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        May 2004, Monaco

      

      

      The old man leaned against the wall of the garage. His unobstructed view of the track as the drivers finished their test runs for the day made him smile. The cars whizzed by, blurring into a mosaic of colors. Rolling his cigar between his fingers, the old man waited patiently. He knew smoking was prohibited this close to the cars, but a few puffs of his favorite Cuban eased the tension that showed in the deep crevices on his forehead.

      The red Formula One race car slowed as it pulled into the pit. As the car came to a final stop, its roaring engine ceased, and the driver was assisted out by his team. Marco Ferrari smiled as his teammate, Enzio, walked over and gave him a high five.

      “Fantastico, Marco. That’s your best time today.”

      Marco laughed as he pulled off his helmet, exposing his blond curls, coiled tight with sweat, to the cool air. “Thanks. Just don’t beat it tomorrow in that overdecorated junk heap of yours.”

      “I’ll have you know, my friend, I get paid a lot of euro by my sponsors.”

      “Yeah, but I can hardly see the color of your sled for all the advertisements.”

      “Would you like to make a wager?”

      Marco raised an unnaturally dark eyebrow at his friend. “Does this wager involve women or alcohol?”

      “Maybe a little of both.”

      “Then I’ll pass. The last time I made a bet with you, I couldn’t drive for three days from the massive hangover. Not even a golf cart.”

      The crew moved Marco’s race car to the garage. After signing off on his test times for the day, he walked over to double-check his car. The setting sun blinded him to the figure leaning against the garage wall. As he moved closer, the familiar scent of a Cuban cigar met his nose, and he smiled. Only his grandfather indulged this close to the track.

      Giorgio Ferrari was extremely proud Marco chose to follow in his footsteps, not only as a Formula One driver but as a time traveler as well. Only the lucky inherited the gene that made time travel possible, and his grandson was blessed with the gift.

      The day he passed his key to Marco was one of the happiest in his life. Now he must ask for it back. Only temporarily, of course, but Marco used his key to drive his time vessel, his Formula One race car. He only used the key when necessary, but that was Marco. He wanted to win using his skill, not his magic, and he wouldn’t give his key or his car up easily.

      “Nonno,” Marco said as he approached with open arms to embrace his grandfather.

      Giorgio placed the cigar in his mouth and returned the hug.

      “Did you come to watch me win the race tomorrow?” Marco asked.

      “No, I am sorry, Marco, but I need a favor,” his grandfather answered in his thick Italian accent.

      “What do you need, Nonno?” Giorgio knew Marco preferred to speak English, and a small smile tugged at the corners of his mouth as Marco quickly made the change to Italian out of respect for his grandfather.

      “Let’s go inside.” Giorgio motioned to the garage. A few remaining members of the pit crew completed the final cleanup on Marco’s car. Giorgio motioned for them to leave, and they obeyed as they had in the years when they had been in his service. “She looks good.”

      “You know there is no smoking in here, Nonno.” Marco hung his helmet on the equipment rack and turned to face his grandfather.

      Giorgio paused and studied his grandson. Marco was mature for his eighteen years, and he had earned the same respect Giorgio commanded from others. Giorgio extinguished the cigar and moved closer to the car. He ran his fingers down the rear wing of the vehicle as if he were caressing the cheek of a small child.

      “I need the key,” he said raising his dark eyes to meet Marco’s light ones.

      “You know I can’t race tomorrow without my car.”

      “Elma’s in trouble. She transported with her new defender yesterday, and he came back a short time ago barely alive. He hasn’t regained consciousness. I need to help her.”

      “You gave your key to me. Your relationship with Elma caused nothing but heartache for my nonna.” Marco crossed his arms over his chest and planted his feet firmly on the ground.

      “Your grandmother and I have an understanding that doesn’t concern you.”

      “I need my key and my car tomorrow.”

      “Marco, this is important. I wouldn’t ask otherwise.” He moved around the car and laid a hand gently on Marco’s shoulder. “Besides, you know I will return in just a matter of hours.”

      Marco knew he would give in. How could he deny his grandfather? While his parents flitted around the world attending parties, his grandparents cared for Marco and his sister. Giorgio refused to allow them to be raised by the slew of servants his parents left behind.

      “Fine...take it.” Marco peeled the zipper of his racing suit down, revealing a stone medallion suspended by a silver chain. The stone glowed slightly as he touched the ancient heirloom that hung from his neck, the key to his time travel vessel and his most prized possession, his race car. He reached behind his neck to remove the key, a feat only his hands could do unless he was dead. He handed it over to his grandfather, and a small electrical tingle shot up his arm when they touched.

      Giorgio hastily secured it around his throat. He placed his hand on Marco’s arm.

      “Thanks, Marco. You are a good boy.” Giorgio climbed into the car. “Now, stand aside.”

      “Nonno, what are you doing? You can’t transport in here. There isn’t enough room.” But the roar of the motor drowned out his words. Marco shielded his face from the exhaust. A sharp crack sounded followed by a flash of light. In an instant, the car and his grandfather vanished.

      Marco stood in the empty space, alone and concerned about the trouble that Elma woman brought his family. She helped his grandfather capture criminals. It should be a job and no more. Nonno had a family, a wife.

      Marco showered and changed out of his gear. In his clothes of choice, he appeared more like a high school student than a Grand Prix driver. He wore a faded T-shirt and jeans, an outfit that brought a frown to his mother’s face and caused his sister to refer to him as a “tool.” He liked the artistic drawings imprinted on his Archaic shirt, and he prized his favorite jeans, a pair of broken-in Diesels.

      Thanks to private tutors, Marco completed high school two years early, allowing him more time to race. He put college on the back burner. His father wished for him to attend Harvard and obtain a business degree, but Marco didn’t see the point. He was happy racing and didn’t need to climb the corporate ladder.

      Marco moved outside and locked the garage. Digging in his pocket, he found a half-smoked cigarette. He dropped his backpack on the ground and lit up, leaning against the wall the same way he found his grandfather earlier. He would have to forfeit the race tomorrow if Giorgio didn’t return with his car and his key. Marco took a long drag on his smoke and studied the moon. It had just begun to wane; possibly a day would be all the time remaining to return safely.

      A loud crack broke the silence. Marco pulled away from the wall. Had his grandfather already returned with that Elma woman? The sound came from a field behind the garage. A huge oak tree held court in the center of the field. Marco’s race car waited under the vast expanse of its branches. He flicked his cigarette to the ground, smashing it with his shoe as he proceeded to the vessel.

      An empty car greeted him. A few minutes later, Elma’s vessel appeared almost on top of him. He dodged out of the way. Elma stumbled and almost fell out of her vessel, holding up a semiconscious Giorgio.

      “Marco,” she sobbed “I tried to save him, but there were too many of them.” Marco’s heart froze as he helped Elma lay his grandfather down on the ground.

      A pool of blood spread slowly across the center of Giorgio’s chest, staining his white shirt a deep crimson. He opened his eyes for a brief second and ran the backs of his fingers across Marco’s cheek.

      “I’m sorry.” He strained to speak. “We found it, you know.”

      “Hold on, Nonno, I’m going to call for help.” Marco searched his pockets for his phone. He had left it in his backpack. Elma shook her head and wiped the tears from her aged face as she held Giorgio’s hand in hers.

      “Marco, you are such a good boy,” Giorgio whispered as his eyes went empty and he died in Marco’s arms.

      Elma’s arm was badly injured, but she removed the key from around Giorgio’s neck and, reaching up, removed her own. Using her uninjured arm, she pulled Marco to his feet, and secured his key around his neck. She placed her key in his palm and closed his fingers around it with her own. Marco wiped away his tears.

      “What happen—,” Marco started, but Elma cut him off.

      “There’s no time now.” She looked around nervously. “Move your car to the garage and wash the blood from your hands.” She looked helplessly at Giorgio. “He didn’t want me to take him to headquarters. He wanted to see you.”

      Marco stood rooted to the ground.

      “Do it now, boy; we don’t have much time.” She looked at him with damp eyes the color of the sea. “Marco, you must protect the gift. I need you to give my key to my great-niece, Jennifer Cloud.”

      “Your niece?” Marco stared down at her with a bewildered expression. “But she can’t have the gift.”

      “Promise me you will do as I ask. It’s imperative for the future of my gift.” She gave him a little push. “Go now—get your vessel safe.”
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      I bent over to secure the strap on my new pair of Steve Stone metallic snake sling-backs. They’d set me back a few hundred dollars but were worth every penny. I sat upright to finish my makeup and complete my morning routine.

      The round mirror on my antique dressing table reflected that a few random strands of my blond hair had escaped from my updo of the day. I secured them with a few bobby pins and plastered on the hairspray like all good Texas girls do. After applying the finishing touches on my eyeliner, I swiped some mascara across my lashes, and voilà, I was ready for my day at the best job ever.

      I sighed as I relished my good fortune of landing the perfect job. Jennifer Cloud, assistant merchandiser for Steve Stone Shoes. The sound of it made my heart dance.

      Steve Stone Shoes was a specialty shoe store in Dallas that sold tons of designer shoes. It was in the most exclusive mall in Texas and it was my dream job. I had the luxury of being the first one to preview the new spring lines, not to mention I received a fabulous discount. A substantial portion of my paycheck was left behind to pay for my purchases, but I had cute shoes, shiny shoes, shoes in every color, shoes for wet days, and shoes for hot summers when I didn’t even wear shoes. I was a lucky girl.

      My face smiled back at me in the mirror. The silver chain around my neck sparkled in the light. Tiny blue gems in the shape of stars encircled a piece of stone that resembled a crescent moon. My great-aunt Elma Jean Cloud gave me the necklace in her will. I ran my fingers across the smooth medallion and remembered the first time I laid eyes on it.
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      I was nine when I first saw the gift. It was August, one of the bake-your-ass-off months in Texas. My family’s Ford Explorer rattled along the asphalt roads looking for the nearest place to have its radiator overheat. The air conditioning was on high and the car radio on low. My mom didn’t like country music, and my dad didn’t like our hip-hop tunes. So we proceeded on with the soft drone of Elvis Presley in the background.

      Dad squinted into the afternoon sun, cursing the fact he had forgotten his sunglasses. His Comanche Indian ancestry showed in his smooth, bronze skin and jet-black hair. He was named after the famous cowboy actor John Wayne, but he went by JW just to rule out any confusion. Pointing the car in the direction of east Texas, he entered the highway. Mom insisted he was the only one with enough patience to navigate the backwoods of his birthplace.

      Mom relaxed in the passenger seat next to him, working on a crossword puzzle and looking very chic in her oversized straw hat and sleek Chanel sunglasses.

      We occupied the backseat. My thirteen-year-old sister, Melody, sat to my right. She was the spitting image of my dad. Her big brown eyes focused on the Tiger Beat magazine she held in her hands. The blast from the air conditioner blew the layers of her dark-brown hair, cut in the latest Jennifer Aniston hairstyle. She demanded a window seat because she was older than me. So unfair, in my opinion—birth order should not determine car placement.

      My brother, Eli, sat on the other side of me, also with a window seat. Two years older than me, he donned the same thick, black hair as my dad and a lighter version of our mom’s sea-blue eyes. He stared out the window through his John Lennon glasses. The headphones connecting to the CD player in his lap were latched onto his head, excluding him from my constant questioning about the end of our trip.

      I was stuck in the middle—Jennifer Cloud, doomed to ride without a window. I didn’t inherit my dad’s thick, dark hair or my mom’s beautiful blond locks. Instead, I had what Mom called dishwater-blond. Why would anyone name a hair color after dishwater? Go figure. I did, however, have her deep blue eyes. My long hair was pulled back into pigtails and braided with yellow bows at the ends to match my dress. This gave Eli something to tug when he teased me.

      “Where are we going?” I asked for the fifth time.

      “I told you,” Mom replied, “to Aunt Elma’s house in Mount Vernon, Texas.”

      “It’s not aunt,” said Dad. “It’s Aint Elma.” Mom laughed but probably would not succumb to Dad’s East Texas drawl. “Everyone down here has aints and pappies, mawmaws and pawpaws, and most of the boys are just called junior.”

      My mom, Mary, was an editor for a well-known publishing house. She specialized in cookbooks. Her prim and proper style from being born and raised in Upstate New York threatened to take the twang out of our accents by overenunciating everything.

      “We are going to Aunt Elma’s birthday party; the entire family will be there,” Mom said, tucking the pencil she was using in her crossword book and closing it. “It’s kind of a family reunion and a birthday all in one.”

      “How old is she?” I leaned forward placing my forearms on the front seat.

      “No one knows; she won’t tell,” Dad said, looking at me in the rearview mirror.

      “How do we know how many candles to put on the cake?” This was very important to a nine-year-old.

      “Duh, when a person gets to fifty years old, you just put one candle for every ten years the person lived,” explained Eli.

      I guess he can hear under those headphones after all.

      Melody saw an opportunity to put in her two cents. “That’s the dumbest thing I’ve ever heard. What if they are fifty-two?”

      “You would round up to the next decade. So that would be six candles. But you stop at eight candles.” Eli held up eight fingers.

      “Why would you stop at eight?” Melody pursed her lips. Making conversation with Eli took extra effort on her part.

      “Jeez, Melody, everyone knows old people can’t blow out more than eight candles in one blow.”

      “You’re making that up,” Melody accused.

      “Am not!”

      “Are too!”

      “Brace face!” Eli shouted, showing off his set of perfectly straight white teeth.

      “Shut up, Eli!” Melody screamed through clenched, metal-encased teeth.

      “Shut up, Eli.” He mocked his interpretation of Melody’s voice.

      “Settle down, kids. We’re almost there.” Dad sighed as he exited the highway and turned down a narrow dirt road. Tall live oak trees lined both sides of the pothole-ridden road. Cedar trees and wild brush gathered among the tree trunks like soldiers on the front lines daring anyone to break through.

      The vast canopies of the live oaks came together above us, forming a tree tunnel that provided relief from the harsh summer sun. We bounced along for about ten minutes until a few homesteads began to appear sporadically along our route.

      Aunt Elma lived in a small, white frame house surrounded on either side by a cluster of deep-rooted oak trees with the occasional red-leaf maple thrown in for color. Her tiny house sat back a ways, barely visible from the road. Today her front yard resembled a used car lot. People parked haphazardly wherever they stopped.

      “Good gracious, what a mess,” Mom said. “I hope Aunt Elma’s yard survives all these cars.”

      “Honey, don’t worry, the only kind of grass that grows out here is crabgrass, and even your cooking wouldn’t kill it,” Dad said. A small smile tugged at the corners of his mouth.

      “That’s real cute, JW.” Mom pulled her sunglasses down her nose to give Dad the evil eye. He loved my mom’s cooking but teased her anyway just to get a rise out of her.

      My parents met at a food convention in Las Vegas. Dad had just opened his own health-food store (which was actually a glorified feed store) and had traveled to Vegas to give a lecture on healthy foods and vitamins. Mom had been working as a grunt at a publishing house and was tagging along with the assistant editor in hopes of meeting some of the up-and-coming chefs, so she could edit their future cookbooks.

      It was love at first sight. The way my dad tells the story, Mom was crossing the conference room when she accidentally tripped on Dad’s outstretched cowboy boot and landed face down in his lap. They married the following week in the Chapel of Love, and since Dad owned the store, Mom moved to Texas and hasn’t worn her pearls since.

      As we climbed out of the car, the dust rose to meet us. An old tire swing hung from one of the giant oak trees. Melody complained about the dirt, and Eli took off toward the tire swing. The more dirt, the better, in his opinion.

      Dad and I unpacked the gifts we had brought for Aint Elma. Melody helped Mom get her homemade chicken casserole out of the car. Apparently, when you go to a family reunion, you’re required to bring a covered dish. My mom told me most people bring a casserole since they are easy to carry. I hoped someone brought cake, ’cause I wasn’t too big a fan of casseroles.

      Today was August 13th. “That’s kinda neat that Aint Elma has the same birthday as me, except mine is in June,” I said to Dad.

      “Actually,” he said bending close as if to tell me a secret. “Her birthday is really on December twenty-fifth.”

      “On Christmas Day? Why are we having a party today?”

      “She never has a real birthday party because everyone is busy celebrating Christmas with their families. This year we decided to give her a special party day.”

      “I like that idea. A special day, just for Aint Elma to celebrate her birthday.”

      Dad placed his hand on my shoulder. “You haven’t seen Aint Elma in a long time, but I know you’ll like her. She used to tell me fun stories when I was a boy. All us kids would pile up in her old, wrought iron feather bed. The bed was so fluffy, I sank into it as if I fell into a jar full of cotton. She would sit in the old rocking chair that creaked when she rocked and spin stories about far-off places. My favorite was the story of the Old West.”

      “Did she travel a lot?” I asked.

      “Only in her mind. She had a great imagination, and even though she only finished eighth grade in her education, she loved to read. We couldn’t afford to travel. She never had any kids of her own, so she kept us when Mamma worked late. That is until Mamma Bea got the job in the sewing factory, and we moved to Dallas. But Aint Elma wanted to stay right here in the country.”

      “Did you visit her?”

      “After we moved, I didn’t see her much.” He sighed with a faraway look in his eyes. “But I sure did love her stories about the cowboys and Indians. The way she told those stories, it was almost as if she had actually been there.”

      I patted my hand over my mouth making a woo-woo sound.

      He reached out, making guns with his index fingers and thumbs, and pointed them at me. “Bang.”

      I grabbed my chest and fell to the ground. Mom gave me a dirty look that I interpreted to mean, “If you get that dress dirty, you are in big trouble.” I stood, and my dad handed me a package to carry into the house. He shut the back to the SUV and tickled me in the ribs as we walked toward the porch.

      The front porch wrapped all the way around the house like two arms hugging the small frame structure into its bosom. Three wooden steps took us to the screen door, which was propped open by an old milk jug, allowing people and flies to come in at random.

      A man hollered at us from a rocking chair on the porch.

      “Go on in,” Dad told me. “I’ll be along in a minute.”

      I entered the front room. A long floral sofa held several adults. Straight-backed kitchen chairs had been moved into the room, providing additional seating. The room smelled stale. I wrinkled my nose at the décor. Several plastic flower arrangements crammed into glass Coke bottles lined the windowsill. A large birdcage sat on top of an old console TV. A bouquet of fake pansies adorned the inside of the birdcage. All eyes turned toward me as I entered the room.

      “Where’s the bird?” I asked, pointing at the flower-filled cage.

      “Isn’t that cute,” said a hefty older lady. Her bountiful body was stuffed like a sausage into an easy chair. “The little angel asked where’s the bird. How darlin’ is that?”

      “Where’s what?” asked the old man sitting next to her. He leaned over like he was trying to hear a secret.

      “Never you mind, Earl,” she told him. She leaned closer to me and whispered, “He’s a little deaf from the war.”

      My dad stepped in behind me. “Howdy, Uncle Earl, Aint Mable.”

      “Well, land sakes, it’s JW.” She clapped her hands together and then squeezed out of the easy chair. Waddling over to my dad, she opened her arms to hug him, smashing me in the middle.

      “I haven’t seen you for years,” she said.

      I hadn’t met many of my relatives. Family get-togethers were few and far between. We enjoyed living close to the city of Dallas, often referred to as “Big D.” The rest of the family lived here in Mount Vernon, except Mamma Bea. The scent of her White Shoulders perfume reached me before I heard her voice.

      “Mamma Bea!” I squeezed out from the Aint Mable hug.

      “You come on over here, darlin’,” she said with her arms open.

      I ran into her arms and she pulled me in tight. She had Dolly Parton hair stacked high on her head and dangling sunflower earrings.

      Dad was born and raised in the Texas oil fields. Literally, that is where Mamma Bea gave birth. There was no time to get back to the house, she had explained to me one afternoon after she had a few sweet teas. I later found out Mamma Bea liked to spike her sweet tea with a little Johnnie Walker Red Label.

      We were greeted by various “aint thises” and “uncle thats.” Mamma Bea took our gifts and told my mom to put her casserole in the kitchen. Adjacent to the kitchen was a long, pine dining table covered in casseroles. There were green ones, yellow ones, brown ones covered with cheese, some with potato chips on the top, and others with green beans sticking out.

      “Gross!” I said in my outdoor voice.

      “Jen,” Mom said in her ventriloquist-style indoor voice. Whenever my mom said something she didn’t want anyone else to hear, she partially closed her mouth, clenched her teeth, and said without moving her lips the dreaded words she could not speak. “Go outside and look for your cousin Gertrude.”

      Gertrude is the daughter of my dad’s cousin Trish. They live in a town called Mount Pleasant, but my mom told us it wasn’t pleasant ’cause they lived in a trailer. Dad told me a trailer was a house on wheels. I thought this was practical and efficient.

      I wanted to know where Gertrude’s dad lived. My mom told me Cousin Trish was divorced and it was a good thing too, ’cause he ended up in prison (she said this through clenched teeth).

      I made my way to the backyard, where many cousins, second cousins, nephews, and nieces were sitting in fold-out lawn chairs. Babies played on quilts spread out in the brown grass, which would have been green except for the massive drought that was scouring the Texas landscape.

      My dad told me I’d played with Gertie as a toddler. I stood awkwardly fidgeting with my braid and scouted for a girl my age. I hoped Gertie would make an appearance soon because Aunt Mabel had waddled to the back porch and was heading my way.

      At the back of the yard, a tall row of shrubs formed a wall like a sentry standing guard. I later learned these bushes are called Photinia. An old white picket fence peeked out from behind the red-tipped bushes.

      A flash of something metal caught my eye, and I went to investigate. I pushed the long branch of the bush out of the way, revealing a short, round-top gate. Hanging by a rusty nail centered on the gate was a small, hand-painted metal sign that read “Elma’s garden—enter at your own risk.” What did that mean? How dangerous could a garden be? I was adventurous, right? Maybe she had a child-eating plant or a monster rabbit. I peeked into the garden, but several large trees casting protective shadows prevented me from seeing farther.

      Sometimes Eli, Melody, and I would play superheroes. I would be SuperJen, the marvelous hero. I wore my bright-green dance leotard and a big paper S drawn in crayon taped to my chest. A blue towel tied around my neck formed my supercape, and a black Zorro mask left over from Halloween disguised my face.

      Eli would be my archenemy, Evil Eli. Dressed entirely in black, he would tie Melody up, and I would rescue her from certain demise. Before every rescue I would sing my mantra, “I’m spunky and I’m fierce and I’m smarter than most men. Bad guys run and hide ’cause here comes SuperJen.”

      After mentally reciting my theme song, I proceeded through the gate and into the shadows. Rows of beautiful flowers soon surrounded me. As I walked down the dirt path, I touched the soft petals of American Beauty roses. My mom loved growing roses. Although our backyard was small, we had several rose bushes lining our fence. I even did a report on the types of roses for my fourth-grade science class.

      I proceeded down the path, stopping to admire the tulips, bluebonnets, and flowers whose names I couldn’t recall. I bent down to one of the roses and inhaled. The sweet scent tickled my nose. Why didn’t Aint Elma put these in her house? Why did it smell so old and stuffy when she had all these lovely flowers? And why was this beautiful garden hidden behind a tall hedge?

      I meandered a bit further and came upon the heart of the garden—the vegetables. There were rows of corn, tomato plants, bushels of strawberries, blueberries, and various other vegetables sprouting from the earth. The watermelons were the biggest melons I had ever seen. Who would have thought all this could grow in a dust bowl of heat? How did the old lady take care of this entire garden? Maybe there was a neighbor who helped her out. Go figure.

      I wove around a row of tall cornstalks and came to a halt. A huge willow tree grew in the back corner of the garden. The branches hung to the ground like a cascading waterfall. Under the willow sat an odd-looking house. It was about ten feet tall and built from wood that had aged the color of gray skies right before a nasty storm. Someone had tried to paint it green at one time, but most of the paint had chipped off, leaving the building looking worn and tired. The roof was pointed like a doghouse, and the door hung slightly off its hinges.

      Carved in the wood above the door, a crescent moon hung, with small stars forming a circle around it. The house was about the size of one of the portable toilets that we use at the state fair. The entire structure was covered in lush green vines that trailed down the sides and out into the garden. This was truly the greenest part of the garden.

      I moved closer and was surprised to find Blue Moon roses growing around the base of the little house. I had never seen a blue rose, and as I reached out to touch one, a twig snapped behind me. Oh Lord, was this the danger the sign had warned me about? Was I about to meet my doom?

      As I contemplated my fate, the rows of corn parted, and out stepped a girl about my age. We were the same height. She was a little plump around the middle and had hair the same color as Ronald McDonald. Her unkept hair accentuated her blue eyes and pale complexion. As she moved closer to me the scent of stale marshmallows emanated from her clothing. Her blue jeans were torn at the knee, and she wore bright-red cowboy boots. At least the boots matched her hair. Her green tank top was a size too small and had a grape-jelly stain down the front.

      We faced each other. She stared, assembling her own judgements about me.

      “Hi,” she said, “I’m Gertie. You must be Jennifer. I think we’re second or third cousins, but my mom says it don’t matter ’cause blood is blood, no matter how thin.”

      “It’s Jen.” I stifled the scream I’d almost set free a moment earlier.

      “Wouldja look at that!” Gertie bounced up and down on her toes.

      “What is it?” I asked.

      Gertie laughed. “You’ve never seen an outhouse before?”

      I shook my head.

      “City folk.” Gertie giggled. “Well, a long time ago, I think when George Washington was alive, they used them fer the bathroom.”

      “No way?”

      “Yes way. See...” She stepped toward the outhouse. The door gave a loud creak as she pulled it open. Sure enough, there were two round holes side by side cut into a long bench. There was even a small wooden rod for toilet paper. “You jus’ poop right in them holes, and it drops down into the dirt. That’s why it’s so green back here, on accounta all the poop fertilizes them plants.”

      It smelled kinda funny, and there were two holes. How could anyone do their business with someone sitting right next to them?

      A noise came from behind the bushes.

      “Quick, get in,” Gertie said. Before I knew it, she grabbed my arm and pulled me into the outhouse.

      I started to protest, but Gertie put her finger to her lips. “Shush, they’re gonna hear us.”

      “Who’s going to hear us?” I asked.

      “Them garden gnomes. They’re mean little buggers.”

      Now I might only have been nine, but garden gnomes? Get real. As I sat there, the smell of potties past and Gertie’s marshmallow mildew burned my nose.

      Gertie whispered, “Do you think it’s safe?”

      Before I could answer, the ground started to shake.

      “What’s happening?” I asked.

      “It’s one of them earthquakes,” she said. The walls began to creak and rattle. The door flew open, and we were thrown out into the dirt, both screaming like we were on some scary carnival ride. I skinned both knees, and Gertie had snot running down her face.

      “Boy, are you gonna get a butt whoopin’!” A voice laced with anticipation called out above me.

      “Butt whoopin’ fer sure,” said another voice. I looked up to find two small boys with skin the color of Milk Duds. They had on matching Hulk Hogan T-shirts and high-top tennis shoes that lit up when they walked.

      “What ch’all doin’ back here?” Gertie asked in her outdoor voice.

      “Mamma said you gots to come, on accounta Aint Elma’s gonna open her gif’s.” One of the boys was missing front teeth, and the other one had only lost one front tooth

      Good, I stood and brushed off the dirt, I can tell them apart.

      “This here’s Cousin Jen.” Gertie made introductions, oblivious to the dirt clinging to her clothes. “These are my half brothers from my mom’s second husband. He was a wrastler.”

      “Oh, like Hulk Hogan?” I asked, pointing to their shirts.

      “No, a cattle wrastler,” she replied. “He got caught stealing some cattle, and the judge said he had to work off his badness far away from here in some town called Penitentiary. I ain’t never been there, but Mamma went up once. Mamma said she couldn’t handle him bein’ so far away, so she got a deevorce, and now she can kiss whomever she wants.”

      The boys gathered around me to get a closer look. “My momma said your momma is a damn Yankee bitch,” Two Teeth said.

      “Yeah,” One Tooth chimed in, then they started to dance around me chanting, “Yankee bitch, Yankee bitch.”

      Gertie raised her fists like a prizefighter. “Y’all better stop right now, or I’m gonna knock out the rest of your teeth.” I’m not sure if this was how they lost the first teeth, but it shut them up.

      “I’m gonna tell Mom,” cried Two Teeth, and they took off toward the house.

      Gertie charged after the twins. I looked down at my pretty yellow dress, now covered in dirt splotches. I sighed and slowly made my way back to the house.

      I found my mom standing on the back porch with her hands on her hips.

      “There you are, Jen,” she said, then did a double take. “What on earth happened to you?”

      I couldn’t tell her I had been vomited up by an outhouse. “I fell,” was my only reply.

      “Aunt Elma has been asking to see you, and now your hair is a mess, and your dress is torn.”

      I hadn’t noticed the tear in my dress. Mom frowned and brushed at the dirt on my dress with her fingers. She prided herself on the fact that our clothes were always name brand and usually came from the Saks Fifth Avenue clearance rack. She told me it reminded her of New York, where the finer clothes were worn.

      We walked into the house through the back door, passed through the casserole kitchen, and ended in the living room. The wilted-rose aroma was back, along with mothballs and bleach. My nose began to run immediately.

      Aunt Elma was sitting in a floral wingback chair surrounded by gifts and discarded wrapping paper. Her snow white hair was pulled back in a tight bun that rested at the nape of her neck. Her frail bones barely held the housedress she wore, and a pair of knobby knees poked out from under her skirt hem. She was the oldest person I had ever seen. Her wrinkles had wrinkles, and they were everywhere. Someone had put a crown on her head that blinked “Happy Birthday.”

      “Come here, dear, so I can get a better look at you.”

      The wolf said the very same thing to Little Red Riding Hood right before he tried to eat her. I looked down at her furry house slippers. They had bunny ears on them. I guessed that anyone who wore bunny slippers couldn’t be all that bad. I wiped my runny nose with the back of my hand and moved closer to her.

      The interesting necklace she wore caught my eye. A silver chain hung around her neck, and a medallion peeked out from the open buttons at the collar of her dress. The round piece made from a smooth stone rested in the hollow at her throat. The medallion was engraved like the carving I remembered from the outhouse.

      She smiled at me, and I thought the necklace twinkled a bit. I gazed into her watery blue eyes. Aint Elma reached out and put her bony hands on either side of my face. At first, I felt a warm, tingling feeling on my cheeks. The warmth moved down my neck and began spreading into my arms.

      “You have the gift,” she said, pulling her hands away from my face and clasping them together.

      “The what?” I asked.

      “The gift, the gift!” Her voice grew louder and enthusiastic.

      “She wants you to hand her a gift, dorkface,” said One Tooth, who was now standing next to me.

      I reached for the nearest package.

      “Here you go.” I placed a gift wrapped in blue polka-dotted paper into her hands.

      She smiled at me, and I made a quick retreat.
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      Six years later and one week before my sixteenth birthday, a knock sounded on the front door.

      “Eli, get the door,” yelled Mom. “I’m on the phone with Rachel Ray’s people.”

      As I bent to pick up my book bag for school, I overheard the deliveryman tell Eli he had a package for Miss Jennifer Cloud.

      “That’s me,” I said, coming up behind Eli in the doorway. The deliveryman stated it was a pretty big package and asked us where we wanted him to unload. Eli gave him directions to the back of the house and asked him to park under the carport.

      The deliveryman gave Eli a thumbs-up and turned to move his truck around back. I adjusted the backpack on my shoulder. Cool, who would be sending me a package? Maybe it was a car. Maybe Mom and Dad were going to surprise me with a new car. They said money was tight and I needed to wait until Eli graduated next spring, but maybe it was all just a plan to surprise me.

      “Hooray, I’m getting a car!” I cried out as I ran past Eli.

      “In your dreams,” Eli said, running after me. But when we arrived out back, there was no car. Instead, there was a huge crate being unloaded by the deliveryman; his name tag read Frank. Apparently, Frank was the deliverer not of new cars but of large crates.

      “Where do you want it?” Frank asked, scratching his large beer belly. The buttons down the front of his brown shirt threatened to pop off from the strain of holding his shirt closed.

      “I guess you could put it in the backyard.” I pointed to the gate.

      Frank gave a grunt as he wheeled the crate to the backyard. I signed the paperwork, and he handed me a copy. “It’s all yours. Oh yeah, this also goes with it.” He placed a padded envelope in my hand—the kind that are stuffed so the contents don’t get squashed during shipping. There was no return address. I figured the envelope had my name on it, so what the heck. I tore it open and read the letter inside.

      

      
        
        Dear Miss Cloud,

        Before the death of your great-aunt Elma Jean Cloud, she bequeathed the items below to you in her will.

        1. Outhouse from her garden passed from several generations of Clouds

        2. Antique necklace given to her by her mother

        Regards,

        

        Mr. Nolan Smythe, Executor

        

      

      

      Eli was busy trying to pry the crate open with the back end of a hammer. “Got it,” he said, and all four sides of the crate fell open simultaneously, revealing the outhouse.

      “Whoa!” Eli jumped back out of the way. He regained his balance and slowly walked around until he was standing in front of the structure. “What’s that?”

      “It’s an outhouse,” I answered matter-of-factly.

      “Someone gave you a toilet?” Eli said with a mischievous grin spreading across his face.

      My mom appeared in the back doorway holding her black binder she used to schedule her clients. “What is that?” she asked, waving her empty hand at the outhouse.

      “Someone gave Jen a toilet.” Eli was now holding his sides and laughing hysterically.

      “What on earth? Who would give you such a thing?”

      “It’s all in the letter,” I said, handing my mom the letter from the deliveryman.

      “Oh my goodness, I’ll have to let your father handle this one,” she said, pressing her lips together in a firm line. This normally meant she knew something but didn’t know if she should explain it to the children. I got the same look from her when I was younger and asked where babies came from, and what happened to Cousin Trish’s second husband.

      “Children, you go on to school.” Mom tucked the letter in her binder, turned back toward the house, and gave us a wave.

      “What are you going to do with it?” Eli wrinkled his nose. “It smells weird.”

      “Not any worse than your gym socks.” The thing kinda creeped me out. I walked around it trying to decide why Aint Elma wanted to give me the scary old outhouse. Maybe there is a treasure inside, my inner voice suggested. I am definitely not sharing the treasure with Eli. My inner voice agreed. I tried the door. It must have been nailed shut because it wouldn’t budge.

      “The outhouse looks kinda rustic; we could plant a garden around it.”

      That freaked Eli out—this was the end of his junior year, and he had better things to do than help his little sister plant a garden around some old shed.

      Eli paused at the door. “Sorry, Jen, I won’t be able to help you. This is the last week of school before summer break, and I have to prepare for my senior year. I’m working at the store all summer. There will be football practice and SAT preparation and, um, everything else. My senior year is a real busy time, you know?”

      Yes, I knew this, because he told me at least a dozen times in the last week. “You don’t say.”

      “I have to make the grades, so I’ll be accepted into a good college. I can’t waste time digging in the dirt if I want to become a doctor.” He disappeared into the house to retrieve his backpack.

      Geesh, Eli’s obsession with himself was exhausting. I had forgotten about the envelope still in my hands. I turned it upside down, and out fell the necklace Aint Elma had been wearing on her birthday. Well, at least I got some jewelry out of the deal. It was the moon hung on a silver chain.

      The medallion itself was made from some kind of rock inlaid on metal. The crescent moon was engraved in the stone. Tiny stars inset with twinkling blue and white stones were dancing around the moon.

      “Are these real diamonds?” I asked no one in particular. The necklace was beautiful but a little eclectic for my taste.

      “Get a move on, kids!” Mom shouted from the kitchen. I dropped the necklace in my book bag and headed off to school.

      We lived in a rural suburb of Dallas, Texas, called Sunnyside. Most of the people in my town were farmers or drove the twenty-minute commute to Dallas to work behind a desk. Although most of the houses in Sunnyside sat on a few acres, there was a small section of town that consisted of a neighborhood with single-family brick houses and two streets of townhouses. I lived on Rollingwood Court in one of the townhouses.

      I considered our town nostalgically attractive. Others said it was undeveloped country. There was a Baptist church, Dad’s feed store, and an Exxon gas station out by the highway. We had an elementary and middle school but didn’t have a high school. Eli and I drove ten miles into the neighboring city of Mesquite to attend school. Mesquite was mostly a blue-collar town famous for the rodeo. Cowboys came from across the nation to compete at the Resistol Arena, made famous by rodeo clown, Neal Gay.

      Going from a small country school to the jam-packed halls of my high school was a huge adjustment. Luckily Eli was the quarterback of the football team. This earned me a little respect from a few of the bullies and immediate friendships with popular girls trying to climb the social ladder by dating Eli. My older sister, Melody, was a talented dancer, so she had a scholarship to an arts magnet school in Dallas and didn’t have to put up with the riffraff from my high school. She graduated last year and went on to study dance at what my relatives referred to as “some fancy-schmancy school in New York City.”

      Eli spent his summers working in Dad’s store and saved enough money to buy a car. He had just turned eighteen, and I thought he was full of himself, but I loved his car, a 1992 dark-blue Ford Mustang GT.

      The Mustang had originally belonged to Mr. Schwartz, who lived down the street. Mr. Schwartz had been saving the car for his son, Zach. However, Zach marched to the beat of his own drum. He dropped out of high school, joined a rock band, and drove a rusted 1972 Volkswagen bus that was missing the back door and had floor-to-ceiling purple shag carpet. Zach told his dad Mustangs were for pussies and took off with his band for LA.

      Mr. Schwartz upgraded to a new Mercedes and sold the Mustang to my brother. The car oozed coolness. Eli replaced the radio and the muffler. The speakers thumped so hard, the bass felt like it was beating right through your heart and coming out your ears.

      We listened to U2 on the way to school. My brother’s choice of music was fine with me. We both thought the old rock was good, and we agreed on most top-forty hits. Eli practiced football after school, so I usually rode home with my best friend, Jake.

      Jacob McCoy was tall, and lean from running track, and he had big, brown puppy-dog eyes. His sandy-brown hair hung low over one eye. He had huge dimples, and all the girls thought he was “sooo cute!” I thought he was “just Jake.”

      In fourth grade he asked if I stuffed my bra, and I politely socked him in the nose. Both of us were sent to the principal’s office and served detention for a week together. We became fast friends. He told me he thought I had a great right hook. I thought he didn’t want his friends to know he was taken down by a girl. Besides, all the other boys threw rocks at me, so it was nice having one on my team.

      Jake drove a black Jeep Wrangler, which only enhanced his status as a chick magnet. Every day after school, I had to walk through a nest of cheerleaders to find my ride.

      “Honestly, Jake, why don’t you just pick one?” I would ask him on a daily basis.

      “I like keeping my options open,” would be his response. “If one is busy, I can just call another.” Like any one of them would be too busy for Jake.

      I told Jake about my gift on the way home. He parked in front of my townhouse. Our house was connected on either side by an adjoining townhouse. The entire neighborhood was made up of rows of four townhouses joined together. Every three years there was a meeting to decide what color to paint the houses so they would all match. Mom called this “the battle of the bullshit.” I overheard her tell Dad she would rather try to get Paula Dean to give up butter than argue with the neighbors.

      This year we were painted a nice olive green. I thought it covered the ugly mustard yellow from the previous painting very well. As we walked in the front door and through the kitchen, the outhouse stood beyond the sliding-glass door and hovered over the small set of patio furniture on the back porch.

      “Cool,” Jake said as he grabbed an apple out of the fruit basket my dad kept on the counter in the kitchen. According to Dad, fruit should always be within arm’s reach for times when we needed a “snack.” What he didn’t know was Mom hid a stash of Ding Dongs in the laundry room.

      We went out the sliding door and into the backyard. “My great-grandma had one of these—we used to play hide-and-seek in it,” Jake said as he opened the outhouse door. “Radical, two seats.” He stepped inside.

      “Jake, I wouldn’t do that if I were you,” I said cautiously.

      “Oh, come on, it’s kind of like being in a tree house.” He grabbed my hand and pulled me inside. We sat down on the bench, being careful to straddle the holes. I noticed two small handles attached on either side of the seat. I didn’t remember seeing them before, but I grabbed hold just in case the ground decided to have another quake. Jake closed the door.

      “Jake, it’s dark in here.”

      “Yeah,” he said with a mouth full of apple and scooted closer to me. “Do you know what people do in the dark?” he whispered, dropping his voice an octave. But before I could figure out why he was acting so strangely, the ground began to rumble and the entire outhouse began to shake. The door flew open. I had a death grip on the handles.

      Jake was catapulted across the yard. The apple he had been eating went flying from his hand like it was shot out of a twenty-two-barrel shotgun and smashed into the sliding-glass door. There was a loud crack, and the glass promptly shattered into a million tiny pieces.

      “Oh damn, what happened?” Jake sputtered, choking out bits of apple.

      I scrambled out of the outhouse. “Are you alright?” I helped Jake to his feet. We looked back at the outhouse. The door was once again shut, and I swear the little moon was smiling at us. My mom came running to the back door.

      “Mother Mary Francis, what in God’s name happened?” Mom, having been raised Catholic, always started calling out the saints when there was some excitement.

      “Um, we had an accident?” I asked more than said, hoping not to get into trouble.

      “With an apple,” Jake added.

      “Well, next time you are going to play baseball with an apple, do it in the front yard,” Mom scolded.

      Trying to explain what happened would have been unbelievable. Jake and I cleaned up the glass and promised to work at Dad’s store to pay for the damage. Jake thought it must have been instability in the ground under the outhouse. I thought the thing was possessed, and I didn’t want to go near it again.

      After dinner, Dad called for a family meeting. We gathered around the glass-top kitchen table. Dad sat at the head of the table in a yellow padded cane chair, and the rest of us filed in around the table for our typical family meeting.

      These meetings were held when there was a major crisis in the family, when a major decision needed to be voted on, or when someone died. I assumed this was about my gift because Mom made cookies. If someone had died, there would be pudding (a comfort dessert), and a major crisis got us chocolate cake.

      Dad reached into his shirt pocket and pulled out the letter I had received that morning. “It seems Jennifer has been given a very special gift from Aint Elma.”

      “Yeah, a toilet.” Eli laughed and made farting sounds with his armpit.

      Dad cleared his throat and glared at Eli over the rim of his glasses. Eli went into sulk mode, and my dad sighed.

      “I called Mamma Bea, and she said all Aint Elma could talk about the last month before she died was how important it was for Jennifer to have the outhouse if something were to happen to her.” Dad looked me square in the eyes. “It was as if she knew her time was coming to an end.”
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      I remembered the funeral. It was the middle of May in the tiny Baptist church in Mount Pleasant. The entire family was crowded into the small sanctuary, fanning themselves with the program adorned with a picture of a smiling Aunt Elma on the front. She seemed happy. For a woman of her age, she was quite spry, and her death was a mystery.

      My family sat ass to elbows in the church pew listening to Uncle Durr speak of his late sister. He was mopping his brow with a handkerchief and pounding on the podium, ranting on about the unfairness of life. The service was closed casket, which raised my curiosity about my great-aunt’s demise.

      Uncle Durr revealed in his eulogy that Aint Elma had been on her roof fixing a leak when she fell off.

      “Dad,” I whispered, “how did Aint Elma fall off the roof?”

      He looked down at me with glassy eyes and pulled me in close for a hug. “She just lost her grip and tumbled off. If it hadn’t been for her broken arm, she might have lived.”

      “She broke her arm in the fall and died?”

      “No,” Dad said. “She was mowing the lawn a week earlier and tripped. She broke her arm, but the weight of the cast she was wearing kept her from grabbing on for support when she fell off the house. She landed on her head and broke her neck.” OK, I thought, this is scary—she was really old. What was an elderly lady doing on top of a house with a broken arm anyway?

      Mom leaned in from the other side of me, rattled off a few saints, and made the sign of the cross. “I feel terrible,” she said, full of Catholic guilt. “She called every summer for the kids, especially you, Jennifer, to come stay with her. We always had so much going on, and I wasn’t sure she could take care of you at her age. Now we’re too late.”

      Dad reached behind me and squeezed my mother’s shoulder. She rested her free hand on his and reached up to dab her eyes with a Kleenex.

      After the funeral services, we drove to spread her ashes at the ancient burial grounds of the Indian tribe of her mother, Mahalo Jane.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      “Earth to Jen.” Eli waved his smelly armpit hands in front of my face.

      “Why did Aint Elma leave Jen a toilet?” Eli asked Dad.

      “It’s an outhouse,” I corrected him.

      Dad shrugged. “I don’t know, but she wanted her to have it, so we should make room in the backyard, maybe plant a garden around it.”

      Eli immediately remembered some homework he had forgotten to finish and left the room.

      I didn’t want to explain the strange things that happened when you went inside the outhouse. I had visions of my Uncle Buster coming by after a few drinks, using our outdoor facilities, and getting rocketed into the Blaylocks’ yard three doors down. I agreed planting a garden around it was a good idea.

      “We could set it way back in the corner and plant all around it. It could be like garden art,” I suggested. Maybe the garden would keep people a stone’s throw from the outhouse. Mom frowned at the idea of having an outhouse in her backyard, but dad promised to plant the herb garden she had been asking for, and it was a done deal.

      Later in the week, Dad bought some herbs and tomato plants. We spent a weekend digging up the yard around the outhouse, and soon we had grown an amazing garden.

      Mom used the herbs in her recipes, and life was good. When spring came the following year, flowers in all colors bloomed. And like in Aint Elma’s garden, the Blue Moon roses grew around the base of the little house.

      Dad figured the seeds must have blown in from a neighbor’s garden. I hated to tell him the only thing our neighbors had blooming was a wild honeysuckle vine on Mrs. Dombrowsky’s fence.
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      Eli graduated high school and moved to Iowa to attend chiropractic school. I had never been to a chiropractor, but Dad took Eli once when he injured his shoulder in football practice. Mamma Bea told us those chiropractors were like witches laying their hands on your bones and making them go pop.

      I devoted the next couple of years to enjoying high school. I never made grades as good as my siblings. My mom told me if I would put as much effort into my studies as I did on shopping for my next pair of shoes, I’d be a straight A student.

      I spent the summers reading fashion magazines and lying around Jake’s pool, talking about what we wanted to do after graduation. Jake had a scholarship to run track at Texas Tech University. This was great for him but several hours away from me. I didn’t have a clue what I wanted to do. Probably I would pursue something in fashion. My parents suggested I attend the local junior college. I can’t blame them. My grades wouldn’t get me in a four-year school.

      Once, I overheard Mamma Bea ask Dad, “The first two were so smart; what happened to that one?”

      “Jennifer will figure things out in time.” Go, Dad!
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      One Saturday afternoon, in the first part of May, Jake and I floated around his pool. The early-summer sun provided us a day of eighty-degree weather. It was the perfect temperature for relaxing outside in Texas, because in a few weeks it would be escalating up to our summer boil. It was nearing the end of our senior year. A gaggle of girls had just left to go do whatever the cheerleaders normally do, leaving Jake and me alone.

      Best friend Jake was an awesome person. We watched football together, we read comics, and he liked to shop. Boyfriend Jake was a totally different animal. He didn’t have any patience with the girls he dated. I’d made it my mission to turn him into a guy even I might want to date.

      “You know, Jake, the only reason you run so fast is because you always have so many girls chasing you,” I said to him as he tossed a miniature basketball into the poolside goal. “If you would just pick one...I noticed you were paying special attention to Sarah Montgomery.”

      “If I picked one,” he replied, “I wouldn’t have to run fast. If I didn’t run fast, I wouldn’t have this great scholarship at this awesome school where I can meet even more girls to chase after me.”

      Casanova had returned. Just when I thought maybe he was ready to have a steady girlfriend, he pulled the snake card.
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      We had decided to go to prom together so Jake wouldn’t have to break any hearts by picking just one girl, and I wasn’t dating at the moment. Most of the boys at school were just plain old boring. I was looking for a guy who would make my toes curl.

      My prom dress was from Neiman Marcus, a deep midnight blue. Mom told me it made my eyes look like the color of fresh blueberries. I guess that was a compliment from a food connoisseur.

      Luckily for me, I was blessed with my mom’s long legs and subtle curves. The dress hugged my frame in all the right places. The straps hooked around my neck halter fashion and pushed my boobs up an extra cup size. I was already a 34C—so, Barbie, eat your heart out.

      My dishwater-blond hair was introduced to highlights, and I now felt more comfortable around Jake’s cheerleaders. I even made friends with a few of them. I wore my hair up like Shania Twain on her Woman in Me CD and put on a pair of stunning drop earrings. I slid my freshly painted toes into some Jimmy Choo stilettos that I had saved for six months to buy off the clearance rack at Neiman’s. I looked pretty good even without the fairy godmother. I mean, I was always stylish, but tonight I’d fit in with the cool crowd. My inner voice gave me a thumbs up.

      I needed a necklace that would complete my ensemble. As I studied my reflection in the mirror, I noticed my old book bag hanging from the corner of my bedpost. Was it still there? How did I forget to put it away? I dumped the contents out on my bed: a roll of cherry lifesavers (my favorite), an old movie-ticket stub for Spider-Man 2 (I went with Jake), some bubblegum lip gloss, and three pennies. And there it was—the necklace from Aunt Elma. The tiny blue and white diamonds sparkled up at me. The moon was smiling; it was perfect. I secured the clasp and a warm, comforting sensation spread over my whole body.

      A sexy whistle sounded from the doorway. “Wow, you look great!” Eli said stepping inside my room. I rushed over and hugged him.

      “What are you doing here?” I asked. “I didn’t know you were coming home.”

      “I came home to make sure your date is threatened properly.”

      “Don’t worry, it’s only Jake.”

      “I know, Mom told me, but even Jake needs to be warned occasionally.” He frowned. “It does take all the fun away. Couldn’t you get a date with a guy I could abuse?”

      “Nope, I’m going with Jake. The prom will be more memorable going with a friend.”

      “Well, don’t put too much faith in Jake. When he sees you in that dress, ‘friend’ may have a new meaning,” Eli said, making air quotes with his fingers.

      “You’re so full of crap; I’m not Jake’s type anyway.”

      “Whatever you say, sis.” Eli shrugged slightly. A sly grin caused the dimple in his cheek to wink.

      “I’m ready.” I left my bedroom and headed toward the stairs. Eli jumped ahead of me, propped his hip on the banister, and slid down like he had many times when we were growing up. Jeez, boys!

      “Doo-doo-do, announcing Miss Jennifer Cloud,” Eli introduced me, making little piping gestures with his fingers.

      Rolling my eyes heavenward, I went downstairs. Mom, Dad, and Jake waited at the bottom of the staircase. They stared at me with open mouths.

      “What?” I asked, knowing full well I looked fabulous.

      “You look beautiful, honey.” Dad’s eyes glistened, and he blinked rapidly to avoid shedding a tear in front of Jake.

      Jake stood slack-jawed, holding a corsage in a plastic box. Eli was standing behind him, mouthing “told you so” to me.

      “You look pretty,” Jake stammered, thrusting the corsage box at me.

      Dad patted Jake on the shoulder and took the box, holding it open for Jake to remove the corsage and slide it onto my wrist.

      “Now, you kids be home by midnight,” Mom said, snapping a picture. “I know what goes on at these so-called chaperoned dances, and I don’t want you kids out so late, drunk drivers and all.”

      “Yes ma’am,” Jake said, opening the door for me. I walked outside to a black stretch limousine waiting at the curb.

      “Oh my God! Jake, you rented a limo? This is so perfect.” Best friend Jake didn’t pull any punches on this date.

      “This is senior prom—we should do it right.” He grinned.

      “You’re the best, Jake.” I gave him a quick peck on the cheek.

      “I know, I rock.” He put his elbow out for me, and I slid my hand through. Mom took a few more pictures, and we were off.

      Prom was held every year at the Four Seasons hotel. The high coffered ceilings and sparkling gold chandeliers added an aura of sophistication to our date. We ate the catered food, talked with our friends about college plans, and danced our hearts out to Bon Jovi.

      The DJ announced the next song would be the last slow dance of the evening. I started back to my seat, knowing there would be a long line of girls begging to dance with Jake. Suddenly he grabbed my hand and pulled me close.

      “Jake?” I raised my eyebrows, questioning his choice of partners.

      “Let’s just dance this last one together.” He wrapped his arm around my waist and placed his cheek against mine. His embrace felt warm, cozy, and he was the perfect height for my head to rest on his shoulder. I inhaled his Abercrombie cologne and relaxed into the safety of his arms.

      Madonna’s eighties hit “Crazy for You” played in the background as we swayed together. The heads of envious girls whipped around to have a better view of us dancing around the ballroom, but I didn’t care. Jake was comfortable, like my favorite pair of boots. The fit was perfect, they looked great, and I could wear them for hours without getting a blister.

      As the music relaxed into the final chorus, Madonna reminded me I was crazy for you, and then Jake, my best friend since fourth grade, did the unexpected. He kissed me. Not one of those short, brotherly kisses, but a long kiss. The shock took a moment to sink in and then…I kissed him back. There were bemused gasps from the girls around me. When we broke, the song ended. I looked up at him, confused by his actions.

      The room was dim, lit only by soft side lights and the disco ball hanging over the dance floor, but I could have sworn Jake was blushing. We stared at each other, then he seemed to snap out of the dream world that held him prisoner.

      I saw Jake’s football buddies pointing at us from across the room. Jake looked around at the curious stares of the couples dancing close to us. He cleared his throat and announced, “That was pretty good. If I had known you could kiss like that, I would have made my move on you sooner.”

      The music changed, and an electropop song blared from the speakers. One of Jake’s track buddies danced over to us and gave Jake a fist bump. “Way to go, my man,” he said as he danced off with his date.

      Jake, aware of the attention we were drawing, said, “Maybe we should get a room here.”

      My eyes
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