen and sat down.  “And now she’s alive?” he asked in an almost monotone voice.  

Doctor Parker suddenly grew excited.  His eyes widened and he leaned closer toward Ed, speaking even softer than before.  Motioning to him with a half-opened hand, he told him, “Yes.  And that's what puzzles me.”

“What?  How?”

“Honestly, I don’t know.”  Doctor Parker sat back in his chair, still giving Ed an intense stare.  “Her body healed on its own at a rapid pace.”

Ed's face scrunched up with confusion and disbelief.  Ellen lifted her head to look at Doctor Parker.  Nicole took one of the white plastic chairs to sit down next to her parents.  “What?” Ed asked him.  “What are you talking about?”

Doctor Parker drew in a heavy sigh and concentrated his eyes on everyone.  “At four o'clock today she came in here clinically dead.  After fighting to get a pulse, without any luck I was ready to pronounce her.”  With his hands shaking just a bit, he took a pack of cigarettes out of the front pocket of his smock and dragged one out with his lips, offering up a couple to Ed and Ellen.  Ed waved off his offer, and he tucked them back into his pocket.  After lighting his cigarette and taking a long drag, he said to them, “But after forty-five minutes the monitor detected a heartbeat.  By six she was breathing on her own and the swelling in her head started to vanish.”  Ed, Ellen, and Nicole all looked at each other with shock.  “For the past five hours two specialists and myself have been trying to figure out what's going on,” Doctor Parker continued.  “All the while your daughter's head wound healed up.”  He took a puff from his cigarette.  “She had a broken wrist...”

“Had?” Ellen interrupted.  

Doctor Parker answered, “Yes.  Had.”  He tapped his cigarette over a standing ash tray next to him.  “We all watched it heal up right before our eyes.”

Ed said nothing more at first but simply stared at Doctor Parker in awe and bewilderment.  And then he narrowed his eyes at the doctor and, in a deep tone, asked him, “Is this some kind of sick joke?”

The doctor gave a simper and a little smirk, “Your daughter has defied the laws of science.”  He got up from his chair and then crushed out his cigarette in the ashtray.  “I wish this was a joke.”  And with that, he excused himself and left the waiting room.

A nurse standing there in the doorway moved aside a bit to let the doctor walk by.  She then turned her attention to Jessie's family.  “Mom and dad can stay the night,” she announced.  “But big sister has to leave now.”

Nicole got to her feet without protest and gave her mother a hug first.  “I'll get a ride with Paul's family.”  

She then gave her father a hug, and he told her, “Go right home.”  When she moved back from him, he slumped his head and gave her a stern look.  “No messing around.”

Nicole rolled her eyes at him.  “Don't worry, Dad.”  She put on her jacket and took her purse.  “Jesus, I'm not a little kid.”  And then she walked away from her parents, passed the nurse and to the elevator.

“Mom and dad can visit for a moment,” the nurse told Ed and Ellen.

Ellen turned to her husband.  “Let's go see her,” she said to him.  They both got up and walked over to the nurse at the doorway.  “Can we stay in her room with her?” Ellen asked the nurse.

The nurse tightened her lips, squinted her eyes, and then shook her head a bit.  “Sorry.  You can only stay out here.”

“Fine,” Ed replied.  “We probably won't sleep, anyway.”  The nurse gave him a nod and then led them along the hall until they reached the circular unit.  And while they walked, he turned to Ellen with a puzzled but frightened look.  “What the hell is happening?”
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THE ELEVATOR DOORS slid open with a ding and Nicole stepped off.  A few feet in front of her there was a large wood and glass showcase.  Inside of it was pottery, framed paintings of various things and dolls that looked like they were collectables.  The glass doors were decorated with Halloween cutouts and autumn leaves that had been colored with brown and orange crayons.

The lobby had the scent of coffee that lingered in the air from a little stand that was closed.  Nicole rounded a corner, thinking to herself how cute the little pink teddy bear in the darkened gift shop window was.  She would have to remind herself to get that for Jessie the next morning when the shop opened again. 

When Paul and Kristen caught sight of Nicole, they immediately jumped from the chairs they were in in the lobby and ran over to her.  “Is she okay?” Kristen asked in a loud whisper, grabbing Nicole by her shoulders, her eyes flashing wide.

Nicole put up her hands in surrender.  “Take it easy.  Wait a second.”  After Paul and Kristen backed away from her, she took a deep breath and told them, “She's stable.”  Of course that was a lie.  But she didn't know what else to tell them.  For Nicole it would be too complicated to explain.  Out of the corner of one eye, she caught movement toward her.  It was Paul's entire family.  When Paul saw them approaching, he looked at Nicole and told her, “Jesus, here comes the whole Terrasi clan.”

Paul's mother, Irene, stepped up to Nicole and gave her a tight hug.  Nicole held back tears after Irene said to her, “We all thought she was dead.”

“Trust me,” Nicole replied with a sniffle, “we thought the same.”

“We have Jessie on the prayer chain.”

“Thank you,” Nicole told her.

Irene released Nicole, holding her shoulders briefly and giving her a sympathetic smile.  “Trust God,” she said. 

Nicole gave her a little nod and a sorry attempt at a smile.  “Okay.  I will.”

Paul's brother, Cosmo, tucked his fingers into the front pocket of his jeans, and then tipped his head upward toward her.  “You gonna be okay?” he asked.

“I'm always okay,” she told him. 

Paul's father, Lou, lit a cigarette and after taking a long drag, he calmly asked Nicole, “You want us to drop you off at your house?”  To Nicole, Paul's father looked like a short version of a fifties Greaser, a real James Dean type.  Except he didn't wear leather.  He had on a tan cotton corduroy jacket that smelled like old books and stale cigarettes.  “Or you can just stay at our house,” he added.

Kristen turned to Nicole with excitement in her eyes.  “Yeah, like a sleepover.”

“But without all the noise,” Irene said.

“No shit,” Lou chimed in, digging into his front pocket for his car keys, his cigarette dangling from his mouth.  “It's been a bad day for everyone.”

***
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IN THE CAR, Hold Me, by Fleetwood Mac played on the radio.  Paul felt embarrassed because his father drove a yellow 1978 Ford LTD station wagon.  He got roasted in school because of it, and so did Cosmo and Kristen.  But they had no choice.  It was either accept the wagon, or walk, so their father would say to them whenever they complained.  Kristen and Nicole climbed into the cargo area of the station wagon, and while they slid to the back tail gate Kristen yelled, “Dad!  Put the window down!”  Lou looked at them through the rear-view mirror, and with his index finger on the button, he lowered the window all the way.  The warm early October breeze rushed in.  The scent of French fries filled the car.  “The youth group prayed for Jessie tonight,” Kristen told Nicole.

“It's working,” Nicole replied.  A sudden gust of air pushed some of her hair against the side of her face.  “The doctor told my mom and dad that Jessie should have died.”  

“We'll keep my phone right next to us,” Kristen added, taking hold of her Rubik's Cube.  She fell quiet while she fiddled with its colored rows of squares; she had a question for Nicole.  Perhaps even a bone to pick with her.

***
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THE HOUSE WAS RATHER large and very old.  When Lou and Irene bought it back in 1979, the real estate agent, impressed with how it withstood time, proudly told them that it was built in 1875.  Lou didn't care at all how old it was.  Because he was getting it at a good price, and it had all the room he and his family needed:  A large living room that could keep two full sofas on either end, a console television, recliner, loveseat, and a chair in one corner beside a fireplace that had built in wooden bookshelves on either side of the mantle.  Upstairs, there were three enormous bedrooms with plenty of closet space and two half baths on either end of the hallway.  One with a sink and toilet, and one with a sink and bath. 

As soon as Kristen and Nicole walked into Kristen's bedroom, Kristen shut the door and sat down on one side of her bed.  Nicole started to take off her jacket when she suddenly felt Kristen quietly staring at her.  She froze just then and ever-so-slowly inched her eyes over to Kristen.  

Kristen threw up her hands and let them plop down on her lap.  “Out with it!”

Nicole scrunched her eyebrows out of confusion.  “Out with what?”

“It!” Kristen exclaimed.

Nicole looked away from her, fluttered her head slightly, and continued taking off her jacket.  “I don't know what you're talking about.”

“Sure, you do.”  Kristen crossed her arms and then tossed her head to clear the brown hair that had interrupted her eyes.  “I watched your sister get hit by that car.  She flew up in the air and landed on the street.”  Kristen unzipped her jacket.  “Blood was pouring from her head.”  She tossed her jacket to one corner of her room.  “It was everywhere.  How is she still alive?”

Nicole, at first, said nothing.  She simply looked away from Kristen and made herself comfortable on the carpeted floor in one corner of the room.  “We should order a pizza,” she said, pulling off her sneakers.

“No,” Kristen said.  “Don't.”

Nicole started to remove her socks.  “Don't what?”

“Goddamn it,” Kristen exhaled a bit loudly.  “Change the subject!”  She threw one of four pillows on her bed at Nicole.  “Something happened; I just know it.” 

Still, Nicole told Kristen nothing.  She remained quiet, only minding her socks and her jeans, removing them to prepare herself for a shower.  “Maybe we should change the subject,” she said at last, looking at Kristen and raising one brow.  “Because I don't think you're ready to believe me.”

That comment from Nicole caused Kristen's frustration to further inflame.  She threw another pillow at her and growled, “Goddamn it!  I was there!”

Her full blonde hair got in the way of one eye, so Nicole fluttered her head to negotiate with it before taking control and flicking it away with her fingertips.  She took hold of a pillow and threw it back at Kristen.  She got up from the floor and got closer to Kristen.  “I don't know!” she yelled.  “The doctor said she's alive!”

“Hey!” Kristen and Nicole heard Lou yell from across the hallway.  “Keep it down in there!”

Kristen tightened her jaw and narrowed her eyes at Nicole.  She grabbed the pillow and slammed it into Nicole.  Nicole blocked the pillow and then ripped it away from Kristen.  Shaking the hair from her eyes, Kristen screamed, “You're an asshole!  Get out!”

All at once the two girls heard footsteps thumping toward their room.  Irene suddenly opened the door and quickly stepped in.  “What the hell is going on?” she asked.

Nicole grabbed a thin knitted blanket from Kristen's bed, glared at Kristen, and then turned to Irene.  Grinding her teeth out of frustration, she said to them both, “I'm going downstairs.  Goodnight.”  Nicole spun away from them and walked out of the room.

Kristen exhaled deeply and loudly while she stared at her mother.  Finally, she threw up one hand and told her, “Nothing.”  She looked away.  “It's nothing.”

“Your father and I are trying to sleep,” Irene said.  “Leave Nicole alone and go to bed.”

Scrunching her eyes at what her mother told her, Kristen flipped her head up and turned it further away from her.  After she heard her walk out of the room and close the door, Kristen combed back her thick curly hair with her fingertips.  She fell into her bed, crossed her arms intently and stewed quietly in her frustration.  But there was a light tap at the door, which made Kristen roll her eyes at its sound.  “What,” she said with a cold bluntness.

“Can I come in?” Paul asked her timidly.

“What's up?”

Paul slowly opened the door.  Peeking through it into Kristen's room, he held up a forty-five record.  The Steve Miller Band, Abracadabra.  “Wanna listen?”

Kristen rolled her eyes again.  “Come in.”  

Paul pushed the door open further, and when he entered, Cosmo was right behind him.  He shoved his way past his brother and said to Kristen, “I need your radio.”  He then abruptly unplugged it from the wall and took it from the top of her dresser.

“Dude,” Kristen got up from her bed.  “What the hell's going on?”

“Sorry,” Cosmo told her, wrapping the cord around the radio, “Hockey game.  I need the score.”  And then he left her room.

Her mouth remained open slightly in disbelief while she watched him leave.  Her hand, which was outstretched toward him, finally dropped to her side before she looked at Paul.  Paul simply shrugged and handed her the forty-five.  

***
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AFTER AN HOUR, KRISTEN had stomped into Paul and Cosmo's room to take back her radio.  Now it was back on her dresser, playing What a Fool Believes, from The Doobie Brothers.  She was ready for bed, having just stepped out of the shower, with her hair wrapped in a towel, and wearing a Journey t-shirt and sweatpants.  She fussed with the radio when commercials started playing.  That's when she heard a soft knock at her bedroom door.  “This better be good,” Kristen announced.

The door slowly creaked open.  Kristen turned behind her and saw Nicole poking her head beyond the opening.  She had a sorrowful look on her face.  “Can I come in?” she asked Kristen.

Kristen turned away from Nicole and rolled her eyes.  “It's a free country,” she said with a heavy sigh.  Nicole snatched Kristen's Rubik's Cube from a small nightstand beside her bed and then flopped herself backward upon Kristen's bed.  Kristen settled with, Abacab, by Genesis.  She left the radio and crawled into her bed next to Nicole, snuggling under the blankets and giving some to Nicole.

“Can I tell you something?” Nicole asked Kristen, still minding the Rubik's Cube.

“Go for it,” Kristen replied.

After some hesitation, Nicole said, “My sister was dead when she got to the hospital.  The doctors don't know how she came back.”  After that, silence dropped over the room for a moment before Nicole let out a deep sigh and told Kristen, “I need a joint.”

“Keep going,” Kristen calmly said, “What else?”

“Jessie's body healed at a rapid pace.  The doctors can't figure it out.”

Kristen felt her heart skip a beat; she took a deep breath and slowly put herself back together.  She felt a lump form in her throat and tears blur her eyes to the point of having to blink them away, allowing drops to race along her cheeks.  “I saw everything,” she said.  “I don't ever want to see something like that again.”

“Kid,” Nicole responded, “I get that.  Did you hear me?  Jessie came back and healed...”

“You need a joint,” Kristen interrupted.  “I need to join you.”

Nicole shoved Kristen lightly.  “Jessie has the doctors spooked.”

Kristen almost giggled.  “Really?” After some talk from the disc jockey on the radio, The Clash came on with Train in Vain.  “We should sleep,” she added.  “I have a feeling tomorrow is gonna be a long day.”

Nicole gave a deep sigh.  “I probably won't sleep,” she said.  “Leave the radio on.”
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Chapter 2
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Jessie had been moved from intensive care to a room on the third floor.  Room 307, and when Kristen was finally allowed to go up to Jessie's room after Nicole, she caught the scent of perhaps, chicken soup or French onion soup.  In her mind her bet was on French onion.  Nicole was sitting behind Jessie gently brushing her thick shoulder-length dirty-blonde hair, and, The Price is Right, was showing on a small color television on a wall-mounted stand behind Kristen.  On a hospital tray in front Jessie there was an empty bowl and a half-eaten sandwich.  When Jessie looked up at her, Kristen couldn't help but rush over to her and hug her tightly.  “Jesus Christ,” Kristen wept softly into Jessie's ear.  “I thought you were dead.”

When Jessie felt Kristen's nails dig slightly into her back, she gently pushed Kristen’s shoulder with one hand.  “Dude,” she said quietly.  “Ouch.”

Kristen let go of Jessie and backed away a bit, putting her hand over her mouth and widening her eyes.  “God,” she whispered.  “Sorry.”

Nicole had been sitting up straight, both hands up near her shoulders with the hairbrush in one of them, leaning away from Jessie and Kristen's embrace. “Okay?” she asked Kristen.  

Kristen wiped away some tears from her eyes with the back of one hand.  “Yes,” she squeaked.

“Where's Paul?” Jessie asked her.

“Downstairs with Cosmo.  My mom and dad are at work.  We walked here.”  She picked up Jessie's half-eaten sandwich.  “They'll come visit later.”  She held the sandwich up.  “Turkey?”

“Shit,” Jessie replied.  “But yeah, turkey.”

Kristen inched it up a bit higher and raised her eyebrows.  “You mind?”

Jessie shrugged one shoulder while Nicole continued to brush her hair.  “Go for it.” 

To Kristen it tasted okay.  “Be better if it was bologna.”

Jessie winced when Nicole caught a small knot in her hair and brushed it out a little too hard.  “Ouch.”

“Sorry.”

Jessie's mother and father, Ellen and Ed, entered the room.  Ellen had a slice of carrot cake on a small paper plate and coffee in a paper cup.  Two cream and two sugars.  After her mother placed it on the tray in front of her, Jessie tore a plastic fork from its wrapper and said, “Thank.  You.”  She turned her attention to her parents.  “What did you guys have?”

“Chicken salad,” her mother answered.  “Dad had the meatloaf.”

“It tasted like tree bark,” her father chimed in.  “Gravy was watery.”

“All cafeteria food is nasty,” Nicole said.

Jessie giggled a little at her father and asked him, “When've you eaten tree bark?”

And then all at once, Jessie looked up from her carrot cake to see Paul entering the room with Cosmo right behind him.  “That lady at the desk downstairs is a real pain in the ass,” Paul said.  “She almost wouldn't let us come up here.”

Cosmo quickly hugged Jessie and then snatched the remaining carrot cake on her paper plate.  He shoved it into his mouth, backed away from her, and gave her a wink and a cocky grin.  “Your mom can do better,” he said to her.

Jessie glared at Cosmo, taking the cup of coffee on her tray.  Before she brought it to her lips, she asked him, “You guys walked all this way?”

“Of course, my cake is better,” Ellen cut in quietly.

“It’s not that far,” Paul said, kissing Jessie on her forehead after Cosmo moved aside.  Paul quickly glanced at her, trying hard not to bring too much attention to her, embarrass her, or seem stupid.  “How do you feel?”  He felt like his question wasn't worthy of her attention.

Jessie looked down into her coffee cup and said, “This tastes like mud.”

“You eat mud?” Cosmo asked her with a grin.

When the talk steered away from his question, Paul backed away from Jessie while watching Nicole finish fixing her sister's hair. Both chairs were taken by Jessie's parents, so he was forced to stand next to Kristen and Paul.  On the television, The Price is Right had faded into commercials before the broadcast switched to a news sample that involved President Ronald Reagan.  After that it was back to, The Price is Right.  No one was paying attention to the television.  Paul watched Jessie lick the frosting left over from the carrot cake off the plastic fork she had.  “You want ice cream?” he asked.  When Jessie looked up at him, he added, “Vanilla?”

She looked at the plastic fork, and then over at Cosmo, who was still chewing on the cake he'd stolen from her little plate.  He gave her another wink, a smirk, and an upward motion to her with his head.  Jessie put her eyes on Paul and told him, “When I get out of here, you can buy me a burger,” 

“No lettuce, extra pickles,” Paul responded.  

After The Price is Right finally ended, Jessie's attention was drawn to the television when a Burger King commercial came on.  A nurse walked into the room with a clipboard and a thermometer.  “Everything okay?” she asked.

“Good, thank God,” Jessie's father, Ed, answered.

The nurse moved closer to Jessie with a thermometer in her hand.  She leaned forward and held it up to her.  “Tongue up,” the nurse said.  “The doctor wants to keep her one more night,” she told Ed and Ellen.  “Just for observation.” 

And while Jessie's temperature was being taken, a tall man appeared in the doorway of the room and asked everyone inside, “Is this a bad time?”  With the thermometer sticking out of her mouth, Jessie looked at the man through the curtain of her thick dirty blonde hair.  He was dressed in a white collared shirt, light blue tie, jeans and sneakers.  His black hair was short and neatly combed.  It was her youth pastor, Ryan Lindell.  Her eyes lit up.  “Pastor Ryan,” she mumbled against the thermometer. 

After the nurse retracted the thermometer from Jessie's mouth and read her temperature, she put it away and jotted something onto her clipboard.  “Temp is normal,” she announced.  Knowing Pastor Ryan was hovering about the doorway, the nurse gathered her things and broke away from the room, not wanting to stand in the way. 

Before he made his way over to Jessie, Pastor Ryan hugged her mother, Kristen, and Nicole.  He shook her father's hand, playfully ruffled Paul's hair, and gave Cosmo's shoulder a shove with his fist.  Still smiling, he put his attention on Jessie, sitting down next to her on the side of the bed.  “You look great,” he told her with a deep breath.

Jessie shook her head to throw the hair from her eye.  “I don't remember what happened,” she said softly.

“I would imagine.”  He took one of her hands and gave it a little pat.  “They told me you got...”  Pastor Ryan stopped talking suddenly when he felt a warm current come out of Jessie's hand.  He recoiled quickly with a look of shock on his face.

Even though Jessie felt a vibration in her hand, she still asked him, “Are you okay?”

Pastor Ryan rubbed his hands together and gave a rather nervous answer.  “Just some static.”  He shook his hand to stop the tingling sensation.  He simpered and looked around.  “Air is pretty dry in here.”

“They keep the heat too high,” Jessie said.

“We've told them it's too hot up here,” Ellen chimed in.

Turning his attention back to Jessie, he asked her, “So when can you go home?”

Before she could answer, a woman appeared in the doorway.  She was almost as tall as Pastor Ryan.  Her hair was black and shoulder-length.  She wore glasses with thick brown frames and a corduroy jacket and pants.  “Finally found a parking spot,” she said, hugging Jessie's parents and greeting everyone else.  Her name was Pamula Lindell, Pastor Ryan's wife.  Pastor Ryan moved off the bed so she could sit beside Jessie.  As soon as she did, Jessie and Pamula hugged each other tightly, and the two of them started to cry.

“Jesus Christ,” Jessie squeaked, nearly digging her nails into Pamula’s shoulders.

“We prayed so hard when we heard what happened,” Pamula told Jessie quietly in her ear.

“Wait a minute,” a woman's voice said.  Everyone in the room stopped what they were doing and looked at the doorway.  Yes, it was the nurse, and she held a blood pressure cuff in her hand.  “There are too many people here.”  She entered the room.  “Some of you guys gotta go and get outta my way.”

Kristen saw Nicole suddenly leave the room.  Following her she announced, “We'll be downstairs.”

Paul stepped up beside Pamula, leaned toward Jessie a bit, and then gave her a kiss.  “I'll be downstairs,” he whispered to her with a wink.

When Cosmo suddenly realized everyone, but Jessie's parents, Pastor Ryan and Pamula had left for the elevator, his eyes got wide.  He quickly excused himself and followed them.  But he was too late and had to catch the next elevator down.

While the nurse took Jessie's blood pressure, Jessie saw that the television was showing the opening title to As the World Turns.  She asked the nurse, “Can I watch MTV?”

The nurse twisted her body to look at the television behind her, still holding the blood pressure cuff.  “Just one to thirteen,” she answered.

“Lame,” Jessie grumbled, looking at the cuff around her arm.

“Turn on the radio,” Ed told Jessie.

Ellen got up and turned off the television.  “We're not watching this anyway.”

The nurse turned on a small radio on a nightstand beside the bed just below a lamp.  Genesis was just starting with, Turn it on Again.  “Can I have a McDonald's cheeseburger?” Jessie asked the nurse.

“When you leave,” the nurse answered.  She peeled away the blood pressure cuff from Jessie's arm, folded it up and told her and everyone else, “I'll be back soon.”

After the nurse was gone, Pastor Ryan stepped back over to Jessie's bed and sat beside her.  “Can we pray?” he asked her.  Jessie didn't answer.  Instead, she closed her eyes and bowed her head.  Pastor Ryan shut his eyes, placing one hand on Jessie's shoulder.  “Father God, in the name of Jesus, touch Jessie and make her whole again.”  He opened his eyes and waited for Jessie to put her eyes on him.  “Amen,” he finally said quietly.

Jessie looked up at Pastor Ryan and told him, “I want ice cream.”
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Chapter 3
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Night fell down upon Jessie's room while she slept quietly; her mother had pulled up her blankets to her balled-up fists that were against her shoulders. It was early, so Ellen knew Jessie would probably wake up in the night. Pastor Ryan and his wife, Pamula, had left an hour ago. A nurse named Tina reassured Ellen that Jessie was in good hands. “Go home now,” she told both Ed and Ellen. She was a little woman.  She had dark hair, and her English was broken.  “She is safe here.”  But just then, Jessie suddenly opened her eyes.

*** 
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THERE WERE LONG HUGS, kisses, and goodnights between Jessie and her parents.  After they had finally left, Nurse Tina told Jessie, “I'll be back with some ice cream.”  She gave Jessie a wink and left the room.  But without warning, while she watched Nurse Tina walk out, she felt the palms of her hands slowly become warm until they were at a point where she could no longer ignore them.  She looked at her palms and saw that there was a soft, swirling blue glow coming from them, as if radiant liquid danced beneath the skin in different shades.  Jessie felt a panic attack coming on when she saw her hands.  She quickly buried them under the blankets when she heard Nurse Tina approaching her room.  Nurse Tina saw the frightened look on Jessie's face.  She put the small plastic cup of ice cream on the nightstand near the radio and asked
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