
        
            [image: cover]
        

    
After Forever


Book 5 of the Southern Exposure Saga

By Lari Smythe






Cover by Lari Smythe






Copyright 2020 Lari Smythe

ISBN 9781005623913 (.ebpub version)






Published by Lari Smythe at Smashwords






Smashwords Edition License Notes

This ebook is licensed for your personal
enjoyment only. The ebook may not be re-sold or given away to other
people. If you would like to share this book with another person,
please purchase an additional copy for each recipient. If you are
reading this book and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased
for your use only, then please return to Smashwords.com, or your
favorite online ebook store, and purchase your own copy. Thank you
for respecting the hard work of this author.






Discover other
books by Lari Smythe at Smashwords.com

Lari's books are also available in print at most
online retailers.






* * *

"The universe is not going to see someone like
you again in the entire history of creation."

-Vartan Gregorian
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Prologue

Six months
had passed since I said goodbye to Mom and, for appearance sake,
laid Dad to rest. A lot had happened since that day, but not the
one thing I was hoping for the most, to see them again. Sure, Mom
explained that immortality came with an unspecified amount of time
to adapt so it could take months, maybe even years, before Dad was
able to see me again. I had counted on knowing Dad better than she
did, but the days turned to weeks, then months without any word. I
still wasn't sure how I felt about that day, whether Mom was the
angelic immortal Grammy pictured, or something else entirely. In
the end, though, it didn't matter, at least to me, because deep
down I knew, beyond any doubt, that they were together,
forever.

From the time Dad learned his cancer would be
fatal, the plan had been for me to join my godparents, Cathy and
Alex Struther, in South Carolina, but somehow Aunt Cathy had
arranged to telework, so I could finish my freshman year at
Boonsboro High School. The choice came with mixed emotions since it
meant I would have to deal with prying stares and snide comments
from my classmates, who like most everyone else in town, thought
that I had killed dad as surely as my birth had killed Mom. The
positive was that I wouldn't have to pick up midyear in a new
school. I felt like that would give me the best chance of getting
to play football—my dream and Dad's. At least that's how I
justified putting myself through another six months in Boonsboro.
That was then, today was the beginning of a new chapter—a new
life.


Chapter 1

My eyes
welled up with tears as I sat at the art table in the back of the
class and watched the last seconds on the clock tick passed—the
last seconds of my life in Boonsboro. The final bell punctuated the
precise second the school year was mercifully over. I didn't jump
up like the rest of the class, instead I let my head drift down to
rest against my crossed arms on the table in front of me.

"See ya loser!" Tommy Curley yelled as he passed
the art room door.

I jumped up and grit my teeth. God, I wish I
could punch him out just one more time. He was a total ass.
Instead, I eased back onto my stool as the chaos in the hallway
faded toward the front of the school.

"Elina, are you alright?"

I wiped away an unexpected tear, an angry tear,
and looked up into Mrs. Snyder's concerned face. "Sure, why
wouldn't I be?"

Mrs. Snyder sat down on the stool next to me. "I
know it's been a difficult year," she began. "Like everyone else,
I'm really going to miss you. The school won't be the same."

I looked at her indifferently. "You mean the
'everyone else' who blame me for my parents' deaths." It was more
rhetorical than a question, so I got up to leave, not expecting an
answer.

"Please Elina," she gently grasped my arm,
"people don't blame you, it's just—"

"You're wrong. Mom died delivering me, and let's
face it, everyone in town is convinced my taking Dad to the old
house hastened his death—like I planned it that way all along."

"I don't think that. Why would you think anyone
blames you?"

"Come on," I huffed, my tone disbelieving, "Dad
kicked me off the football team, remember? Moving him to the old
house was just my sadistic payback, right?"

We exchanged an awkward glance. I'm sure she was
thinking the same thing that Dad had told me, it was my fault for
knocking Tommy Curley out during practice, even though he deserved
it. That fiasco also kept Dad from coaching me, a consequence that
would haunt me for the rest of my life.

She patted my arm. "I don't blame you and I
really don't think your classmates do either."

"You're just saying that." I leaned back against
the table and crossed my arms, but the anger crept back in. "I
suppose you have to, though, since Dad saved your life."

Her face turned ashen.

"I'm sorry, I shouldn't have said that." What a
stupid thing to say. "You've always been supportive, even when it
seemed like the whole world was against me. I'm really sorry."
Tears, I refused to shed, blurred my vision.

She patted my arm again and stood. "I hope a new
start brings you the kind of peace you're hoping for."

I glanced at the door to be sure we were alone
and then gave her a gentle hug. "Me too."

"I know you're strong, determined and a fighter,
but I sincerely hope you can find the beautiful young woman that I
know lies within you." She smiled warmly.

"I'm not so sure about the beautiful—"

"Oh, she's in there, I'm sure of it. She shows
herself in your artwork. Something you have in common with both
your parents." I followed her over to her desk where she pulled out
a three-by-five card and handed it to me. "It's my email address.
I'd love to keep in touch." Her eyes sparkled for a moment as if
she suddenly remembered something. "Do you have a minute? I have
something in the back I'd like to give you."

"Sure." Honestly, all I wanted was to get out of
there, but her enthusiasm was intriguing.

Mrs. Snyder dashed into the art supply room. A
few minutes later she emerged with a manila envelope. "There are
two drawings inside, your mom and dad each did one of them. When
you feel like it, I thought you might like to see their work." She
handed me the envelope. "I don't know why I didn't think of them
sooner."

"Thanks. I'll miss you, I really will." I forced
a smile. "You'll stick up for me, not let the rumors get even
worse?"

"Count on it." She returned the smile.

We hugged and I left her standing next to her
desk. The halls were quiet now, the chaos of the hallway now the
sounds of cars and busses leaving the school. I scanned the parking
lot and spotted Dad's Rover parked along the sidewalk at the
corner. Cathy waved.

"Hey," I said as I opened the passenger's door.
"Everything go as planned?"

"Yep, movers left half an hour ago. How was
school?"

I rolled my eyes as I slid onto the seat.

"That bad," she surmised. "What's in the
envelope?"

"Mrs. Snyder gave it to me. She said they were
drawings Mom and Dad did."

Cathy's face lit up. "You'll love them." She
winked. "We should get going if we're going to beat rush hour."

"About that, do we have time for one stop?"

She looked puzzled for a moment. "Ah, of
course." She started the car. "Absolutely."

We eased into the line of traffic leaving the
school. I knew I didn't have to explain, Cathy's sixth sense, as
Dad had referred to it, was amazing, but sometimes also a little
exposing.

"This old car has made a lot of trips in and out
of this parking lot over the years." Cathy patted the dash. "Hard
to believe this is the last—"

"But necessary."

She nodded. "Yes, yes, it is. I hope it can make
it to South Carolina," she added jokingly.

"It will, Dad wouldn't leave us stranded like
that."

It wasn't long before we turned up the one-lane
strip of new asphalt that led to the cemetery. The crumpled road
had been repaved in early Spring.

Cathy glanced over as we pulled to a stop. "You
know they're not here, right?"

I nodded. "I just want to make sure the final
details were finished like I promised." I got out and jogged down
to the old oak at the far end of the cemetery. Even though I knew
Cathy was right, seeing Mom and Dad's mausoleum still gave me an
eerie feeling. I peered through the ornate bars at the two marble
vaults. To the left, Dad's name and dates, but most importantly,
under that the single word, TOGETHER. To the right, Mom's and under
her name and dates, the word, FOREVER.

"Together forever," I whispered. I stepped back
and surveyed the fringe of the surrounding woods, but like all the
other times, it was quiet. An uneasy sense of finality crept over
me. As I turned to leave, a reflection caught my eye. I swear I
hadn't noticed it when I arrived, but now, the polished brass key
jumped out at me.

The gate was still locked and I instinctively
started to turn the key, but something stopped me. I can't explain
it, but somehow, I knew the key wasn't meant for now. I retrieved
it from the lock and slipped it in the back pocket of my jeans.

I stepped back again, peering into the darkness
and the two dimly lit vaults. "I miss you. It's already been too
long." I turned and started back toward the Rover before the tears
came. The Rover's boxy silhouette reminded me of the afternoon I
rode my bike out to meet Dad on my last birthday—when I thought Mom
was dead—I hid behind the car before I chickened out and rode home.
Could she have been here, waiting for him? With what I knew now, it
was a possibility. I would have to ask her when I saw them
again.

After latching my seatbelt, I glanced over at
Cathy. Our gaze met momentarily and, although I could tell she knew
something happened, I don't think she knew about the key.

"Are they like you wanted?"

"They're perfect." There was a manila envelope
on the dash that hadn't been there before. "Is that for me?"

Cathy hesitated before replying. "Yes, it's from
your parents."

"Cool." I grabbed the bulky envelope and
unhooked the clasp.

"Elina, I'm not sure—"

I suddenly realized Cathy looked scared. "What
is it? What's wrong?"

She turned, slightly toward me. It took a moment
before she answered. "I want you to know two things before you open
the envelope. One, Alex and I are thrilled—if you are, and two,
neither of us knew anything about this until that showed up on the
porch two weeks ago."

"Two weeks? How come you're just now—"

"The letter your mother wrote to me is in the
envelope. It should help you understand. No secrets." She paused
and tried to discretely wipe her eyes. "I hope this is something
you can accept, it's what your parents want, but if you're not
comfortable with the arrangement—well, we can work something
out."

"I don't like the sound of this." I dumped the
contents out on my lap with the fear my parents' promise to stay in
my life was a lie. There was a birth certificate, Social Security
card, medical records, some other official-looking documents, and a
small white envelop addressed to Cathy and Alex. "What's going
on?"

"It's all in the letter."

"Please just tell me."

"Alright then." She cleared her throat. "Your
mom and dad want Elina Isabella Whitaker to cease to exist as of
this moment."

"Cease to exist?" I shook my head in disbelief.
"Is that even possible?"

"Yes. The papers and documents in your lap
accomplish that and—" She took a deep breath and slowly exhaled.
"They establish the existence of Elina Isabella Struther."

"As in you and Alex—you're adopting me?"

She motioned toward the papers. "Technically,
your parents have already done that." Her gaze drifted down. "Is
that going to be a problem?"

"It's a lot to take in, you know, but I trust
them and I trust you. Elina Isabella Struther, a new name for a new
me. It's not a total surprise I guess—they thought of everything to
protect me. Are you sure you and Alex are okay with this?"

"Yes! Absolutely." Cathy sank back against the
seat.

"Mom and Dad are okay, right?"

"Yes, I'm sure of it."

I picked up one of the folders and opened it. It
was school records, from Tucson. "I'm from Arizona?"

"Yes." She smiled, her face filled with relief
and happiness. "It's time for a new beginning." She started the
engine and we were on our way to Greer, South Carolina.

* * *

It had been two weeks since I moved in with Aunt
Cathy and Uncle Alex when a moving van with the words Two Men
and a Truck painted on the side screeched to a stop out front.
That meant my stuff was finally here. It didn't take the two guys
long to unload the few pieces of furniture and the handful of boxes
I'd packed. They were almost too polite while they carted
everything upstairs to my new attic bedroom. The room was a total
surprise. While Cathy spent the last half of the school year with
me in Boonsboro, Alex decided to build me an appropriate bedroom
for a teenager instead of the tiny room where I'd stayed on my
summer visits, which by the way, happen to be right next to their
room. My new room was perfect, it even had its own bathroom. Alex
seemed to know I wasn't a soaker tub kind of girl and instead put
in a really cool shower that had multiple jets and shower-heads. It
had already proven to be my little oasis after a hard workout. He'd
even gone as far as to paint the room in the colors of the local
high school, red walls, black trim, and a white ceiling. There was
even a black tiger paw on the wall next to the door.

Once the moving guys left, I set about settling
in. On the wall opposite my bed, was the dresser, kind of a mixture
of pieces. I never liked the long, and more importantly, low
girly ones, so I had Grandpa's old dresser. It wasn't your typical
men's dresser, a little wider than normal and not quite as tall.
Dad had added two vertical supports on the back to hold Grammy's
mirror. The moving guys were nice enough to put it together for me.
Finally, I wasn't living out of a suitcase, I thought as I stuffed
the contents of another box into one of the drawers. I collapsed
the box and added it to the pile of cardboard on my bed.

I opened the last box carefully and peeled away
the layers of bubble-wrap until I came to the tri-fold picture
frame I'd wrapped in one of those white Styrofoam sheets. I gently
cut the sheet open with scissors and pulled out the picture. I
sighed with relief, the glass hadn't broken during the move. I
placed it on top of the dresser and folded the frame open. In the
middle, a photo of Mom and Dad on their wedding day; on the left,
one of Dad and on the right, Mom. I tapped two tiny nails into the
wall and hung the artwork Mom and Dad had done of each other on
either side of the mirror. I stepped back to admire my
work—perfect. I found myself staring at their pictures and realized
how long it had been since I last saw them. Now, however, I needed
to get this place cleaned up. I grabbed the pile of broken-down
boxes and headed for the recycle area in the garage.

It was still an hour before Alex and Cathy were
due home, so when the automatic garage door activated it startled
me.

I didn't bother to turn the garage lights on, so
when the automatic door activated, the light startled me. Alex and
Cathy shouldn't be home from work for another hour or so. I reached
over and grabbed a hammer off the workbench as the door panels
began to slowly peel upward across the ceiling. There was
definitely a man standing in the driveway, but as the door reached
waist high, I recognized Alex's pants from breakfast, so I
discreetly slipped the hammer back on the workbench.

"Hey," Alex said, "didn't expect to see
you—figured you'd be out running."

"The movers were here earlier. I was
unpacking."

Alex smiled wryly. "You sure they left?" He
stepped to the side. There was a truck behind him, a much larger
truck with the name Interstate Transport on the side.

Just then, Cathy pulled up and parked on the
side of the street instead of in the driveway. When she spotted us,
she hopped out and ran up the driveway. "Did I miss it?"

Alex glanced over his shoulder. "Nope, they just
pulled up." With that, he started toward the man who was climbing
down from the cab of the truck.

"I'm so glad I got here in time," Cathy
said.

"What's going on?"

Behind Cathy, Alex and the driver were headed
toward the back of the truck.

"It's a surprise, from your mom and dad. Your
dad had—"

"You saw them? You talked to them?"

"Oh, no, nothing like that." Her exuberant smile
faded.

"Sorry, I shouldn't have jumped to conclusions."
I shrugged.

An awkward silence lingered, one we had avoided
up until this point. Behind Cathy, the driver lowered the back of
the truck.

"You shouldn't be sorry," Cathy said. "I know it
seems like an eternity since you've seen or heard from them, but
you haven't lost faith, have you?" She glanced over her shoulder to
make sure Alex wasn't within earshot.

My gaze followed hers. Alex and the driver were
inside the back of the truck now. "No, I haven't given up—it's just
been so long. I thought—sure, I know Mom said, but it's already
been longer than I expected." I shook my head.

Cathy turned as a car engine started inside the
back of the truck. Not just any car, but the sound of a powerful
engine. "Maybe this will help a little."

As Cathy and I watched, the rear quarter panel
of an older car emerged from the truck. It was black, but in the
sunlight, had a shimmer of midnight blue. The wide chrome wheels
confirmed this wasn't just any car. It was then I noticed the
chrome script on the quarter panel that read, Malibu.

"Did Alex get a muscle car?" I asked, glancing
back in the garage and remembering the tarp-covered project car he
had been working on all those summers I visited. I hadn't realized
the spot was now for recycling.

"No."

"No?" I puzzled.

The driver gunned the engine a few times and
then pulled around the truck and onto the driveway. He gunned it
one more time before shutting it down and then opened the door and
climbed out. Alex came running up alongside the car all smiles.

"Okay, what's going on?" I asked.

Alex looked toward Cathy.

"Go on," Cathy said. "you've been dying to tell
her about it."

"Tell me about what?"

Alex took a deep breath through a boyish smile.
"It's a 1966 Chevy Malibu, 327 cubic inch V-8 with four on the
floor, dual exhaust and posi-traction rear. It's had some engine
mods, at least a CAM."

I stared at him blankly.

"It's yours!" he exclaimed.

"Mine? I don't understand."

"It was your mother's," Cathy said. "Jason had
it restored to the condition it was in when they first met."

"You're kidding, right?" I looked from Cathy to
Alex, even the truck driver, they were all smiling.

"Can you drive a stick?" Alex asked.

"Sure, Dad taught me on the Rover." The Rover's
faded, rusty patina was a sharp contrast to Mom's newly restored
Malibu.

The truck driver chuckled. "This ain't no Rover
sweetheart—I'd guess in the neighborhood of 300 maybe 350
horsepower, give or take."

"At least," Alex confirmed. "Maybe even
400."

The driver nodded. "Listen, hate to break up the
party, but I've got to hit the road—another delivery in Anderson
before dark."

"Sure," Alex acknowledged, "no problem." The two
walked back to the truck where Alex signed some papers and helped
the guy close up the back.

"How?" I asked Cathy. "I mean where?"

"Well, when your dad's health took a turn, he
had the car shipped off to a shop in Norfolk, Virginia for a
complete frame off restoration. Up until then, it sat in the old
garage behind the house on Lambs Knoll. They wanted it to be kind
of a farewell, remembrance present."

"Farewell?" I tensed.

Cathy glanced over her shoulder toward the truck
again. "No, not like that. I think they knew it might take your dad
awhile—you know, to adapt. Tink built it for your mom before she
started school."

"Tink?"

"Well, Tolliver, but they called him Tink." Her
voice trailed off as if she realized that maybe she'd said too
much.

I opened the door and slipped in behind the
wheel. "I can see Mom in it even though she was petite—"

"Pictures can be deceiving," Cathy
interrupted.

"It looks good on you," Alex said, walking up to
us. He was close, too close—had he heard me? According to Cathy, he
didn't know anything about the immortality thing.

"Right," I covered, "of course, but Dad said Mom
was on the small side."

"But as fierce as a lion," Alex added.

It seemed like an odd way to describe Mom, the
angel, but as I thought about it, I could see it. Maybe that was
the something in her eyes that seemed out of place.

"So," Alex said, "you good with the shifting
thing or could you use a refresher?"

I could tell he was itching to drive the car, so
I said, "A refresher sounds like a good idea." I got out and ran
around to the passenger's side.

Alex climbed in behind the wheel and closed the
door. "We won't be long," he said to Cathy.

He fired it up and eased back out of the
driveway. Once we cleared the curb, he ran up through the gears
until we were doing 45 MPH. Truthfully, it was the same as Dad's
Rover, less one gear.

"That all you got ol' man?" I teased.

Alex punched the accelerator at the challenge,
pushing us both back in our seats. It was powerful, just like Mom.
Alex eased off the throttle and turned into a church parking lot.
He pulled to a stop and hopped out. "Your turn."

I climbed over the console to change places.

"Easy on the clutch, she's a thoroughbred—don't
want to lose control." He grinned, that I challenge you kind
of grin as he climbed in the passenger's side.

I'd gone along with the refresher, but I
couldn't pass on a direct challenge. I eased out on the clutch—even
made the car lurch once, as I headed for the exit to the main road.
I stopped and looked over at Alex with a devilish grin. He
winked.

"Nice and easy," I said as I revved the engine,
dumped the clutch and lit up the rear tires.

The car fishtailed as I left the parking lot,
much more than I expected, but I turned into the drift and caught
it. Alex was right, the car did have a lot of power. I feathered
the accelerator pedal and had a nice drift going as I slammed it
into second gear, caught rubber again and then slipped it into
third. I let off the gas and looked over at Alex, he was all
smiles.

"How fast are you going?"

I glanced down at the speedometer, 60 MPH.
"Crap!" I slipped it into fourth gear and gently applied the
brakes.

"Like I said, a lot of power—not that you
couldn't handle it." He chuckled.

"Sorry about that. I couldn't resist."

"Why don't you take a right at the next stop
sign; show me you can do it the legally acceptable way and we'll
call it a wrap." He paused for a moment, looking a little
uncomfortable. "I know you're used to talking to Jason—your dad,
but if you ever need to, well you know, talk, I'm here,
anytime."

"Thanks, for everything. I really mean
that."

"I know you do." He gave me a thumbs up. "The
little burnout—"

"Little?" I laughed.

"—let's keep that between us."


Chapter 2

I rounded
the curve in the road that marked my second mile and headed toward
the school. According to my watch, I was making better time than I
had the previous two weeks. The exhilaration of my new set of
wheels still had me pumped, so when I reached the school, instead
of turning back, I slowed to a jog and headed up the parking lot
toward the stadium. Nothing like running stairs to build stamina.
As I entered the stadium, there was a boy on his way down the steps
close to the fifty-yard line. He was dark-skinned, muscular—lean,
not bulky and his head full of tiny braids danced around his face
with each step. By his build and the way he pumped his arms, he was
also training, maybe even for football. I jogged up the ramp and
stopped at the bottom of the first set of stairs, leaving three
sections of bleachers between us. When he reached the bottom, he
grabbed a water bottle out of a small cooler. After he downed the
contents, he made a basketball-style shot and rimmed it into the
trashcan. He bent over for a minute and then glanced my way as he
straightened up.

We both took a deep breath and then
simultaneously started up the steps. We weren't going that fast, so
I picked up the pace after a quarter of the steps were behind us.
He matched my pace. I was starting to feel the burn in my thighs
and sped up again as we reached the halfway point. Again, he
matched my speed. We reached the top simultaneously, turned and
started back down.

I'd already planned to run another set, but as I
turned, he did the same. At the halfway point, I glanced over at
him and picked up the pace again. I beat him to the top, but he
caught me on the way down and then matched my pace. At the bottom,
he did a quick U-turn and raced up the steps. I was already three
steps behind before I went full out. By the time he reached the
top, he'd only gained two more steps. I caught up on the way
down—my legs were on fire. We both stopped at the bottom and leaned
forward, catching ourselves with our hands on our knees. In through
your nose, out through your mouth, I reminded myself.

"Heads up."

I looked up just in time to catch a water
bottle. "Thanks." I opened the bottle and then pressed it to my
lips. When it was half empty, I glanced back at him.

He screwed the top back on his water bottle and
nodded toward me. I put the cap on mine, set it on the bottom
bleacher and then nodded back. We ran three more sets of steps at
full tilt. At the end, he had about seven steps on me. We both
collapsed into the same posture as before. After a couple of
minutes, I looked up, he was drinking. I downed the last of my
bottle. When I looked back, he was looking at me again.

"Trayvon," he called.

"Elina."

He nodded and started toward me. His muscles
were pumped full of blood and I'm not sure ripped did him justice.
He was wearing a white tank top and red running shorts with flashy
red and white sneakers. As he got closer, I could see tiny red and
white beads sewn into the tips of his braids.

"You new?"

"Yeah." I tossed my empty bottle into the
recycle bin at the bottom of the bleachers. "Fall sports?"

"Football," he answered. "How 'bout you?"

"Yeah." I wasn't sure what he thought, but I was
pretty sure he wouldn't connect Fall sports and football since I
was a girl. Still, it was an inadvertent slip.

"You're fast." He pulled off his shirt exposing
sweat-soaked muscles that glistened in the sunlight.

Well, if we were showing off—I pulled my lose
tee shirt off over my head, catching his double-take as my head
emerged. I was wearing a navy-blue sports bra underneath. I wadded
up the shirt and patted down my face.

"Dang, girl!" he said, apparently admiring my
abs.

I just smiled. His defined six-pack was no
surprise. "You run what, maybe a 4.5 forty?"

He looked surprised. "4.7," he admitted.

My legs began to tremble a little so I eased
onto the bottom step. He grasped the railing and pulled one foot up
on the center rail. I extended my right leg and leaned forward to
stretch it out.

"You're a wide receiver then?"

"Best."

"If you've got moves and good hands, I imagine
so with that kind of speed."

"Oh, I got moves."

I glanced up into his large pearly white smile
and suddenly felt very awkward. He eased down from the railing,
tucked one leg in, extended the other and leaned forward to
stretch. Neither of us spoke while we continued to stretch. Once I
finished my left leg, I did some twisting stretches, pulling each
elbow back with my opposite hand. Finally, I shook out my arms—I
loved the feeling after a workout.

He finished with the same twisting stretches and
looked up at me. His expression turned inquisitive. "When I said
Fall sports and football, you said, 'yeah'. You didn't mean
to both did you?"

Spring it on the coaches at the last
minute, was always the plan—the reason I stayed in Boonsboro,
this wasn't that. I'd thought through a million different
scenarios—this wasn't one of them. "I don't really know you," I
covered.

His face filled with another toothy grin. "4.7,
good hands and great moves, what else is there to know?" Suddenly
he dropped the smile. "Oh, so like no one's supposed to know kinda
thing?"

"Hypothetically."

"Right." He nodded. "So, there was this girl,
played here before—junior varsity—when I was a freshman."

Well, that was at least a piece of good news. I
wouldn't be breaking new ground like back in Boonsboro. "Did she
play varsity?"

He scratched his head. "I don't think so—as a
matter of fact, I'm pretty sure she moved away after her junior
year."

"How'd she play JV as a junior?"

He laughed. "You ain't no local. Down here, we
gotta freshman team, JV for up to juniors and then varsity for
anyone who can make it."

"I see. What position did she play?"

"Kicker—came from girls' soccer."

"Right." An awkward silence ensued. He probably
had some idea I intended to try out and I wasn't sure if that was
good or bad. No doubt something would be said at some point and in
my various scenarios, that was always a bad way to go about it
given my experience with rumors. I stood and offered him my hand.
He looked surprised but grasped it and I pulled him to his
feet.

"Thanks."

"No problem." I tied my tee shirt around my
waist. "Thanks for the water."

"Sure." He turned and glanced back down the
stadium and then turned back to me. "I'm meeting up with some of
the guys to throw the ball around. Interested?"

To show what I could do with the ball, that had
always been one of the best scenarios, but I said, "No thanks." I
walked past him and then jogged down the ramp to ground level. When
I looked back, he was walking away. "Trayvon!"

He stopped and turned back. "Change your
mind?"

"Between you and me, hypothetically.
Yes—between you and me," I repeated with emphasis.

He jogged down the ramp until we were standing
almost toe to toe. "Hypothetically." He smiled again. "So, like
August tryouts are hell with the heat and all. As luck would have
it, we don't have to go through that to get in shape—"

"I don't know, today's pretty hot."

"You ain't seen August. There's a nice place in
the mountains, not too far from here, it's cooler—much cooler.
Place is called Poinsett Bridge. It's some kind of
historical site or somethin', but the point is, it ain't so damn
hot—supposed to be in the mid-nineties the rest of the week." He
shrugged. "I was goin' to get my mom to take me tomorrow. You
interested?"

"This one of your moves?"

"You want it to be?"

I wasn't prepared for that. I don't think I
blushed, but it definitely made me feel uncomfortable. "So, sure,
the working out in the mountains part."

"Right," he replied with the trace of a
grin.

"I can drive if you know the way," I said, not
comfortable with the implications laced throughout our
conversation.

"You drive?" He nodded. "Nice. Sure, I know how
to get there." He pointed toward a side road across from the
school. "I live down that street. You gotta make a few turns—"

"How about I pick you up in front of the school?
What time?"

"Yeah, that'd work. I gotta cut the grass in the
morning, how about ten o'clock?"

"Ten o'clock works, and thanks—you know
for—"

"No problem. And for the record—with those guns,
you ain't no kicker. By the way, my friends call me Tray."

"Okay, Tray."

"Hey, and not to worry, I'd never rat out a
friend." He smiled with a reassuring nod.

I spotted a few boys at the far end of the
stadium. "Gotta run. See ya." I started my jog across the parking
lot, and glanced back as I made the turn toward home. Trayvon was
walking down toward the group of boys, probably teammates. It
wasn't how I'd pictured it, but meeting Trayvon—Tray—seemed like a
positive start toward my dream of playing football.
"Hypothetically." I laughed and broke into a sprint.

* * *

That evening, Uncle Alex took us to dinner at a
well-known local steakhouse. The restaurant sat along a bend in the
South Tyger River. There was even a pair of white geese swimming in
the eddy between the rapids. Across the road, water cascaded over a
portion of the Lake Cunningham Dam. A steak sounded perfect after
my afternoon workout.

Alex and Cathy swore the food was excellent
despite the somewhat rundown appearance of the exterior. The
interior wasn't much of an improvement, a mishmash of tables and
chairs on an old dark-brown carpet that was wrinkled from wear. The
walls were pine paneling decorated with neon beer signs and
taxidermy. Our waiter, on the other hand, was a surprise. He was
wearing black pants, a white collared shirt and black tie and even
had a linen napkin draped over his arm. To me, given where we were,
it could pass for formal and explained why Cathy wanted me to dress
up. This was the first time I'd worn anything other than sports
clothing since I got here.

My steak was absolutely perfect, and probably
the most tender piece of meat I'd ever eaten. Cathy let me try a
bite of her bourbon salmon and I swear it might have even been
better, if that were possible. A repeat visit was definitely in
order.

The conversation was casual—Alex and Cathy
wanted to know how my training was going and they talked a little
bit about their jobs. It was all upbeat, but it felt like something
was up. They surprised me by ordering dessert—I passed, being in
training and all. They were stalling, but why?

I have to admit, the warm peach cobbler with
vanilla ice cream looked delicious and I didn't regret the bite
Cathy offered me. Hey, it would have been rude to refuse.

"So," I said, to break the lingering silence,
"what's up?"

Cathy looked at Alex and then back to me.
"Well," she cleared her throat, "before your dad passed away, Alex
and I planned a little anniversary trip—"

"That's awesome—wait, you make it sound like
something's wrong."

"Well, we made reservations at a quaint B &
B in Ashville. I should have canceled, but it completely slipped my
mind with everything that was going on."

I looked over at Alex. "You slipped her mind," I
teased. "You need to work on that."

He laughed and tipped his beer bottle toward
me.

"Seriously though," Cathy continued, "We think
we should cancel."

"Because of me? Okay, that's ridiculous—"

"Is it? You'd be alone."

"Ha, like I've never been on my own." I scooted
my chair closer and leaned over the table to emphasize what I was
going to say. "Before Dad got so sick, he taught me how to do
things—you know, the stuff you need to be able to do to run a
household. We called it adulting. The point is, he taught me how to
get by on my own. I can take care of the bills, cook, clean, even
invest."

Alex sat back, bringing his hand to his chin.
"Well, all that wouldn't be necessary, we're just taking an
extended weekend. Maybe you could come with us, we've never taken
you to Ashville or the Biltmore."

I sat back. "On your anniversary—seriously?"

Cathy shook her head. "I already thought of
that. I checked this afternoon and they're all booked up." She
turned slightly toward Alex. "She doesn't know anyone—no
backup."

Alex nodded. "Yep, not happy about that
either."

"Wait a minute," I said as I pulled out my cell
phone. I opened my map app and typed Ashville into the search
window. I turned the screen toward them. "That Ashville? It's like
less than two hours away. Why are we even having this
conversation?"

Alex took another draw from his beer.

"You're not considering it?" Cathy accused. "If
something happened, two hours is forever."

I tapped the directions widget. "Wait, it's less
than an hour from here and we live closer, so we're talking
minutes. Minutes! Besides, like I said, I can take care of
myself."

"She has a point," Alex said as he tapped the
cell phone in his shirt pocket. "It's not like we can't keep in
touch."

"Exactly!"

Cathy shook her head. "I know you can take care
of yourself, you just shouldn't have to, not yet—not so soon."

Alex slid his credit card into the leather
folder and handed it to the waiter. "Well—appreciate your input, we
still have a day or so to think it over."

"You better go!"

On the ride home, we talked about the trip and
when we got home, I made them show me all the brochures. I also
found out they couldn't get their money back. By the time I headed
up to bed, I was pretty sure I had convinced them to go.

* * *

The next morning, I pulled up in front of school
ten minutes early. No sign of Tray, so I killed the engine and just
listened to music. For some reason, I decided to look in the glove
box. The only thing in it was a blank white envelope. I pulled it
out and opened it. Inside, there was a post-card with a picture of
ice, snow and penguins. I flipped it over to the back and there, in
my Dad's handwriting, XOXO.

"Oh my God!" I shouted.

"That's right." Tray struck a Heisman pose on
the sidewalk next to the front fender of my car.

I quickly stuffed the card and envelope into the
console. "Getting a little ahead of yourself, don't you think?" I
leaned over and unlocked the door.

Tray opened the door and peered inside, not
making any move to get in. It was like he couldn't believe it.
"Dang girl, where the hell did you get this?"

I mean, sure it was an incredibly beautiful old
car, but seriously? "It was my mom's."

"Get out of here." He was still on the sidewalk
just staring.

"You coming or not?"

"I don't know if I can."

"Why not?"

He leaned over and checked out the interior
front to back. "This is sweet—I mean seriously sweet."

I patted the bucket seat on the passenger's
side. "Thanks, now come on, I'm ready to work out."

He stood and took a step back. "Yeah, about
that—not so sure that's gonna happen when my mom sees this. She
wanted to meet you—you know, check you out before she let me ride
with someone she doesn't know. I kinda forgot about it yesterday. I
told her it was just a girl, but—"

"Just a girl!"

"Whoa, whoa, I didn't mean nothin' by it. Hate
to admit it, but my mom's kind of protective—won't let me ride with
just anyone, you know."

"Well, that makes her kind of smart too."

He finally slid onto the passenger's seat and
pulled the door closed. "Guess there's only one way to find out."
He pointed to the road across from the school. He was all smiles
when I started the engine.

Keeping what he'd said in mind, I took it nice
and easy on the short drive to his house. None-the-less, his mom
came out of the house before I even turned off the engine. She was
on her way down the steps when Tray opened his door.

"What are you doin' in that? I told you—"

"Take it easy Mom, it's cool."

"It most certainly is not 'cool'," she fumed as
she stomped down the driveway toward us. "This some kind of race
car? You are most definitely not riding in that!"

"Come on Mom," Tray pleaded. He glanced my way
before getting out.

I opened my door and climbed out, and stood
between the door and the car. I looked over the roof. "Hi, my name
is Elina."

She stopped, tilting her head in apparent
surprise. "Elina, you say?"

"Yes, ma'am."

"I told you, Mom."

She nodded with a grunt and then looked at me
again. "Nice to meet you." She looked in the car, then stepped back
and took in the entire vehicle. There was a long moment of
judgmental silence.

"Elina's a good driver," Tray offered.

His mom grunted again and then said, "You know
that from riding three blocks?" She looked over at me. "How old are
you?"

"I'll be seventeen in December," I said to sound
older.

She smiled for the first time. I think she might
have assumed I was a local and my age would translate into me
possibly driving for a few more months than most of Tray's friends.
Her eyes narrowed. "How long have you had your license?"

"My dad taught me to drive when I lived in
Arizona. I've had my South Carolina license a week and a half."

"Ah huh. And the car?"

The look on Tray's face said this was over.

"Yesterday, my, um dad went out with me while I
got the hang of it—no big deal."

"Um, um, um. What kind of parent puts a young
driver in a car like that?"

"My godparents," I fumed. "It was my mom's. My
dad had it restored before he died."

Her gaze drifted downward for a moment. "I'm
sorry—about your parents, but it doesn't change a thing, Tray is
not riding in that."

"Aww, Mom." Tray pleaded.

"Nope, ain't gonna happen," she said.

"You don't know what kind of driver I am—you
don't even know me!" I snapped.

She looked startled, but folded her arms,
defiantly. "That's my point, darlin'."

I hated being judged by people who were
clueless. I slid back onto my seat, pulled Tray's door closed and
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