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          SHANTEL

        

      

    

    
      I read the letter and stuck it in my purse. There was nothing I could do right now. The best thing was to pretend nothing was wrong. I pasted a smile on my face and pulled open the screened back door of the bakery. The smell of freshly baked bread and coffee brewing always made me grateful Mia owned a bakery and not something like a fish market. I spent a lot of time here. Mia relied on me to help out when she had to be at home with baby Owen. I didn’t mind so much. After I’d pop the muffins or scones into the oven, I could usually steal a few minutes to work on homework.

      I grabbed an apron from the red hook by the large stove and slipped my purse under the counter. Tying the apron around my waist, I made my way to the front. Funny, there were no customers. Usually, on a Saturday morning, the bakery was packed. But before I could say anything, Mia appeared in front of me with a tray of chocolate truffles. Her dark curly hair framed her round face, and her eyes were shadowed with dark circles.

      “Try one?” she asked.

      "Mmm…” I took one of the chocolate balls, and the bright red of the painted tulip on the tray caught my eye. Mia believed tulips should be everywhere. Tulips sat in small, red and blue vases on the round bakery tables. Tulip pictures covered the walls of the bathroom—both men and women, and there were even sugar cookies in the shape of tulips. Mia thought tulips were the best way to remind people the small valley town had something special.

      Everyone knew that if it weren’t for the tulip festival, tourists would have never stopped in Riverview. They would just keep driving past on their way up to the Canadian Border. But every spring, around Easter, the annual Tulip Festival drew millions of people to the fields to snap pictures of the colorful red and yellow blooms. People crowded the shops and restaurants, and sometimes, some of them returned later in the year to enjoy a peaceful weekend strolling around the brick buildings and poking into the boutique and antique shops.

      The chocolate oozed around inside my mouth. Mia never made chocolate truffles unless there was something special, like a wedding or an engagement party. She always said chocolate was too much work for a small bakery. “What’s the occasion?”  I asked.

      “It’s for… ” Mia bit down on her lip and swallowed hard. Her face paled and the dark circles seemed to stand out even more.

      I touched Mia’s shoulder gently. I loved Mia and I never liked to see her hurting. She was only eight years older than me and more like a sister than an aunt. But Mia and I handled life very differently. Now, as her shoulders shook. I wanted to tell her to just pretend life worked out. Pretend everything was fine. Just like when we were kids, and Mia and I pretended to set up our own bakery. And look what happened. Mia owned the best bakery in town.

      The chocolate rolled around in my mouth. Wasn’t it enough for candy to be delicious? Did we really have to talk about the reason for the chocolates? I picked up a paperback romance lying on the counter. I moved my tongue over my lips, in what I thought might pass for a slow, sensual movement like they talked about in the romance stories I loved. I even let out a small moan as if the chocolate was as good as a kiss. I didn’t ever tell anyone that, although I am fifteen, the only kissing I ever did was at Adam's seventh grade party. And that kiss was only because Adam made a mistake in the dark and thought I was Courtney. When he found out it was me, he quickly pulled away and muttered something like, “Wrong girl,” before he scrambled towards the kitchen. Mortified, I pretended Adam really did like me, and he’d just needed to run to the kitchen for a glass of water.

      “I miss her,” Mia said. “I know the chocolates won’t bring her back. But…” She blinked back a small tear in the left corner of her eye. “I just miss her.”

      Stop. I wanted to reach out and shake Mia. Just stop. We don’t have to talk about this. We can play the pretend game. We need to play the pretend game. “What’s this about?” I asked brightly as I flipped the pages of the paperback. “A pirate who captures a maiden? Two people who hate each other and are stranded at an inn by a snow storm? You know the last one we read was really good.” Play along with the pretend game, I pleaded silently. Please. Pretend. It will all be better if we can just pretend.

      Mia pulled out a tissue from her apron pocket, and blew her nose. The tissue looked pretty scruffy and I thought she could use a new one. Quickly, I turned and grabbed my purse from under the counter. I loved my bag. I’d found the scrap material in an old costume box the children’s theater left on the sidewalk. ‘Free’ was printed in bold black letters across the top. It’d been easy to sew it together, and the purse was roomy enough to fit everything—especially my romance paperbacks.

      I grabbed a bag of tissues and my new digital reader. I couldn’t wait to show Mia how I would be reading the romances. "Look what I bought,” I said as I pressed the on button. “Do you know how many romance books I can hold at one time?” I’d already loaded the reader with five romance e-books.

      "I like my books," Mia said, and sniffed.

      "This keeps what I read secret," I said, and winked. Everyone always assumed that, as the State Science Champion of the Year, I would be reading something scientific and factual.  But my favorite stories where about kind Sebastian sweeping independent and feisty Cassandra off her feet. It was Mia who had introduced me to the world of romance. It didn’t take much to hook me, and I convinced Mia to form a book club that only read romance. Each month, we met at the bakery and dove into the steamy love stories. Romance book club was my favorite part of the month. I could have lived and breathed romance books. “So what are we reading this month?”

       Mia wiped her eyes, and tucked the tissue back into her pocket. “I’m not sure about the title, but I think the main character is a scientist.” Mia slid the chocolates off the tray onto a thin platter.

      "Perfect.” I’d been dreaming how, one day, my own Sebastian would walk into my life, and I’d have my happily ever after. Oh, we’d probably fight at first -- isn’t that what happened in all romance stories? But then, we’d see how happy we made each other, and live happily ever after.

      Mia reached under the counter and pulled out a small stack of gold embossed paper cups. She sat down on a red stool, behind the counter, and began to wrap each piece of chocolate in the paper. With her left hand, Mia pushed the paper cups toward me.

      "Where is everyone this morning?” The tables didn’t have a single crumb or used cup on them. The tins of coffee were all still full.

      “Street fair,” Mia said.

      “Right!”  I forgot. I’d been so busy thinking about why I didn’t want to remember those chocolate truffles, and the letter inside my purse, that I had forgotten I was supposed to help at the Children’s Theater Street Tent. I took a quick look at the watch on my wrist. The watch bracelet was a gift from Dad and I rarely took it off. On my thirteenth birthday, we had gone into Seattle and spent the day walking through Fremont and Wallingford looking for just the right gift. When we’d gotten home, instead of being in bed, Mom made dinner and set the table with her special blue and gold china.

      That day was a good day

      “Shantel,” Mia said softly.

      “I’m fine.” I waved my hand airily at her and untied my apron. “You know,” I said, “today could be the day when I find my happily ever after.”

      Mia only gave me one of her looks, and I shook my head. Why didn’t she know thinking about finding a happily ever after was much easier than thinking about those chocolate truffles or letters?
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        * * *

      

      By one o’clock, I was a sweaty mess and we’d run out of the stepping stones. I kept counting the mosaic garden stones drying on the ground. There were three more hours to go and only three stones left. Both Gloria and I had been busy since the booth opened, and I didn’t see how either one of us could leave to fetch more stones from the hardware store across town.

      On the other side of the booth, Gloria helped a young girl insert a broken dish piece into mortar on a stone. The girl’s anxious mother stood nearby. My throat closed and I quickly looked away.

      Don’t think about it, I admonished myself, and smiled at Gloria.

      Gloria and Mia had been best friends for as long as I could remember. They attended high school together, and unlike most of the people in their class, they stayed in Riverview. Gloria ran the Children’s Theater and always needed to raise money for the shows. Each year, Gloria thought of a different art project for kids and their parents. The projects were collected during the day and, at night, sold at a hundred dollar a plate auction. Last year, we used blank canvases people could paint. The year before Gloria found a local glass artist who was willing to teach people how to blow glass balls. Although that hadn’t really worked too well, as most people wanted to keep their glass balls and not auction them off.

      I lifted a stepping stone onto the table, took a step backward, and promptly crashed into a warm chest.

      “Umfh,” I managed. Embarrassed, I stepped away and looked up into bright blue eyes, and a face that was instantly familiar.

      “Christopher,” I breathed.

      I could never forget Christopher. I’d met him two years ago as an eighth grader. By a strange twist of good luck, Christopher had been my partner in French. Every time he looked at me, or our hands accidentally touched, I knew he liked me. I couldn’t wait until the year-end dance. I’d been dreaming about it since December. Christopher would take my hand, and lead me out to the dance floor. He’d wrap his arms around me and tell me I was the only girl for him. Of course, we’d be together forever.

      But things hadn’t exactly happened that way. Instead, the dance had barely started before Christopher disappeared like a magic trick. I spent most of the night trying to pretend I was having a good time when, in reality, all I could do was wonder what happened to him. It was one time when, I have to admit, the game of pretend did not work very well. When the dance ended, we all rushed outside, only to find Christopher being escorted into a police car. He could barely stand and the rumors immediately started he’d been caught using drugs. I refused to believe it. Not the Christopher I knew. He’d never use drugs.

      But by the fall, Christopher was gone. Everyone said his mom had him transferred to the private high school. I had been devastated. All my dreams of being with Christopher in high school were shattered.

      Now, here he was, and I could barely breathe.

      “Hi,” Christopher said, and smiled at me. “Good to see you.” He touched my arm briefly and shivers ran up and down my insides. It was fate that we met again.

      Fate.

      Christopher absently picked up a spatula. “Ladies and Gentleman.” He waved the pretend wand in the air.

      Immediately, a small crowd gathered outside the tent. I smiled. It was just like eighth grade. Christopher was charming everyone. I stood a little taller next to him.

      Christopher inserted his ungloved hand into a plastic bucket and scooped up a large handful of mortar. He rubbed the mortar over his hand. The thick gooey substance spread between his fingertips.

      “Wait…I wouldn’t…”

      “Yes?” Christopher raised his eyebrow at me.

      I giggled. Christopher looked just like our French teacher, Mrs. Pierce, who gave us a similar look when we flubbed another French word and turned it to garble. “Mortar hardens fast,” I managed to say, as I grabbed a rag from the back table.

      Christopher waved his hand in the air as if a hand covered with hardening mortar was all part of the show. A gaggle of giggling ten-year-old girls inched closer to him. How many other girls had Christopher entertained since I’d last seen him? Was there someone who he called a girlfriend? I shook my head. It didn’t matter. These things could be changed and adjusted if we were meant to be.

      “I’m a statue!” Christopher froze. He raised his hands to the sky. Out of the corner of his mouth, he whispered, “Hand me that rag.” He winked at me. “I think I may have gotten myself in a mess.”

      Quickly, I grabbed the turpentine and cloth Gloria kept on the back table. Christopher reached out for a stepping stone and sent them crashing to the ground.

      I froze.

      Everyone in the tent turned to stare at us. I knew my face was turning shades of purple. I hated being the center of attention. It was okay for things like Science Fair award ceremonies where I only had to shake someone’s hand and take the ribbon. But to be center stage because of something bad was unthinkable.

      “I’ll fix it,” Christopher muttered as he leaned over and lifted the broken pieces from the ground. They were equal in size. It was as if someone had taken a knife and simply sliced down the middle. I was mesmerized by his hands and the gentle way he held the stones. What would it feel like to be in his hands, being held so gently? I shivered.

      Christopher dropped a glob of mortar over one of the half-moon stones. He plunked broken slices of china into the soft white mortar. When he was finished, he held up the stone. “Two for the price of one,” he said and smiled at me with a gentle, lazy, sexy look. My heart crashed to the ground like the broken pieces. Christopher had me hooked. I would have done anything he asked at that moment.

      “Thanks,” I mumbled.

      “See you later, Sarah,” Christopher said as he strolled out of the tent.

      Sarah?

      No, I shook my head.

      He must have said Shantel.

      I simply misheard.
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          CHRISTOPHER

        

      

    

    
      I hopped into my truck and drove out of the church parking lot. I was hungry after the Morning AA meeting, and wanted to grab something to eat. The Street Fair seemed like the place with the most choices. The tantalizing smells wafted into the church basement windows for the last hour, while I tried to keep my mind on things like the Serenity Prayer. My stomach had growled so loudly a couple of the guys looked over at me and told me to keep it down.

      I’d already eaten two burritos, and was on my way to the Greek Gyro stand, when I saw the Children’s Theater Street Tent. One of the things I needed desperately was a job. When I used to be on the baseball team, Mom and Dad never mentioned a job. Baseball was my job and Mom always took care of my car insurance and car payments. But as soon as I got back from rehab, the first thing Mom said to me was, “You need to get a job. Your dad and I are not paying for any more of your bills. The rehab bill was big enough.”

      I knew it was expensive to send me to rehab and Mom’s job as a real estate agent wasn’t bringing in much money anymore. Mom and Dad were always huddled in some corner, poring over the bank statements and bills. When I was playing ball, everyone knew I would get a full- ride scholarship to any college. But all that changed. Now I had to start figuring out what I wanted to do with the rest of my life. Or so my guidance counselor at school liked to tell me.

      I thought checking out the theater was a good start. I liked the theater when I was little, and maybe there were things I could do, like building sets or janitorial projects.

      I didn’t count on running into Sarah. As soon as I saw her, I knew she remembered me. But I didn’t have a clue who she was. It wasn’t unusual for me not to remember people. I’d done a lot of blacking out when I was using. But the way Sarah acted—I thought it was Sarah—I was pretty sure we’d known each other well, and I had to play it cool. I thought I did pretty well. She seemed to really like my whole impromptu show and that made me feel good. And when I accidentally knocked off the stepping stones, I found a way to fix everything. I tapped my fingers on the steering wheel, hummed, and turned onto my street.

      I saw the cop car when I was three houses away. Its lights weren’t flashing, but the car was still sitting smack in the middle of our driveway. Immediately, the sweat started building on my palms. Breathe. Just breathe. I was no stranger to cop cars. My first experience occurred at the eighth grade dance. I’d taken the pill Michael gave me, and the next thing I knew, I was in the back of some cop car with the world spinning. But I hadn’t been down that path lately. Not for the last eighty-five days, and I wasn’t planning to go that way again.

      I parked my truck in front of the house. Someone sat inside the back of the cop car. I wanted to believe it was Michael. Michael lived three houses down from me, and although I’ve been in and out of treatment, he hasn’t.

      But, if it was Michael, they’d be at his house, not ours.

      I stepped out of the truck, and walked toward the house, the cops were talking with Mom at the door. Alex huddled up beside Mom, and I realized who must be in the cop car.

      Dad.

      This was a dream. It had to be a bad dream.

      I wanted to talk to him, but, as I got closer, the officer shook his head at me. I raised my eyes and looked at Dad through the glass window. He mouthed the word, “Magic.” I nodded like I understood what he meant, and then walked away with my gaze straight ahead.  It was as if I were walking with a gun at my back, and someone kept urging me to keep moving. I stopped when I reached the front door.

      “Christopher.” Mom reached out and grabbed me. I jerked away. There were white spots on my arm from her fingers.

      I pushed past both Mom and the cop.

      Magic.

      I had to get Dad’s Magic box.

      There must be something inside the Magic box.

      Something important.

      I dropped my house keys into the small basket by the front door. “Remember to keep your keys in the basket,” Mom constantly reminds me. “We might need to make a mad dash out of the house.” She always tries to make light of her efforts to control me. And I pretend not to mind. But I felt the stab inside all the same, and wondered if she would ever trust me again.

      I took her car. Once. Okay, maybe twice. And yes, I admit, I didn’t have my license yet. But I’ve made amends for those times. I wished she’d just let it go.

      I headed upstairs. Mom mumbled something to the cop before she shut the door with a bang. She was crying and Alex was asking, “But when can he come home? When?”

      In a matter of minutes I heard the clink of glass as Mom got out the wine bottle. It’s not that I minded—too much. Mom has always enjoyed wine, and right now, I couldn’t say that I blamed her. I would have liked a good glass of wine myself. I’d have slugged it down in one gulp. Numb the feelings inside.

      At Family Week, the counselors said the addict’s decision to stay sober rests with the addict.

      No one else.

      One speaker talked about his family and how they were all going to their Meetings. He told us how great it was to have the family share recovery. My dream of Mom, Dad, and Alex at Meetings barely had time to get off the ground before Mom made it very clear that "this staying sober business” was my problem. She and Alex didn’t need Meetings. Later, Dad pulled me aside and said he would go to a Meeting, just to check it out. But that never happened. Something always seemed to get in the way. Usually it was long hours at his accounting job, or sometimes it was Alex’s soccer game. I tried to pretend I didn’t mind.

      I walked into my room and opened the closet door. It’s a big closet. When I was a kid, I liked to make forts in the closet out of sleeping bags, chairs and blankets. When I was using, it was a great place to store my stuff. Now, it was just a closet.

      I maneuvered around a large moving box. It wasn’t a box I wanted to open. When I got home from rehab, I shoved my baseball comforter and desk lamp into the box. The room screamed I’d become a loser and a disappointment. It was a constant reminder of how I wasn’t a star on the ball field. Instead, I’d had the bad luck to be in the first class for Cascadia High School’s new athletic policy which said: An athlete could be tested for drugs. If the urinalysis came up dirty, the athlete would be removed from the team with recommendations for further treatment. I was nailed as the first athlete with a dirty UA.

      At the back of my closet, I grabbed a small flimsy black box from a tiny shelf which looked like it should hold shoes. I carefully lifted the box from the shelf. Things like cups and balls, a plastic chicken, and a plastic rope were inside the box. When I was young, Dad taught me the easy tricks like sleight of hand, cups and balls, and how to make plastic chickens disappear. He always talked about teaching me how to do the big tricks. But somehow, we never found the time. Now I wondered if that time was gone forever.

      I carefully balanced the box in my right hand and slowly backed out of the closet. Once I was fully out of the closet, I spilled the box’s items onto the floor, and looked for something—anything. A piece of paper. Drugs. Something to let me know why Dad was in that cop car. It didn’t matter what it was. Whatever it was, I would take it, and hide it. Destroy the evidence.

      But as I combed through the items on the carpet, right away I could see there was nothing which wasn’t supposed to be there.

      I picked up a soft, pink ball and rubbed it in my hands. The last time I performed any of the tricks was for kids at the local hospital. It was community service hours for my ninth-grade civics class. I enjoyed watching the kids' faces light up. Even after the community service hour requirements ended, I continued showing up at the hospital once a week and performing.

      But the temptation to scoop up a few medicines on the way out the door became too easy. One of the nurses saw me trying to swipe a couple pills. She suggested strongly that I find somewhere else to volunteer.

      The magic tricks in the box weren’t difficult to do. It was just a matter of diverting the audience’s attention somewhere else. A little like an addict diverting the attention somewhere else so we can use. Is that what Dad was trying to tell me? Divert the attention somewhere else? But why was he trying to divert the attention somewhere else? I stared at the new carpet on the floor. The carpet was just installed last week. Mom and Dad got in a big fight. Mom demanded to know where Dad got the money. Dad told her not to worry. Now I had an awful feeling in the pit of my stomach.

      A loud thump outside my bedroom jolted me out of my thoughts. Standing, I walked to the window. “Alex,” I hollered. “Stop!”

      Alex gave me an evil eye and kicked the ball one more time. This time it flew up toward my window, and landed just inches below with a loud thump. Alex was eight years younger than me, and while I looked more like Dad, Alex was the spitting image of Mom. He has her same yellow blonde hair, bright blue eyes, and round face. Alex has never been interested in baseball. And I didn’t blame him. It must be hard to want to get involved in a sport when your older brother ended up in treatment because he was a druggie. I wasn’t exactly older-brother role model of the year.

      I slammed the window shut. The next thing I knew, Alex appeared at my bedroom doorway. His green t-shirt was stained with dirt. His jean shorts hugged his small legs too tightly. I wondered if Mom noticed he was outgrowing his clothes again.

      “What’s that?” He asked and pointed toward the magic box. “You got drugs in that box?”

      I cringed. It was true; at one time I might have hidden drugs in the box. But not now.

      “No,” I said loudly. “I don’t have drugs in that box.”

      “Dad got arrested,” Alex stated.

      “I know.”

      “Drugs?”

      “I don’t know.” I stared at the magic items scattered on the floor. There were no answers to Dad’s arrest.
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          SHANTEL

        

      

    

    
      Sebastian’s warm fingers traced lightly along the side of my face and I shivered. Tenderly, he cupped my chin. His deep-set, chocolate-brown eyes gazed into mine as he whispered, “Cassandra.” I couldn’t lift my eyes from him and felt myself surrender against his firm and strong body. “Sebastian,” I moaned.

      I snuggled deeper into my thick pillows and clicked the page button on my digital reader. My clock glowed 7:33 a.m. Cleo, my calico cat, curled by my feet. I’d been up since five working on my SAT online prep class. Dad called it my summer of productivity. I called it my summer of insanity. I was taking two advanced summer classes at Cascadia, the online SAT Prep class, volunteering at the children’s theater, helping Mia in the bakery, and weaving scarves to sell on consignment. Dad thought it was all a part of being a high school student who excelled. “Colleges look at these things,” he said. “Volunteering. Working. SAT scores and Advanced classes. Talents. These activities will place you ahead of the pack.”

      Sometimes I just wanted to be a part of the pack.

      The problem was, Dad never factored in my other commitment—the farm. It was my job to make the strawberry and blueberry jam we sold at the summer markets all over the County. It was also my job to balance the farm finances, a chore that was getting harder and harder to do.

      For a minute, I glanced at my
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