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To Jane B. Jones,
my dear mother and friend,
who blessed me with her understanding heart.

And
to her namesake, my Janie…
dreamer of heart-dreams,
secret and not so secret.


SECRET SUMMER DREAMS

Chapter 1

“Holly Meredith!”

I awakened with a start. Andie Martinez, my best friend, was standing in the aisle of our chartered tour bus, her brown eyes wide as she stared down at me.

Jared Wilkins and three other boys from the choir were leaning over the seats, getting in on the action. They were laughing as Andie, speechless, pointed at my hair.

Then I felt something. A horrible tickling sensation, as if a giant spider were crawling step by hideous step through my hair. I froze. “Andie, what is it?” I asked through clenched teeth.

“I…I’m not sure,” she said, her eyes fixed on my head.

The creepy crawling continued. “Get it off me, Andie!”

Jared grinned. “Someone get a tissue. I’ll handle this.”

“Not you, Jared,” I squealed. “Don’t you touch me.”

“Where’s a scissor?” one of the boys joked. “Maybe we could get the thing to crawl down her hair, and just cut it out.”

“No—Andie!” I shrieked. “Please, no cutting.” I wasn’t sure which would be worse, losing my nearly waist-length hair or enduring this thing nesting in it.

“What’s going on back there?” Mr. Keller, our youth choir director, called from the front of the bus.

“Holly has something in her hair and she’s freaking out,” Jared said loudly.

By now the thingamabug had moved to the top of my head. I could feel it moving around up there.

“Look, she’s turning white,” Andie said. “Someone help!”

“Quick, grab my camera,” Jared yelled as I sat there, trembling.

A flash of light blinded me. Seconds later a box of tissues came flying. Jared caught it and tossed several to Andie. “Here, if you stuff enough of these in your hand, you’ll never have to touch it,” he said.

Just then Danny Myers walked down the bus aisle. Unlike most boys in junior high, his head nearly touched the ceiling of the bus. “What’s going on with Holly?”

He stopped talking, probably when he spied it—the whatever-it-was—having a holiday in my hair. Before I could move, Danny reached over, and with a flick of his fingers, a velvety green beetle flew off my head and toward an open window.

“It’s just a June bug,” Danny said. “Are you okay, Holly?”

“A what bug?” I said, beginning to relax, feeling comfortable as usual around this boy. I shook my hair out, running my fingers all through it.

“Looks like you could use a handful of snickerdoodles,” he said, smiling.

“My all-time favorite cookie.” I was pleased he’d remembered. Danny was a walking memory chip. “How do you remember details like that?” I asked.

His gray-green eyes turned serious. “I make it a point to recall crucial information—such as the names of important snack foods.” He smirked, then we broke into laughter.

I shivered, still feeling that creepy-crawly June bug on my head. Danny must have noticed my concern. “Don’t worry, it’s definitely gone.” He raked his hand through his own auburn hair. “Next time, scream or something. Don’t hold it in or you could pass out.”

Passing out, otherwise known as fainting, was not an option for me. Not this time. During the seventh-grade musical last winter I’d fainted off the next-to-top riser. Thanks to Andie, I survived the whole embarrassing scene.

Now my best friend was sitting across the aisle from me. “I’m real sorry I freaked over that bug, Holly. I wasn’t much help, was I?”

“Forget it.” I was still rubbing my head, trying to get rid of the tickly feeling.

“You were so cool about it,” Andie said. “Me? I would’ve behaved like a mad woman. Shouting…hysteria, you name it.”

I giggled. “I can just imagine.”

“Can you believe it? Jared took your picture with that nasty bug in your hair.” Andie got up and squeezed her chubby legs past mine and sat down at the window seat next to me.

“Let’s not talk about him,” I whispered. Our former crush, Jared Wilkins, had almost destroyed Andie’s and my ten-year friendship. Before he moved to Dressel Hills, Colorado, things had always been perfectly cool between Andie and me. But soon we weren’t speaking to each other. Worse, our close friendship ripped apart, and fast, the way Grandma’s seam ripper zaps threads. Before we knew it, Andie and I were helplessly caught in an angry tug-of-war over the same guy.

Jared was a charmer, all right. Brown hair and blue eyes with lashes long enough to curl. But looks and charm were all he had. Now we knew he was nothing but a two-timing, heartbreaking flirt. Thankfully, Andie and I had come to our senses in time to save our friendship.

Things were fabulous between us now. Yesterday, we’d spent a full day at Disneyland, and now we were racing through the dusty Arizona desert on our way to the Grand Canyon, heading home from the best choir tour ever.

“Daydreaming again?” Andie asked.

“Sort of,” I said.

She leaned over, whispering in my ear. “You know what I think?”

I grinned back at her. “What?”

“I think Danny Myers likes you.”

“Shh, he’ll hear you,” I whispered, glancing up toward the front of the bus.

“Well?” she said.

“Well, what?”

Andie curled a strand of dark hair around her finger. “I bet you two skate together at the youth group skating party next week.”

I rolled my eyes. “Where do you come up with this stuff?”

“Just wait and see,” she said. “I’ve noticed him watching you, Holly. Ever since we sang at the chapel in L.A.”

I stared out the window. Danny Myers wasn’t like the eighthgrade boys I knew. At fourteen and a half, he was much more grown-up. More sensitive, too. He’d reached out to me when Andie and I weren’t getting along. He probably thought of me as a little sister. That’s all.

Andie poked me. “You’re avoiding my question.”

I pulled on my hair. “I forgot the question.”

“Nice try.” She inched closer. “Hmm, I think I see Danny Myers in your eyes,” she teased.

“Get outta my face.” I playfully pushed her away.

She giggled, pulling a brochure from her jeans pocket.

“What’s that?”

“Info on the Grand Canyon,” she said, smoothing the folds. “I picked it up at our last rest stop.”

Just then Jared came down the aisle, pausing at our seats. “Hi again, girls.” He leaned on the back of my seat and smiled. Andie and I exchanged a quick look.

“Now what?” Andie asked him.

“It’s lonely up front,” he said.

Andie stood up. Cupping her hands around her eyes, she scanned the front of the bus. Then, with a huge sigh, she sat down. “Looks crowded to me. Plenty of people up there.”

I muttered under my breath, “Just no girls.”

Jared ignored my comment and pointed to Andie’s brochure. “Is that what I think it is?”

“Could be,” Andie said. “Depends on what you’re thinking.”

“Looks like there are some great places to hike,” he said, studying the brochure. Then, saying no more, he headed to the rest room in the back of the bus.

Andie peered at the information on her brochure. “This says the gorge is two hundred miles long. Wow! Who can see that far?”

“Daddy says he goes to the Grand Canyon when he feels like life is caving in on him,” I said softly.

Andie turned toward me. “You must’ve had a good talk with him after the concert the other night,” she said, prying in a roundabout way.

“It was weird seeing him again, you know. He’s totally missed out on the last four plus years of my life. Says he wants to catch up.”

Andie’s dark eyebrows shot up. “How can he, when he lives in California with his new wife, and you and your mom and Carrie live in Colorado?”

I took a deep breath. “This summer, probably.”

Andie gasped. “You’re going to California this summer?”

I nodded.

“Your mother will never let you,” Andie said. “And neither will I.”

“You won’t?”

“Have you forgotten that we always go camping together? Every summer since second grade? You don’t want to mess things up, do you?” she demanded.

“I have to do this,” I said. “For me.”

Andie folded her arms in a huff.

But I stared her down. “Please, don’t do this. It’ll be hard enough getting Mom to let me go, without you putting me on a guilt trip about it.”

“Boring…boring.” She put on her best pout. “It’ll be boring for you out there. You’ll see.”

“Andie, listen,” I said. “Your father lives with you and your family. Mine left when I was in third grade. I know you’d be curious, too, if you were me.”

“So it’s curiosity, then?”

“That and other stuff,” I said, reluctant to share more.

“Oh, Holly, don’t be stubborn. Just tell me, okay?”

“Not now.” I noticed Jared coming back from the rest room. No way was he going to overhear this conversation.

Andie ignored me, continuing her guilt campaign. “It’ll be the lousiest summer of my life!”

“Shh!” Privacy was impossible on a bus, especially now that Jared had plopped himself down behind us, eavesdropping. I gave Andie a don’t-you-dare-say-anything look. She smoothed out her brochure of Grand Canyon National Park while I flipped through the pages of my devotional book.

“What’s the verse for today?” Jared asked, peeking around my seat.

I had already tried the polite approach, so I ignored him and kept reading. Why couldn’t he just evaporate?

“Come on, Holly-Heart, give a guy a chance,” he crooned. “We can still be friends. Can’t we?”

Without looking up, I said, “Holly-Heart is the nickname my mother gave me. It’s reserved for relatives and close friends only. Remember?”

Andie glanced over and stifled a giggle.

“Hmm,” Jared said. “I don’t want to be your relative. But a close friend? Now, that’s an idea.”

I slammed my book shut, whirling around. “Listen up, Jared.

I liked you once, but that’s over. Why? Because I don’t trust you. Besides, you made big trouble for Andie and me.”

Andie started to cheer for me. She forgot that it was quiet time on the bus. Some of the altos turned around and shushed her, and she got as red as the illustrated cliffs on her brochure.

Jared slunk back to his seat like a wounded puppy. Some act.

“Will he ever give up?” I whispered to Andie.

“Persistence is his game,” she said. “Now you’re a big challenge to him. Maybe if you act a teeny bit interested, he’ll leave you alone.”

“I can’t do that,” I said. “I don’t want to show any interest in a jerk.”

Andie refolded the brochure. “Let’s talk summer, Holly.”

I sighed and looked away. She was persistent, too.

“Please, just think about it. You’re throwing our entire summer away,” she whined. Andie sounded selfish. She was acting like she hadn’t heard a thing I’d said before.

“Can we talk about something else, maybe?” I leaned against the headrest and closed my eyes.

“No fair sleeping. June, July, and August are coming faster than you think.”

“Okay,” I said, giving in. “Besides the family camping trip, what else do you want to do?”

“A raft trip,” she said, sitting on the edge of her seat. “A wild and crazy white-water raft trip down the Arkansas River. I hear it’s outrageous. Imagine the breathtaking thrill of Zoom Flume, Screaming Right, and get this…the Widow Maker!”

“Which means girls have to be pretty tough if the guys don’t survive,” I concluded.

“And,” she said, her voice growing louder and more excited, “the minimum age is twelve, so you know it’s gotta be very wild.”

More annoyed looks were cast our way by choir members observing Mr. Keller’s stipulated quiet time. I put my finger to my lips.

Slumping down in her seat, Andie curled her legs beneath her. She grinned. Andrea Martinez—Miss Magnificent Manipulator—had me and she knew it. Rafting was the one thing I’d been dying to do. An all-day trip down the mighty Arkansas, along with two fabulous weeks of camping with Andie and her family. Irresistible.

Mom’s idea of camping was the Holiday Inn without maid service. No chance she’d go. But Andie’s family? That was a different story. Her twin baby brothers, Chris and Jon, would stay with their grandma, then off we’d go. Before the arrival of the “double blessing”—as Andie’s mom liked to call the twins—the Martinez family had gone camping every summer. Thanks to Andie, I’d been invited to tag along.

What great summers we’d had. Always camping high in the Colorado Rockies near the Twin Lakes that nestled like giant mirrors beneath soaring mountains. There, the air smelled of pine trees and the lakes were so blue it seemed a piece of sky had fallen to the earth. Wispy clouds scurried past snowy mountain peaks and the summer sun warmed the valleys. It was enough to birth the poet in me.

Andie’s father, dashing and comical, kept us in stitches at all times. Summer and laughter seemed to hold hands—at least on camping trips with Andie and her family. Would spending the summer with Daddy be worth the sacrifices I’d have to make?

The sacrificial list was growing. I’d miss out on camping with Andie, youth meetings, white-water rafting, and…yes, maybe getting to know Danny Myers better. But I wasn’t going to let any of it come between me and my secret summer dream to visit my dad and get to know him for the first time in four long years.


SECRET SUMMER DREAMS

Chapter 2

“Quiet time’s over. Sleepers awake!” Walking down the aisle of the bus, Mr. Keller clapped his hands to rouse dozing choir members. “We’re coming close to the Grand Canyon,” he said.

The Grand Canyon. The words awakened all thirty of us. Soon the bus was buzzing with excited voices.

I grabbed Andie’s leaflet, tracing the path of the Colorado River with my finger. From what I’d read, its treacherous rapids and gigantic boulders made navigation barely possible.

“That’s one raft trip we can forget about,” Andie said as my finger slid along the path the swift river cut through the canyon.

“Guess you’d have to psych yourself up for a trip like that,” I said.

Andie looked pleased. “So, you are thinking about staying home this summer?”

I flashed her a knowing smile. She was so sneaky. The little rat!

Mr. Keller announced that we were welcome to explore the area as long as we did not wander off alone. “Please take someone with you,” he said. “I want to return all of you to your families in one piece.”

“How dangerous is this place?” I asked Andie.

“Can’t be too dangerous,” she said. “Look at all the people.” We peered out the window as the bus inched into an open spot. The parking lot was really crowded.

“We’ll see soon enough,” I said, wondering if this place would be any big deal.

We bounded off the bus and headed straight for the lookout area, which was rimmed with a rock wall.

“Fabulous.” That’s all I could say for the next five minutes as Andie and the rest of the kids and I stood there drinking in the awesome sight.

It was late afternoon, and a golden haze lay over the canyon. Gazing across, I could see the rosy reds and gray-blues of the clifflike formations. Dark ravines, gouged out by the river’s tortuous path, made me feel small, like a speck in the universe. I felt lost in the canyon’s never-endingness. Squinting, I wondered where it ended. Andie was right. Who can see for two hundred miles?

I felt Andie’s hand on my arm.

“You okay?” she asked.

I felt frozen. “It’s…it’s like forever.”

“You’re right,” Danny said. I hadn’t noticed him standing there next to me, but Andie must have. She threw me a look that said “I told you.”

I ignored her and turned to Danny. “Makes me wonder how God keeps track of everything on this earth,” I said. “He even knows how many hairs are on our heads.”

“And when June bugs are gonna dance in them,” Andie said, tugging playfully at my long hair. She consulted her brochure. “It says here that the park is almost two thousand square miles, and that there are 290 species of birds that fly between these canyon walls.”

Danny pulled out his binoculars and scanned the rocks below. “The smallest animals live in those crevices a mile down,” he said. “No way can God be nearsighted.”

Andie and I laughed. Out of the corner of my eye I spotted Jared, standing a few feet away and looking annoyed. Probably jealous of the attention we were giving Danny. Too bad, I thought. He had his chance, and boy did he blow it.

Danny touched my arm. He was still looking through his binoculars, but he directed my gaze to a ledge far below. “If you look carefully, you’ll see a red-tailed hawk,” he said, handing the binoculars to me. He helped me adjust the focus and pointed me in the right direction. “They live in all parts of the canyon, except near damp areas or open water.”

Then I spotted what he was talking about—a fierce, proud bird, perched on the edge of a cliff. Spreading its wings, it flew away, and I followed it with the binoculars until it disappeared from view.

“Thanks. That was cool.” I handed the binoculars back to him. Smiling, he took them from me, then moved closer to the stone wall to peer down the edge of the ravine.

“How does Danny know all that stuff?” Andie whispered to me.

“He reads constantly,” I said.

“Anyone can read. How does he remember all of it?” Andie asked.

“Photographic memory, I guess.” Admiration filled me as I watched Danny. He had his binoculars up again, slowly scanning the canyon.

The group started to break up. A bunch of kids went to the gift shop to buy souvenirs and candy. Others hung around the coinoperated telescopes. Jared came over and suggested that we hike down into the canyon a short distance. “It’s safe enough,” he said. “And we’ve got a whole hour. Mr. Keller said we need to be back on the bus, ready to go, at six.”

“Uh, I don’t know,” I said, looking down at the great abyss.

“C’mon, Holly. Don’t be such a scaredy,” Andie said. “Where’s the trailhead?” she asked Jared.

“This way.” They walked off together, leaving me with Danny.

“Is it safe, do you think?” I asked.

“We won’t hike far.” Danny moved up beside me. We followed Jared and Andie as they made their way toward the hiking path. “Want to wear these?” Danny asked, pulling the binoculars over his head.

“Sure.”

He handed them to me and our fingers touched slightly. A strange, giddy feeling shot like an arrow straight to my heart. Was I falling for Danny Myers?

Don’t be silly, I told myself.

We hurried to the trailhead, where Jared and Andie had stopped to wait for us. I peered hesitantly down the path. The blacktopped path zigzagged down the side of the cliff, and it wasn’t exactly level. In fact, it looked like a forty-degree angle to me.

“Stay close to this.” Andie patted the reddish rock wall to the left of us.

One hand touching the wall, I headed down the trail, my tennies skidding a little on the steep path. Keeping my eyes on the trail, I tried not to think about the sheer drop-off to the right of me. Jared led the way, followed by Andie, then me, and last, Danny. I was glad he was behind me. Somehow it made me feel safer.

After completing several switchbacks, we stopped to gaze at the beauty around us. I made sure my back was safely up against the canyon wall before I pulled out the binoculars and scanned the slopes just below the canyon rim.

There was a slight movement. I adjusted the focus. A deer with antlers and the largest ears I’d ever seen made me catch my breath.

“What is it, Holly?” Danny asked.

“I think it’s a deer, but it has huge ears.” I watched as the animal moved boldly along the cliff, grazing.

Danny said, “Must be a mule deer.”

“Hee-haw!” Jared brayed like a donkey. “Let’s see!” He pushed between Danny and me.

“Wait a second, Jared,” I said, still gazing through the lenses. The deer had lifted its head and seemed to be staring at me, its head cocked, its eyes alert. I inched forward, intent on the beautiful creature.

“Hurry,” Jared said in a silly voice, pulling on the strap to the binoculars.

“Just a minute,” I snarled, swinging away from him. As I did, I lost my balance. The binoculars fell from my hands and my feet slipped away from me. Desperate, I grabbed for the canyon wall. Anything to keep me from falling.

Andie screamed, “Holly, no!”


SECRET SUMMER DREAMS

Chapter 3

For a terrifying second the sky spun above me.

Then I felt a strong hand grab my arm. “I’ve got you, Holly.” Danny reached for me with both hands and pulled me away from the drop-off. “Here.” He set me against the canyon wall. Shaking, I leaned against the rock, my hands wet with fear. I refused to look down into the great chasm below.

Andie took my hand. “Holly, you scared me,” she said. “Are you all right?”

I nodded slowly, trying to catch my breath. She and Danny looked at me, concern written on their faces. Jared hung back, knowing it was his fault.

Closing my eyes, I took a few more breaths. I could still feel my feet slipping out beneath me, the sky tilting to meet me….

I shivered and opened my eyes. “I’m fine, really,” I said when Andie and Danny didn’t look convinced. “Danny saved my life.”

I pressed my hands against the canyon wall. The solid rock felt reassuring under my fingertips. Suddenly, I remembered. “The binoculars. They’re gone!”

Jared held them high over his head. “Never fear, Jared’s here.”

“That’s what I’m afraid of,” Danny said, frowning. “If you hadn’t been here, clowning around like that, none of this would’ve happened.”

“Well, let’s hear it for Mr. Responsible,” Jared mocked. “If Holly hadn’t been looking through your binoculars…” His voice trailed off.

What a ridiculous comparison, yet Danny said nothing. The two boys glared at each other.

“Can we go back now?” I asked, still shaken up.

Jared started to argue, but Danny gave him a stern look and he stopped.

“I’ll go behind you, Holly, and catch you if you slip,” Danny said.

“Thanks,” I said.

Jared led the way again, with Andie following. My knees still shook from the close call as I started up the trail, watching my step and staying close to the right side of the path, near the wall. Whenever I even glimpsed the edge of the trail, I shivered deep inside.

The climb up took us longer than coming down. Soon I was breathing hard.

“Can you make it all right?” Danny asked behind me.

“Yeah,” I said, not turning my head. We didn’t talk the rest of the way. I was still too rattled to concentrate on anything except getting out of there.

At last we arrived at the top. I turned around for one last look, and then the four of us headed for the bus.

A tassel-eared squirrel darted across our path. We stopped to watch as it shimmied over the rocks and disappeared. “What kind of squirrel is that?” I asked. “I’ve never seen anything like it in Colorado.”

“I have an animal guide back in the bus,” Danny said. “We can look it up there if you want.”

“Sure,” I said.

Andie flashed me a knowing smile. I knew what she was thinking.

Mr. Keller was waiting for all of us beside the bus door, counting kids as we boarded the bus.

“One more day before we head home,” Mr. Keller told us. “We’ll spend tonight at Flagstaff, and then we’ll leave for Colorado bright and early tomorrow.”

Danny offered his hand to help me into the bus. “Are you sure you’re okay?” he asked, pointing the way to his seat.

I nodded, aware of my stomach flutters as we sat side by side.

From his backpack he pulled out a handbook. “You were so interested in the animals back there, I thought you’d like to check this out.”

He turned to a picture of a Kaibab squirrel. Its tail was completely white, and the caption said it was rare and endangered and lived only on the north rim.

“The squirrel I saw had a gray tail with white underneath,” I said. “Must not be a Kaibab.” I paged through his book. “This is too cool.”

“You can have it,” Danny said, his eyes dancing.

I wondered why he was giving the book away. Had he already memorized it?

“Thanks,” I said, holding it. “And for saving my life, uh, back there.” I started to feel a bit shy. There wasn’t much more to say. “I’d better get back to Andie now. See you later.”

Heading down the aisle, I saw Andie give me her thumbs-up sign. She eyed the book Danny had just given me. “What’s that?”

I showed her the animal guidebook. “Isn’t it terrific?”

She whistled. “So tell me everything,” she said as I sat down. “What’s going on between you two?”

“How should I know?” I said, puzzled at my own excitement over Danny. “I mean, he’s like a big brother. That’s all.”

“That’s not all,” she insisted. “He kept you from being a skinny little grease spot at the bottom of the Grand Canyon!”

There was no denying that. Andie was absolutely right, and I couldn’t hide my smile.
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When we arrived in Flagstaff, Andie and I settled into our hotel room. All of us had supper at a McDonald’s nearby, then a few of the kids went swimming while others played a game of Rook on the pool patio.

I searched for a pay phone. It had been days since I talked to Mom. I found one in the hotel lobby and punched in the number for my phone card.

The baby-sitter answered. It was Marcia Greene, a straight-A student from school.

“Hi, Marcia,” I said. “It’s Holly. Is Mom home?”

There was an awkward pause. “Just a minute,” she said. “Here’s Carrie.”

“Hi, Holly,” Carrie said when she got on the phone. “Where are you?”

“In Arizona. We’ll be home tomorrow night.”

“Goody! Can’t wait to see you. It’s real boring here without you.”

Carrie’s voice made me homesick. “Where’s Mom?” I asked.

“Out on a date.”

I almost choked. “A date? Who with?”

“Some man,” Carrie said.

“Do I know him?” I said, feeling like a parent screening a prospective suitor.

“His name is Mr. Tate. He’s new at church. Mom went out with him to dinner somewhere real fancy.”

I coughed. “How do you know all this?”

“Well, Mom never dresses up to go to the Golden Arches, does she?”

“I guess you’re right,” I said, laughing only on the outside. “Tell Mom I called. See you tomorrow night.” I hung up.

What a nightmare! Mom had never loved anyone but Daddy, at least until he left us and got remarried. I actually thought she was okay with being single. But now, while I was hundreds of miles away on choir tour, she’d started to date. What on earth was going on?

Slowly I climbed the stairs to our hotel room. Andie was out swimming, so I took a long shower, then climbed into bed without waiting for her to return to the room.
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When my watch beeped out the time at six o’clock the next morning, I woke up immediately. My first thought was of Mom. I couldn’t wait to get back home, where I wish I could’ve been last night. I was desperate for a heart-to-heart talk with Mom. Where was her good sense?

I leaped out of bed and stuffed my clothes into an overnight bag.

“What’s the rush?” Andie said, rubbing her sleepy eyes. “You’re not homesick, are you?”

“No.”

“Hey, what’s bugging you?” She sat up, stretching. “You’re always so cheerful in the morning.”

“Mom’s started dating.” I bunched up my pajamas and thrust them deep into the bag.

Andie scrunched her nose. “She’s what?”

“You heard me.”

“Did I miss something? How do you know?” She took her brush from the nightstand and began counting the strokes out loud. Stopping at fifteen, she said, “Come on, Holly. Talk to me.”

I wanted to cry. “I called home last night, and Carrie said Mom was out on a date,” I explained. “Out with some guy she met at church: Mr. Tate.” I swallowed hard. “I’m just upset, that’s all.”

“How come?” Andie looked puzzled. “You should be happy for your mom. Doesn’t this mean she’s growing past her pain—you know, accepting the divorce and all that?”

I shrugged. I didn’t think Mom needed to grow. She seemed fine just the way she was.

Andie persisted. “Well, it is a good sign, isn’t it?”

I didn’t want to talk about this. Besides, Andie had no idea what it was like to lose a father to divorce and possibly a mother to remarriage.

No idea at all.
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Chapter 4

Carrie and Mom were waiting in the church parking lot when our bus finally rolled into Dressel Hills. It was dark, but in the streetlight I could see a purple and pink balloon bouquet floating out of our car window. Grinning, Carrie was waving the balloons back and forth.

The bus came to a stop, and the kids began gathering small pieces of luggage under their seats.

“Hey, Holly,” called Jared from the middle of the stampede. “Need any help?”

“No thanks,” I replied. I’d made sure to avoid him ever since my near-death experience in the Grand Canyon.

Andie poked me. “Are you sure you don’t want the finestlooking boy in Dressel Hills to help you with your bags?”

“He almost got me killed.” I stashed the nature book from Danny into my backpack.

“You’re guarding that book pretty close, I see,” she teased.

“It’s full of interesting stuff.”

“Well, if you can’t find all the facts in there,” she said, tapping the book through the backpack, “I know a guy who’s a walking encyclopedia.” Andie jerked her head toward Danny.

I blushed.

Loaded down with backpacks, we squeezed through the swarm of kids exiting the bus. At last we were outside. We gathered around as the driver opened the huge luggage compartment.

My eight-year-old sister jumped out of the car. “Holly!” she cried, running toward me. “Look what I got you with my own money.” She held out the balloon bouquet.

“What a sweetie,” I said. “Thanks!”

Surprisingly, Andie’s and my suitcases were among the first to be unloaded from the bus. Mom had already opened the car trunk, and Andie lugged her stuff to our car while Mom stood smiling at me. No, she was literally grinning. “Welcome home, Holly-Heart.” She hugged me close. Maybe my eyes were pulling tricks on me, but Mom looked happier than she had since Daddy had divorced us. I mean, her. My stomach tightened. What did it mean, this strange glow?

“How was the choir tour?” Mom asked, arranging my luggage in the trunk.

“Fabulous,” I said.

“Let’s hear all about Disneyland,” she said as Andie and I climbed into the backseat, the balloons bobbing between us.

Carrie turned around and peered over the front seat. “Did you get a Mickey Mouse for me?”

“Wait and see,” I teased.

I wanted to fire my questions about Mom’s new love interest, but I bit my lip. I’d just have to wait till Andie and Carrie weren’t around.

When we stopped at a red light, Carrie asked, “Did you see your daddy?”

“He’s your daddy, too,” I replied.

“I don’t have a daddy.”

Andie looked surprised. “What does she mean?” she whispered.

“You do so,” I insisted, ignoring my friend’s question.

Mom tried to explain, probably for Andie’s benefit. “Carrie doesn’t remember her father because she was so young when he left.”

“Well?” Carrie wouldn’t let it go. “Did you see him?”

“Uh-huh,” I said slowly, not wanting to let on just how important my visit with Daddy had been.

“What’s he like?”

“Carrie, honey,” Mom interrupted. “Maybe Holly would like to wait to talk about this later.”

“It’s okay,” I said, sticking up for Carrie.

Seemed obvious to me that Mom was the one who didn’t want to discuss it. Her attitude upset me. I decided to get right to the heart of things. “I’ve made a decision,” I announced. “I’m going to spend the summer with Daddy.”

“You’re what?” Carrie said.

“Wait a minute,” Mom said. “We haven’t talked over any of this.”

“Yeah,” Carrie said. “I won’t let you go away all summer.”

Andie glared at me. “Neither will I,” she said softly.

Let me? Nobody seemed to care what I wanted. Even Andie seemed too close to blowing up over my decision. Fortunately, we turned into her driveway before she had time to have a hissy fit.

Unloading her luggage, she turned to me beneath the raised trunk. “Oh, Holly,” her voice shook. “I can’t believe you’d really do this.”

“What? Like it’s some horrible, hideous thing to want to get better acquainted with your father?”

“You know what I’m talking about,” she said in a huff.

It was deathly still as Mom drove the short distance home. But as we turned onto Downhill Court, Mom said, “Holly, I understand Carrie told you that I was away on a date last night. My friend’s name is Mike Tate, and he will be meeting us at home.”

Tate. That rhymed perfectly with date and late. He wouldn’t be Mom’s date tonight, or at all, if I hadn’t been so late. This mess could’ve been avoided if I hadn’t been off on choir tour.

“Mr. Tate’s coming over?” Carrie asked excitedly.

Mom nodded. “Only for a short time. We have something important to discuss. And I’d like Holly to meet him.”

“Terrific,” I mumbled, wondering how this guy had managed to upstage my return home. This was supposed to be my night!

Our headlights bounced off a somber blue car up ahead. “There he is,” Carrie said, pointing as we pulled into the driveway.

A stocky man got out of the car and came around to help Mom with her door. It reminded me of Danny offering his hand to help me climb into the bus yesterday.

“Holly,” Mom said, “I’d like you to meet Mike Tate. Mike, this is my older daughter, Holly.”

I shifted the balloon bouquet to my left hand so I could shake his hand. “Nice to meet you,” I mumbled.

“Well, it’s very nice to meet you, too, Holly,” Mr. Tate said. “Your mother has told me a lot about you.”

Like what? I wondered. I didn’t like the idea of Mom discussing me with some guy. I mean, she’d just met him, for pete’s sake.

Mr. Tate gathered up my luggage, and we headed for the front door. Under the light of our porch lamp, I saw a shiny bald spot on his head. He opened the screen door, holding it while Mom found her key. I could tell by the way he stood there what type of a person he was. Polite and structured. He wasn’t nearly as tall as Daddy. Not nearly as handsome, either.

Inside, Mom said, “Holly, why don’t you go ahead and unpack? Just toss your dirty clothes in the hamper. I’ll do the wash tomorrow evening.”

I grabbed my bags and headed for the stairs. She sure was in a hurry to get rid of me. When I glanced back, I saw Mr. Tate touch the tip of Mom’s elbow, guiding her through the dining room toward the kitchen.

“We’ll be in here if you need anything,” Mom called.

Carrie asked, “Can I have a bubble bath, Mommy?”

“That’s fine,” Mom said. “Holly-Heart, could you help Carrie rinse her hair?”

“Sure,” I said. Carrie and I headed upstairs, leaving Mom and that Mr. Tate person sitting at the island bar in our kitchen. I often helped Carrie rinse the shampoo out of her hair. It was as thick and almost as long as mine.

“How much bubble bath can I put in?” Carrie called from the bathroom.

“Doesn’t matter,” I said, lugging my bags into my room.

“Goody.” Carrie ran to the hallway closet and came back with three bottles of the bubble stuff.

“What are you doing?”

She giggled. “You said it didn’t matter how much.”

“Just don’t flood the bathroom with suds,” I said, closing the door.

Back in my room, my stuffed animals stared at me from their shelf-home near my window seat—my favorite place to think. And write.

I yanked my backpack off, pulling out a droopy-eyed stuffed animal. “Welcome back, Bearie-O,” I said to the tan teddy bear.

He actually belonged to Andie. Six years ago we’d traded favorite bears. A very cool thing to do with your best friend.

I sat on my canopy bed and leaned Bearie-O gently against my pillow. “What do you think of my summer plans?” I asked the love-worn teddy. He looked intently at me. At least he would listen. A good trait for a best friend. Mothers too.

“I’ve saved up secret wishes ever since Daddy left,” I whispered. “You’re the only one who knows them all.” I stroked the place on his head where the fur was sparse, a bald spot made from kissing his teddy head good-night. Yikes! It made me think of bald Mr. Tate downstairs with Mom.

I reached for the mini straw hat on my hillbilly mouse. Plopping it down on Bearie-O, I prayed out loud. “Please, Lord, don’t let this man mess up our lives.”

I unpacked the Mickey Mouse I’d purchased for Carrie and marched down the hall. “Knock, knock,” I said, tapping on the bathroom door.

“Who’s there?” Carrie answered, playing along.

“Mickey Mouse.”

Carrie squealed, “Really?”

I sneaked Mickey around the door and peeked him in.

More squealing.

“Do you need a shampoo, little girl?” Mickey said in a highpitched voice.

“Nope, it’s all done,” Carrie answered.

It was my turn to peek around the door. There sat Carrie in a mountain of shampoo bubbles, suds closing in on her eyebrows.

“It’s time for some expert help,” I said. “Besides, you need to get to bed soon. Tomorrow’s Sunday.”

“Let Mickey watch us rinse my hair,” Carrie said.

“Okay.” I set Mickey on the sink counter, wondering what I was like at eight. I remembered a surprise birthday gift from Daddy—a shiny red bike. That was my last birthday with him.

“Do you like Mr. Tate?” Carrie asked between rinsings.

“Don’t know him,” I said.

“He’s real nice, Holly. You should see what he got me.”

I felt uneasy. Not only was he showering my mother with attention, he was buying off my little sister.

“I’ll show you the present when I say my prayers.” She held her breath and disappeared under the bubbles. Golden strands of hair floated up like a mermaid’s.

At last her bath was done. I used the hair dryer on her long locks and braided it slightly damp to keep the tangles out, the way I did my own every night.

In her room, I was surprised to see a giant mermaid posed on her bed. “This is new, isn’t it?” I asked.

“From Mr. Tate.”

“That’s nice.”

The gift was. He wasn’t. I knew I wouldn’t let myself like this man. Presents or not, he had no business with our family.

I listened to Carrie say her prayers, then I tucked her in.

“I’m glad you’re home again, Holly,” said Carrie. “You really won’t go off to California this summer, will you?” Her soft blue eyes pleaded with me.

“I want to get to know Daddy better, Carrie. Can you understand that?”

“What about me ?” She curled her lip into a pout. “What will I do all summer?”

“We’ll talk more tomorrow,” I said, feeling like a grown-up.

“You can talk all you want,” she said, “but it won’t change my mind. Not one bit!”

I hugged my spunky sis, then left the door cracked open to let the hall light shine in a little. I hurried to my window seat for some secret list-making. Curling up, I began to write in my notebook. On the left side of the page I wrote reasons for going to California. On the right side, reasons for staying home.








	CALIFORNIA

	HOME




	1. Get to know Daddy better.

	1. Keep Mom away from Mr. Tate.




	2. Learn more about my child-hood from Daddy.

	2. Go camping and rafting with Andie and family.




	3. Stay at a beach house.

	3. Make Carrie happy.




	4. Prove to Mom I am grown-up enough.

	4. Attend youth group and parties.




	 

	5. Find out if Danny Myers really likes me.






So far, there were five reasons to stay home and only four to go to California.

I reached for my teen devotional. After reading it, I wrote the fifth reason: Talk to Daddy about God.

Now both sides were tied.


SECRET SUMMER DREAMS

Chapter 5

The next morning, before I got out of bed, I wrote in my diary—Sunday, March 28. Then I copied the secret list into my journal. Afterward, I prayed.

“Please, oh please, dear Lord, make Mom let me go to visit Daddy this summer. It’s the most important thing in my life now. Honest. Amen.”

Feeling satisfied that I was approaching this like a mature Christian, I went downstairs and poured myself a bowl of cereal. After breakfast I called Andie. No answer. She must have gone to the early service at church.

Just as I hung up, the phone rang. I could tell it was long distance. Daddy!

“How was your trip home?” he asked.

“Perfect,” I said.

“The Grand Canyon?”

I remembered the powerful feeling I had there. “I think I know what you mean about that place,” I said softly.

“It’s amazing,” he said. “And Holly, you’ll be even more inspired if you ever have the chance to hike down into it.”

“I, uh, sort of did that,” I said, recalling my near-fatal fall.

“Well, how was it?”

“Much scarier than I dreamed it would be.” I didn’t explain what had happened. I didn’t say I nearly dropped into the Grand Canyon.

“Pretty steep, was it?” He paused, then asked, “Have you thought any more about your summer plans?”

I wanted to say Mom was chewing her nails over his invitation, but didn’t. It could be a mistake to get him in the middle of things here.

“I really want to come—more than anything,” I said, hesitating. “But there’s, uh, lots of stuff going on here. I just don’t know how it’s gonna fly.”

“Well, Holly, I can get your plane tickets in a jiffy, so that’s no problem. Let me know when you’re sure. Okay?”

“Sure, Daddy. Thanks.”

“How’s Carrie?” he asked.

“Spunky as ever,” I said, laughing. “She missed me so much, she welcomed me home with balloons she bought with her own money.”

He chuckled. “Tell her thanks for sending the artwork. I hung it up on the wall in my study.”

“Why don’t you tell her?”

“I’m in a rush,” he said quickly. “Have an appointment with a client in thirty minutes. I’ll talk to you soon. Good-bye, Holly.”

I hung up, feeling sad that he was headed off to work instead of church. On a Sunday morning, no less.

Tiptoeing up the steps, I heard Mom singing. I went to her bedroom door and knocked.

“Come in,” she called cheerfully.

As I entered, she drew back the curtains, letting the morning drift in. Dressed in her soft pink robe, Mom looked like an angel, her blond hair spilling forward on her shoulders. She sat down on the bed.

“Can we talk?” I asked.

She patted the bed beside her. “Sure, what’s up?”

“Mr. Tate,” I said, getting right to the point.

“Oh?”

“How long have you known him?”

She looked at the ceiling, like she was counting something invisible. “About ten days, I guess.”

“You’ve gotta be kidding,” I said. “And you’ve been out with him? Mom, he could be a bank robber, a serial killer, a—”

“Honey,” she interrupted. “I met him at church.”

“I’ve never seen him there before.”

“He came from another church, he and his son.”

I sighed. “So he’s been married before?”

“His wife died several years ago. He’s lonely.” She touched my hair. “Like I am.”

How could I follow up with my anti-Tate campaign when Mom looked so happy? I couldn’t tamper with that. At least not now.

“Do you like him?” I asked.

“He’s very nice. And his adorable little boy is in my Sunday school class. He’s the one who introduced me to Mike.”

I studied her.

“I hope you’ll give him a chance, Holly-Heart, even though it may be difficult.”

“Okay, I guess.” I wanted to ask why he picked our church to come to, and why he was so bald. Instead, I hugged her and ran to wake Carrie for Sunday school. Maybe Mom was right. Maybe I should give Mike Tate a chance. But he’d better prove himself fast, because I wasn’t going to give him very long.
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After school on Monday I was at my locker, dropping off books and loading up my backpack, when Jared popped around my locker door. “Boo!” he said.

“Eek!” I squealed, jumping back.

“Didn’t scare you, did I?”

“Get away from me,” I said.

“Let’s go skating next Friday, Holly-Heart.”

“Don’t call me that,” I said coldly.

“Oh, that’s right. I forgot,” he said. “The name’s to be used only by close friends and relatives.”

“Perfect, you remembered. Now remember not to say it.” I glimpsed Andie speeding toward us.

She grabbed my arm. “Quick, I’ve forgotten our English homework assignment,” she said, out of breath.

“It’s here somewhere,” I said, flipping through my assignment notebook. “There.” I handed it to her, wondering why she hadn’t paid attention in Miss Wannamaker’s class.

Jared leaned over my shoulder, real close. “Cool handwriting, Holly.”

“You need a decoder for yours,” Andie joked, scribbling the assignment on the back of her lunch bag.

Jared leaned on my locker, almost in it. “That’s some ingenious essay Miss W has planned. ‘Write about your secret summer fantasy—what you would most like to have happen this summer,’ ” he said, mimicking Miss W’s sweet voice. “Where do you think she gets these wild ideas for our writing assignments?”

“She has a creative mind,” I said, gathering my books and slamming my locker.

“When are you going to start writing your essay, Holly?” Andie asked. “It’s due next week.”

“I am writing it—in my head.”

Finished scribbling, Andie pushed the brown lunch bag into her jeans pocket, and together we squeezed through the crowd of kids in the hall.

“Wish I could pull an A on this paper,” Andie said.

“I have zillions of ideas,” I said, rearranging the books in my arm.

“Oh yeah? What’s your summer fantasy?” Jared asked, suddenly behind me.

I ignored him. When would he ever give up?

“Come on, Holly,” he persisted. “Forget the past. Let’s start over like we’ve never met.”

Wish that were true, I thought. Up until last winter, not one guy had shown interest in me. I figured it was because I was as flat as Kansas and skinnier than the Oklahoma panhandle. Andie said it was because I was a threat to a guy’s IQ. Mom said it didn’t matter, since I was too young to care what boys thought. But Jared? Jared had said I was perfect and that he liked me just the way I was. The fact that it was only one of his many lines still hurt. A lot.

“So, Holly, what’ll it be?” Jared asked, pressing against the crowd near me. “Will you please go skating with me Friday?”

“Leave her alone,” Andie said. “Can’t you understand English?”

Jared whined like a wounded puppy—one of his better routines. He slumped back away from me, and the crowd devoured him. I quickened my pace to match Andie’s.

Outside, Andie asked, “Just what is your secret summer fantasy, Holly?”

“I think you already know,” I said. “We’ve discussed it enough, and I’m not saying more till I know what’s really going to happen.” I was determined not to tell her I had talked with Daddy yesterday. I didn’t want to get into another argument with her.

Andie sulked for a moment. Then she said, “Give me some ideas for English. What sort of summer fantasy could I possibly write about?”

“Here’s one,” I said. “You’re on a wild raft trip, and you fall for the cute guide. Or maybe you rescue someone who falls off going through the rapids. How’re those for summer fantasies?”

“Good deal! You oughta be a writer, you know,” Andie said.

“I am a writer, just not a published one,” I said, pushing my hair back over my shoulder. “But someday.”

Outside, we skipped down the steps of Dressel Hills Junior High and headed for Aspen Street, where mobs of ski buffs mingled during the winter, waiting for a bus to the slopes. Things were much quieter now. Ski resorts had reduced their rates for spring skiing, and guys skied without shirts or in shorts, getting a jump on their tans.

Andie interrupted my thoughts. “Has Danny called you since we got back?”

“Nope. And he wasn’t in church yesterday, either.”

“So you noticed.” She was so coy.

“Not exactly.”

“Of course you did. C’mon, the guy saved your life.”

I agreed. “Do you really think he likes me?”

“He gave you his guidebook, didn’t he?” Andie said. “I mean, it’s so cool, Holly. After the way Jared treated you, you deserve some attention from a decent guy. Enjoy it.”

“It won’t matter when I’m out in California this summer,” I said. A California summer would be a great change from this boring town. Sun and fun, and warm breezes blowing in off the ocean. Late nights and long talks with Daddy. The way it used to be.

“Oh no. Not this again.” Andie rolled her eyes.

I turned away, looking up at the mountains around us. The ski runs, covered with the last snow of winter, soon would be bare and brown. Ski lifts would carry hikers in shorts and sturdy leather boots instead of skiers in colorful parkas. The countdown to summer vacation had begun.

Halfway to the end of Downhill Court, I saw Mr. Tate’s dreary blue Ford turn into our driveway.

Andie spotted it, too. “Looks like you’ve got company.”

“Not mine.” I wanted to turn and hightail it back to school. Then I heard footsteps behind me.

It was Carrie. A small boy wearing a red baseball cap trailed behind her.

“Hi, Holly. Hi, Andie,” Carrie called, brushing past us.

“Where’s the fire?” I asked.

“Zachary has to throw up,” she shouted over her shoulder. They dashed into the house.

Andie snorted. “Where’d she find him?”

I shrugged my shoulders, puzzled. “Never saw the kid before in my life.”

“Isn’t he too young to be hanging out with Carrie?” she asked.

We climbed the steps leading to our redwood porch.

“Who knows? One thing’s for sure, he’s new around here.” I opened the front door, eager to find out what was going on.


SECRET SUMMER DREAMS

Chapter 6

Inside, our house was in an uproar. Mom was standing outside the bathroom door, wringing her hands. Carrie was hanging on Mom, hands cupped over her ears, and Zachary—whoever he was—was in the bathroom, making horrible retching sounds.

“What’s going on?” I asked. “Who’s Zachary?”

Just then, Mr. Tate emerged from the bathroom with the whitefaced boy.

“Er, excuse me,” I said, moving out of the way.

Carrie patted the boy on the back. “You okay, Zach?”

He nodded weakly. But he didn’t look okay to me.

“Let’s find a place for you to rest,” Mr. Tate said.

Mom led Zachary downstairs to the living room, and Mr. Tate followed.

“What’s wrong with him?” I whispered to Carrie.

“Some pill he has to take,” she said. “It makes him sick.”

Then it hit me. Zachary was Mr. Tate’s kid.

“Why are they here?” I asked Carrie.

“Mr. Tate’s cooking lasagna for dinner,” she explained.

“What?” I was shocked. Men like Mr. Tate seemed just a little too resourceful in my opinion. I didn’t care to stick around and eat his meal.

“Can I eat at your house tonight?” I asked Andie.

“Sure!” Andie said. “We’re having Stove Top Stuffing!” We giggled loudly.

“Holly, stop clowning around and come here,” Mom called from the bottom of the stairs.

I hurried down, embarrassed that she had overheard.

“Please keep the noise down, and will you get a blanket for Zachary?” she said.

“And a pillow,” Mr. Tate called.

Feeling like a slave for Mr. Tate’s sick kid, I went to the hall linen closet and pulled out blankets and a pillow. Some gall, exposing all of us to the flu. When I came down the stairs, arms loaded, Mom and Mr. Tate were still hovering over Zachary. They didn’t even say thanks.

Andie and I escaped upstairs to my room. I grabbed my notebook and a pencil.

“What’s that for?” Andie asked, flopping onto my bed.

I scribbled off a limerick. “Listen to this,” I said, laughing so hard I could barely read.



“There once was a man named Tate

With a balding pate like fish bait.

His son had the flu.

He threw up on cue.

Such a terrible, horrible fate!”

Andie burst into giggles. “Mr. Tate’s head doesn’t look wormy!”

“But worms are smooth and don’t have hair,” I said.

Andie held her sides, laughing.

“I rest my case,” I said as Andie reached for my notebook.

“Here, let’s think of all the words that rhyme with Tate,” she said.

“Okay, first off—regurgitate. It even has Tate at the end!” I scratched my head. “And it describes how I feel about him hanging around here with his throw-uppy kid.”

“I know what you mean,” Andie said. “If my mother were divorced and Tate was cooking lasagna for us, I’d create a scene and agitate him so he’d irritate my mother.”

I continued. “Then I’d terminate their social life and accentuate the good life—which was life before Tate, who’s looking for a mate.”

Andie clapped, and I took a bow. “Hey, you’re pretty good yourself. There’s hidden literary talent in there,” I said, knocking on her curly head.

Andie replied, “I would hate to see you salivate over Tate’s cooking. Who knows, you might disintegrate!”

More giggles.

Andie checked her watch. “Yikes, gotta terminate this conversation.” She staggered out of my room, giggling uncontrollably.

“You gonna isolate me?” I called after her.

She waved, holding her stomach as she left.

I stayed holed up in my room. No need to be around Mr. Tate any more than I had to.
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“Holly, supper’s ready,” Mom called later.

Great, I thought as I headed downstairs, straight toward Tate’s lasagna.

Everyone but Mr. Tate was seated at the dining room table when I arrived. Since my usual place was already taken by Zachary, I started to sit in the seat nearest me—the head of the table, where Daddy had always sat.

Mom stopped me. “Holly, dear,” she said. “Could you sit beside Zachary? I was saving that seat for Mike.”

Saving Daddy’s seat for Mike? I forced myself not to grimace. Obediently I went to the empty chair next to Zachary and gave him a fakey smile as I sat down.

Mr. Tate came in carrying the lasagna between two potholders. “I think we’re ready to begin.” He set the CorningWare in the middle of the table, looking very silly wearing Mom’s pink-andwhite striped “World’s Greatest Cook” apron.

Mr. Domesti-tate, I thought, smothering my snickers. Too bad Andie wasn’t here to share another great pun.

Mr. Tate removed the apron and sat down. “Shall we hold hands for prayer?” he asked.

“We usually just fold our hands,” I said quickly. I didn’t want to hold Zachary’s germy little paw. And I didn’t want Mr. Tate holding my mom’s hand, either!

Mom stared at me, but Mr. Tate said, “All right, let’s just fold our hands tonight.” He bowed his head and prayed a long and rambling prayer, something about “our most merciful, gracious Redeemer” and “thou who hast covered all our iniquities.” It didn’t sound anything like the way Mom prayed. She talked to Jesus like He was her best friend.

After the prayer, Mr. Tate began dishing out the lasagna. When my turn came, he said, “Pass your plate, Holly.” I held out my plate, and he served me a huge helping. I was about to pull it back when he said, “Wait, looks like yours could use a bit more sauce.”

Sulking, I waited while my plate received yet another gooey spoonful. Then I ate slowly, keeping my eyes down so I wouldn’t have to talk to anyone. Mom chatted with Zachary, who leaned on her arm, looking pale and tired. Carrie talked to him, too, seeming to enjoy the extra people at our table.

Not me.

Mr. Tate helped himself to more lasagna. “Well, Holly, I never heard about your choir tour,” he said. “How was it?”

“Fine, thanks,” I said.

Mom caught my eye. Her face was telegraphing little messages.

Be polite. Say something.

Mr. Tate buttered his roll. “Where did you go?”

“California,” I said.

“See any interesting sights?” he asked, taking a bite.

“I saw my dad,” I said.

Dead silence. I didn’t dare look at Mom. “That’s nice,” Mr. Tate said at last.

“And we went to Disneyland and then to the south rim of the Grand Canyon.”

He cleared his throat. “I prefer God’s creation to man’s, don’t you? The Grand Canyon is so much more inspiring than anything human beings could ever create.”

“I guess so.” I didn’t dare say that I thought Disneyland was just as cool as the Grand Canyon—man-made or not.

Mr. Tate changed the subject. “How do you like the lasagna?” he asked me as I scraped up the last bite on my plate.

I wanted to be flippant and say something like, “Well, I’m eating it, aren’t I?” Instead, I nodded my head and forced a smile, since my mouth was full of his cooking.

“She’s trying to be polite,” Mom said for me. “When her mouth is empty she’ll tell you what she thinks of this recipe, won’t you, Holly?”

Inside, I churned with anger. Couldn’t they all just leave me alone? I held a napkin over my mouth, making it obvious to everyone I was in the process of chewing…not talking. No way would I compliment Mr. Tate on his cooking ability. He might get the wrong idea and decide to treat us to his food—and his presence—more often.

“Daddy,” Zachary whined, “I don’t feel well.”

“I’ll take care of him, Mike,” Mom said. “Go ahead and finish your meal.” She led Zachary down the stairs to the family room.

Carrie finished her supper quickly, then headed down to talk to Zachary while Mom and Mr. Tate moved into the living room to have some peppermint tea.

Naturally, I got stuck cleaning up. I cleared the table, loading the plates into the dishwasher. Evidently The Cook was not ready to demonstrate his domestic skills in the area of kitchen duty. It appeared that he’d used every pot and pan in the entire house. Scrubbing them would give me time to think. And to eavesdrop on the cozy conversation in the living room.

Slopping around in the dish suds, I thought about disgusting little Zachary Tate. He’d leaned on Mom all during supper, whining. And sneezed his germs all over us. I’d heard that an only child can be a real pain, expecting all the attention, but this was ridiculous. Even Carrie got sucked into catering to him.

Maybe I could try to ignore the whole thing. Maybe Mom would soon get sick of having zillions of extra people around. But by the frequency of her smiles, who was to say what would happen?

Wiping off the table, I heard laughter. It was Mom. Slowly, with dripping hands, I peeked around the doorway.

Gulp!

Mr. Tate’s arm was resting on the back of the sofa, behind my mother. And it looked like he was moving in for the kill.

I closed my eyes. Please, God. Do something quick! I imagined a lightning bolt descending from heaven, ripping through the roof, and frying the spot between Mr. Tate and Mom. Closer to Mr. Tate’s side, of course.

Right then, Carrie screamed from the family room. “Quick!

Something’s wrong with Zachary!”

Mom jumped to her feet, following Mr. Tate down to the family room. The timing was miraculous. Thanks, God, you did it.

I ran to see what could possibly be wrong with Mr. Tate’s spoiled brat.
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Chapter 7

I sat at the top of the family room steps observing the situation. What was wrong with Zachary?

“Call the hospital,” Mr. Tate told Mom. She snatched up the phone, punching the numbers as fast as she could. Carrie looked on fearfully as Mr. Tate carried Zach to the couch. He felt his face, then took his pulse. Zachary’s face was a chalky white.

I inched my way down the stairs to the bottom. The minute Mom was off the phone I asked, “What’s wrong?”

Mom ignored my question. Instead, she hurried to Zach’s side. “The doctor wants to see him, Mike.” She stroked Zach’s head.

In one swift move Mr. Tate picked Zach up, blanket and all. I moved aside as they rushed past me up the steps. Carrie and I followed them to the living room.

Mom stood in the doorway peering out as Mr. Tate put his kid in the car. “I wonder if I shouldn’t follow them down to the hospital,” she said, thinking out loud.

“I wanna go, too,” Carrie pleaded.

“All right, get your jacket. Hurry.” Mom flew to her room to get her coat and purse.

Seconds later the back door banged behind them, and suddenly the house was still. I stood alone in the kitchen. “Mr. bald Michael

Tate—dissipate…evaporate!” I said out loud. Then I made up another rhyme.



“One-three-five, four-six-eight,

Dirty dishes, you can wait.

Peace and quiet, no Mike Tate.

Hey! It’s time to celebrate!”

I ran to the freezer and pulled out a carton of strawberry ice cream. If Zach was as sick as he looked, no chance would Mom be dating Mr. Tate for at least a week. I didn’t need a degree in medicine to see that this was no twenty-four-hour flu. With Mr. Tate out of the picture that long, I’d have time to work on Mom. Getting her to say yes to a California visit was my top priority.

Halfway through my ice-cream binge, the phone rang. “Hello?”

I said.

“Holly?” It was Danny Myers! “Are you going to the youth group skating party on Friday?” he asked almost shyly.

“I’m going,” I said, excited.

“Great. Then I’ll see you there, okay?” he said. “Catch you later. Bye.”

Just like that, he hung up. I stood staring at the phone. I wondered if he’d hung up so quickly with his former girlfriend, Alissa. She’d moved away a month before choir tour. Last I heard, Danny wrote her letters occasionally. But they were basically just friends now.

I reached for the phone to call Andie. “Guess what?” I said when she answered.

“Hmm, let’s see.”

“C’mon, Andie. Guess.”

“You’re back with Jared?” she teased.

“Get it right…it’s something fabulous.”

“Yes,” she shouted into the phone. “Danny called you?”

“About Friday night,” I said.

“Did he ask if you were going?”

“Yep. And he said he’d see me there. It’s cool to know he cares whether I’m coming, even though it’s not a date. Mom wouldn’t let me go if it were,” I said. “I have to be lots older before I can go on a real date.”

“Me too,” said Andie. “Unless someone extra special comes along, then I can crash the dating scene early.”

“My mother will never change her mind.”

“She might approve of Danny Myers if she met him,” Andie said. “Get her to drive us Friday night. You could introduce him then.”

I tugged on my hair. “If Zachary Tate gets over the flu by then, she’ll probably have her own date.”

“Which is something Jared won’t have,” Andie said, snickering. “He’s stuck. Can’t get anyone to go with him.”

“Thanks to us.” I felt proud of protecting the rest of the Dressel Hills female population from the likes of two-timing Wilkins. “As Grandma Meredith would say, ‘He’s cooked his goose.’ ”

“That’s for sure,” Andie agreed.

After we hung up, I went downstairs to read a new mystery I’d borrowed from the school library.
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An hour and a half later, Mom and Carrie arrived home. Carrie looked worried. Mom looked exhausted.

“How’s Zachary?” I asked.

“He’s hanging tough,” Mom said, tossing her purse onto the bar. “They’ll keep him for a couple days while the doctors try out some new medication.” Before I could ask what was wrong with him, Mom headed for the stairs. Guess she didn’t want to talk much about Zachary—at least not tonight.
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Tuesday after school, I confronted Mom about my California trip.

“Holly, I’m not interested in having this conversation now.” She was sitting at the dining room table, sipping her peppermint tea, trying to unwind. “Let’s talk about it later, okay?”

I asked her again, during supper. I was actually enjoying supper for a change, minus Mr. Tate.

“Holly, you’re starting to bug me about this,” Mom said.

“But you said we’d talk later,” I whined. “It’s important to me.”

She sighed. “Your father’s lifestyle is much different from ours.”

“How do you know?” I put my fork down, eager for an answer.

“I keep in touch with Grandma Meredith. She’s told me she’s concerned that he’s still not a Christian.”

“Well, I’m concerned, too, but I don’t see why I can’t visit him just because of that.”

Mom’s eyes narrowed. “Los Angeles isn’t exactly the best place for a young girl to spend the summer.”

“I won’t be in L.A. Daddy’s house is on the beach west of there.”

“Well, blame it on the beach crowd, then,” she said as she reached for the basket of rolls. “Your father will be gone at work most of the time. Who knows what could happen?”

“You don’t trust me, is that it?”

“Why don’t you do something for me, Holly?” she said, buttering her roll. “Think about your decision for the next month or so. Maybe by then you’ll feel differently.”

Change my mind? She had to be kidding.

“Aren’t you just hoping I’ll forget about this?” I demanded.

“Of course not.” But she avoided meeting my eyes and started fussing over Carrie not having had enough to eat.

“Uh-huh,” I muttered. “Right.”

Mom was wrong to put me off this way. It was a lousy scheme to delay my all-important decision. A month or so, she said? Well, in thirty days I’d be back with zillions of reasons why I should go. At least that many.
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Wednesday night, Andie and I did homework at her house. Andie called it the great Tate-break, even though Mr. Tate was at his own house taking care of Zachary. The kid was on some new medicine. Maybe he was allergic to penicillin, like Andie’s twin brothers. Mom didn’t say much about it. We had sort of an unspoken pact going: She wouldn’t talk about Mr. Tate and Zachary around me, and I wouldn’t talk about Dad and going to California around her.

At Andie’s, I helped her with plot ideas for the creative writing assignment in English. She decided to go with my suggestion: the raft trip. While she started her first draft, I multiplied twenty-four hours times the days remaining till Friday. Skate night.
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After school the next day, Jared was still scrounging for a girl to meet him at the skating party. Poor, pitiful thing.

Andie baited him. “What about asking the Miller twins? You do know Paula and Kayla, don’t you?”

Jared’s eyes lit up.

“They moved here from Philadelphia. Same place my uncle and cousins live,” I said.

“I heard their dad was stressed out back East and quit his executive job to live in our small town,” Andie added.

“That’s right,” I said. “Uncle Jack suggested they move to our peaceful, stress-free ski village.”

“How old are these girls?” Jared asked.

“Eighth grade,” I said. “Think they’d want to hang around a lowly sevey like you?”

Jared leaned on my locker. “I could make them forget my school grade,” he said, grinning.

“Fat chance,” Andie said.

“So which one of you wants to introduce me?” he asked.

Andie whispered behind my locker door, “He doesn’t have a chance! I already filled them in on him.”

“Andie, you’re wicked,” I said, straightening the books in my locker.

“Says who?” She slammed her locker shut.

Jared shifted his books. “Girls, I’m waiting.”

“Give up,” Andie said. “You’re on your own.” We turned away, leaving Jared in the dust.
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At last, Friday night arrived. The kids in the youth group met at the church and divided up for transportation. Danny rode to the skating rink with Pastor Rob in one of the church vans. Jared, Billy Hill—from school—and four other guys rode along. Andie and I rode with her dad.

Inside the skating rink, Danny waited for me near the pop machine. “Soda?” he asked, pulling some change out of his jeans pocket.

“Sure, thanks.” I watched as he selected my favorite soda pop. His light green sweat shirt made the green in his eyes sparkle.

While I picked out some ice skates, Danny grabbed his and laced them up. Then he helped with my left foot, which wouldn’t budge. It was stuck partway inside the skate. I guess it would’ve been embarrassing with any other guy, but not with Danny.

The music swelled as we stepped onto the ice. The rink was crowded. Beginners claimed the middle areas, while speed skaters and show-offs zipped past us on the outer rink.

Danny and I circled the ice. “You’re good,” he said, smiling down into my eyes.

“Thanks.” Butterflies swirled inside me.

After three more times around, Andie grabbed my hand and called for the others to join us in crack the whip. We got real rowdy then, especially the second time with short little Andie at the tail end. Hanging on for dear life, she flew across the ice, screaming at the top of her lungs.

Soon more church kids crowded in, and the guys speed skated together. Andie and I stayed with the girls, but secretly, I watched Danny. His long legs made swift, sure strokes on the ice. Some of the other guys were more reckless and crazy, but he was always in control. And fast. He passed up the other guys without even trying.

Andie went off toward Billy Hill, and I circled the ice a few times with the girls. Then the loudspeaker crackled. “Couples only.”

Out of nowhere, Jared zoomed up behind me. Before I knew it, he was whirling me toward center ice.

“Let go of me,” I demanded, pushing away from him. I turned around and skated toward the snack bar to catch my breath.

Jared followed. “You’re great, Holly. Let’s try it again,” he said, bowing low like a matador ready for the bullfight.

“Once was too much,” I said, turning to look for Danny. Had he missed Jared’s skating stunt? I could only hope so.

I spotted Andie eating ice cream with Billy Hill. They waved me over to their table. Uninvited, Jared tagged along.

“Lookin’ good out there,” Billy said, fumbling for an extra chair.

I glanced at Jared. “Wasn’t my idea.”

Andie held her cone up for me to lick.

“It’s good you came, Billy,” Jared said.

Billy nodded. “Danny’s been asking me to come to these things for about a year. Thought I’d give it a try.”

“You’ll like our church group,” I said.

I should’ve known Billy was Danny’s guest. Perfectly wonderful Danny—witnessing, praying in public, making all the right moves.

Andie bit into her cone, staring at Jared like he wasn’t welcome. “That was some sneaky action out there on the ice,” she sneered.

“Are you Holly’s bodyguard, or what?” Jared snapped back. Billy looked uncomfortable. Jared glared at Andie. Then he got up and went to the snack counter.

“Want to help teach Billy how to skate?” Andie asked, obviously glad to see Jared gone.

I smiled. “You’re kidding, right?”

“Nope,” Billy said. “It’s my first time.”

“Well, you’re so fabulous on the basketball court,” I said, meaning it. “There’s no way you’ll have any trouble skating.”

“Hey, how can I go wrong with the two of you teaching me?” he replied.

We headed for the ice, laughing as we went. Halfway around, Billy took off skating by himself.

“Would you look at that?” Andie said. “He doesn’t need our help.”

“Maybe not on the ice,” I said.

“You’re right,” Andie said. “Might feel kinda weird hanging out with a bunch of Christian kids.”

She had a point. “Wait for me,” I said, skating with her.

“Holly.” I turned to see Danny coming at full speed. He skidded to a stop. “Want to skate?” he asked.

Sailing on ice next to Danny, I was oblivious to the flurry of activity around us. We slowed to a comfortable pace, our legs pushing off in the same rhythm. I couldn’t believe this was me—Holly Meredith—skating around the rink with Danny Myers. I wanted this moment to last forever.

Then the music stopped.

“Are you hungry?” Danny asked.

“Are you?”

“Let’s grab something,” he said.

At the snack bar he ordered two hot dogs, chips, and pop. He even paid. Was this his big-brother routine again?

We found a table. I was so excited sitting there with him, I worried that he could hear my heart pounding.

“Mustard?” he asked.

I nodded. “Thanks.”

“Chips?”

“Sure.” I felt really bashful.

He opened the minibag and we shared them. Our fingers touched.

All of a sudden, things got really bizarre between us. During choir tour, Danny and I could talk about almost anything. Now all I could do was mumble stupid stuff about relishes and hot dogs.

“Something bothering you, Holly?” he asked.

“Why?” I asked sheepishly.

“You seem quiet tonight.”

I looked into Danny’s sincere face. When he smiled, I knew suddenly that I could trust him. I sighed. “I’ve been thinking about my mom lately. She’s starting to date again, and it bugs me.”

“I thought there was something wrong.” He reached for another chip.

“There’s more,” I said.

“Yeah?”

“Mom won’t let me go to California this summer to see my dad.”

“Why not?”

“She doesn’t approve of Dad’s lifestyle. He’s not a believer.”

Danny took a swig of pop. “What if you go for only a couple weeks?” he said. “Can you convince her that she doesn’t have to worry about you then?”

“Maybe, but Mom has this idea that California is a thrill-a-minute place and that it’ll spoil me.” I paused. “Or maybe it’s Daddy who will.”

Danny looked at me. “What do you think, Holly?”

“All I know is that I’m dying to get to know my father better.”

“That should be good enough for your mom,” he said.

Funny, I thought so, too. I smiled at him. It was nice having Danny Myers on my side—even though it wouldn’t help convince my mom to let me go. At least it proved I wasn’t so off base after all. Maybe…

Danny crinkled up his hot dog wrapper and aimed at the trash can. Bull’s-eye! “Ready to skate again?” he asked, grinning.

I returned his smile. “Definitely!”


SECRET SUMMER DREAMS

Chapter 8

Slowly, April blossomed into May. Mr. Tate was still showing up at our house. Fixing, repairing, sometimes cooking. Always hovering. Zachary came, too. Mom never said anything about why he was still throwing up. Or why she put up with it. Personally, I’d never heard of the flu lasting this long!

The final weeks of May inched toward summer like an old tortoise. And California called to me every waking minute. Carrie was beginning to bug me with her crying spells every time I even mentioned my trip out West. And Andie—well, she was as set against the idea as ever.

Then there was Mom. “I haven’t decided yet,” she would say when I tried to bring up the subject. Even though it looked pretty hopeless, I refused to give up.
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Finally it was Friday, May 28—the last day of school. I was cleaning out my locker when Danny stopped by. “Did you pack up your smile?” he asked, eyeing a box filled with my junk. I was throwing things in, helter-skelter.

“No,” I said, but I didn’t smile.

“What’s wrong?”

I explained my problem. “Mom still won’t talk about California. I’m afraid if I keep bugging her, she’ll say no, once and for all.”

“Try looking at things her way. Dressel Hills isn’t exactly the best place to prepare for big city life, you know,” Danny said, laughing. “Who knows what evils may be lurking in L.A.”

“I’m serious, Danny. There’s so much I don’t know about my father. I don’t want to wait forever to see him again.”

“Have you prayed about it?” he asked, taking a more serious approach now.

“Every single day,” I said, thinking of my secret list of prayers. Danny Myers was on it, too. Not for the same reason as Daddy, though.

Danny picked up my box of things, and we strolled down the deserted hallway. The Miller twins waved at us from the drinking fountain. They waited to talk to Danny. They had been in his Algebra class last semester.

“What activities are happening this summer with the youth group?” Kayla asked Danny, ignoring me.

“You’ve heard about the gondola ride up Copper Mountain, right?” Danny asked them. “It’s tomorrow.” He gave them all the details.

“Psst!” It was Andie, sneaking up behind me. Pulling me away from Danny, she whispered, “Look what’s happening here. Still want to chance being gone this summer?”

“Danny’s not a flirt like Jared,” I said, sticking up for Danny.

“Oh, but Danny doesn’t have to flirt, now, does he?” she said. “They’re doing all of it.”

I watched the brown-eyed beauties. My box of junk was tottering under Danny’s arm. Their conversation was lasting longer than I cared to admit, but it wasn’t as if I had any special claim on Danny. We were just good friends.

Danny called to me. “Holly, you know Paula and Kayla, don’t you?” he asked. “They moved here from Pennsylvania a couple months ago.”

“Yes, we’ve met. Their dad used to work in the same company as my uncle Jack.” I mustered up a smile.

Kayla told Danny, “Holly’s uncle was the one who told our dad about Dressel Hills.” She turned to me. “Did you know my dad’s trying to get him to move out here, too, away from the rat race?”

“Uncle Jack? That’ll be the day,” I said, wishing he and my cousins did live closer.

“Well, have a good summer,” Paula said.

“See you at the sky ride tomorrow,” Kayla said to us. Both twins waved good-bye to Andie and me, then grinned at Danny. He and I turned and headed toward the door while Andie walked a few feet behind.

Outdoors, Andie waited beside the bike racks while Danny and I talked about tomorrow’s gondola ride up Copper Mountain.

“It’ll be fun,” Danny said. “Maybe we’ll end up sharing a gondola.”

Before I could say more, he glanced at his watch. “Gotta get going,” he said. “See you tomorrow.”

“Bye.” I waved. He headed down the tree-lined street, and I wanted to dance for joy. So much for Paula and Kayla. I was the one he wanted to ride up the mountain with.

Andie asked, “What was that all about?”

“Nothing,” I said airily, glancing over my shoulder at Danny. He was nearly at the end of the street. From this angle, he practically looked like a grown-up. Acted grown-up, too. Never acted weird or embarrassed anyone. Danny was one of those super mature guys every girl dreams of.

But I was only thirteen. And even though Andie and I bordered on maturity, every now and then it was fun to act like ten-year-olds. So we skipped all the way to the library.

Inside, we came close to bumping into Billy Hill. His arms were piled high with books.

“Whatcha doing?” Andie asked.

“Reading some books Danny gave me.”

“Like what?” I asked.

He held up one. It was about being a Christian without being weird.

“Looks good,” I said.

“Danny liked it. What do you think?” he asked Andie.

“Hey, Danny should know. He’s the preacher-man,” Andie said.

I didn’t like the tone of her voice. It was like she was putting Danny down.

“He’s not a preacher,” I said. “He just knows the Bible better than any of us. And he’s not embarrassed to talk about God.”

“You got that right,” Billy said, heading for the street.

Watching Billy leave, I felt proud to be Danny’s friend. If he could get through to Billy Hill, maybe he could give me some pointers about witnessing. I would need them this summer when I talked to Daddy about God. If I could ever get Mom to let me go.

At home, I wrote a note and posted it on the refrigerator. Mom: Can we talk? Love, Holly.

Mom had no choice but to see the note there. Strange, making an appointment with my own mother. Not the way it used to be. Before Tate.

Upstairs, I went to spy on Carrie. She was supposed to be cleaning the junk out from under her bed. Instead, she sat in the middle of the floor, inspecting each item before tossing it in the trash or another pile on the floor.

“Hey,” I said, pushing the door open wider. “Some girls at school said their dad’s trying to talk Uncle Jack and our cousins into coming out here. Wouldn’t that be cool?”

“Mom says they might move here,” she answered.

“When was this discussed?”

Carrie said, “It wasn’t discussed. Not really.”

“So how do you know?”

“Grandma Meredith called when you were out. She’s been calling Mom a lot lately.”

“Really?” I sat down next to her on the floor. “I wonder why.”

“I think she’s trying to talk Mom into letting you go to California this summer.”

I was overjoyed. Someone was finally on my side!

“That’s fabulous,” I said. “She knows how much I miss Daddy.”

And she did, too. Grandpa and Grandma Meredith had stuck by us even though Daddy was their son. They never seemed to be able to put the divorce behind them. Said we were their granddaughters, no matter what.

“Does your daddy know how much you miss him?” Carrie asked. Her voice sounded strange.

I cringed inside. “He’s your daddy, too, Carrie.”

“But I like Mr. Tate better.”

“That’s only because you hardly know Daddy,” I said.

“Well, you don’t, either,” she shot back, “or else you wouldn’t be going out there this summer.”

“This summer is my business.”

Carrie jabbered on. “You’ll miss Uncle Jack and the cousins if they come. You’ll miss all the fun with Stan and Stephie. And maybe Phil and Mark might get into your secret notebooks, and—”

“Stop it, Carrie. You’re making me mad.”

“I’m mad, too. I don’t want you to go to California. I don’t know why Grandma wants you to. She must not be thinking straight anymore.”

“Watch what you say.”

But she kept it up. “Grandma’s going to be seventy soon. Old people can’t think very clearly. I’m a kid. Listen to me, Holly.”

“I’ve decided. That’s the way it is. Daddy should be mailing an airplane ticket any day now.” I wasn’t going to let her beat me with her Miss Know-it-all fit. Besides, saying it might help make it come true.

“Holly-Heart.” Mom was home from work.

I raced down to the kitchen, where she stood with my note in her hand.

“We’ll have to talk fast,” she said. “I have to go out.”

“Again?” I wailed.

“Holly, please stop these outbursts.” She opened the freezer and reached for some pizzas.

“I’m tired of frozen dinners. I want my mother back,” I whined.

“I think you’re blowing things out of proportion.” She sat down. “But if that’s how you feel, we’d better talk.”

I sat on a barstool and fiddled with the place mats. “First of all, you probably won’t believe it, but I’ve been praying about this summer. A lot.” I paused to check her reaction. I could usually tell how things were going over from her eyes. Nope, they weren’t all squinty yet. Breathe, Holly, breathe, I told myself.

I continued. “I’ve been hoping you’d see how important it is for me to go to California. I want to get to know my dad,” I told her.

She stared at me. No comment. No squinting.

“Do my feelings count?” I asked bravely.

“Of course they do,” Mom said.

“Then it’s time I visit the other part of my family.”

I could see the family word bugged her. The eye squinting started.

I took a deep breath. “I feel all torn apart.”

“You’re right, Holly,” Mom said. “An important part of our family is missing, and has been for a long time.”

“But he’s still in my family,” I argued.

“Holly, please don’t make this difficult,” she said, her voice trembling.

I brought up the other forbidden topic. “Are you and Mr. Tate…?” I couldn’t finish.

She brushed a crumb off the bar. “Perhaps. In time.”

“Are you serious?”

She nodded. “I would like to get married again someday…to the right man, of course.”

My heart sank. “You’re kidding. Please say you are. I mean, it’s taken this long to get used to Daddy being gone, and—”

“Holly, settle down. I’m not getting married next week. I promise you.” She slid off the stool and went to the refrigerator.

“Good,” I said, hoping Mr. Tate and Mom would break up.

Soon.

While Mom cut into an apple, I returned to the subject of the summer visit. “I know you don’t approve of my summer plan, but it’s right, I know it is. I’m a good kid. You don’t have to worry about me linking up with the wrong crowd out there. Beach parties don’t excite me. Getting to know Daddy does.”

Mom’s eyes were serious. I could see she was beginning to understand. Finally she was listening with her heart.

“And there’s another reason,” I said softly.

She tilted her head, encouraging me to go on.

“I want to talk to Daddy about God.” Silently, I waited for her to say I could go. A yes was on the tip of her tongue. I was sure of it.

Then the phone rang. She ran to get it, the way I do when I think it’s Danny Myers. “Hello?” I heard her say. “Hi, Mike.”

What timing! Mr. Tate’s call had preempted me.


SECRET SUMMER DREAMS

Chapter 9

Ripping the plastic off the pizzas, I slid them into the oven. Then I set the oven timer and stormed upstairs.

Carrie met me in the hallway. “Did you have a fight with Mommy?”

“Never mind.”

“You gonna baby-sit me tonight?” she asked.

“You guessed it.” I closed my bedroom door. Not a single second of peace passed before Carrie was pounding on my door.

“What now?” I opened the door a crack.

Tears spilled down her cheeks.

“Aw, Carrie, what’s wrong?” I reached for her and gave her a big hug. She sobbed something into my chest. Something like if I were far away in California right now, she’d be stuck with Marcia Greene or somebody else for a baby-sitter.

True. But it was Mom’s responsibility to look after Carrie, not mine. Carrie’s fears were growing, and something had to change that. I figured that if Mr. Tate were out of the picture, we’d have Mom back. And I could go to California without worrying about Carrie.

There was one problem, though: Mom’s happiness. It might disappear right along with this man…and Zachary.

Wiping my sister’s tear-streaked face, I pulled my box of school stuff closer. “Wanna help me sort through these papers from my school locker?”

We sat on the floor, and I started digging through the box. It was full of important stuff. Like notes passed to me in history class.

Other things, too. Like the English assignment titled, “My Secret Summer Dream Fantasy.” It was squashed down under the end-ofthe-year quizzes in math and science.

“What’s that?” Carrie asked as I flipped through the pages of my essay.

“The best English assignment I ever wrote,” I said, showing off the A-. “It was perfectly fabulous. About my secret summer dreams.”

“Read it to me,” Carrie begged, her nose still stuffy from crying.

“You sure?”

“Uh-huh.” She nodded.

“Okay, but you have to promise never to tell anyone about this. Okay?”

“Cross my heart and hope to die, stick a needle in my eye.”

“That’s gross,” I said. “You don’t have to say that stuff.” Eight-year-olds could be far from cool.

I began to read: “ ‘The dearest wish that ever could be is to spend the summer of my thirteenth year with my father, who lives in California near the Pacific Ocean in a house made of mostly glass windows, especially on the side facing the ocean.’ ”

What a long sentence! I thought. Why didn’t Miss Wannamaker deduct points for that?

I continued. “ ‘Leaving Dressel Hills, Colorado, behind will be a torturous thing for me, though. My best friend, Andie Martinez, and her family will go without me on their regular camping trip.

And this year, an added feature to the normal adventure is a whitewater raft trip down the mighty Arkansas River. I will sacrifice the time of my life in order to get to know the father who left me when I was just a kid.

“ ‘Then there is my little sister, Carrie, whom I must leave behind to face the trials of our mother’s momentary fascination with a certain man. Her interest is such that she chooses to spend most of her time with him, much to the dismay of her household, namely her two daughters and one cool cat named Goofey.’ ”

Carrie interrupted. “Goofey doesn’t care about anything, Holly. He just eats and sleeps. That’s all.”

She was right. The cat hadn’t been affected by Mom’s strange behavior in the least.

I turned the page. “ ‘There is another certain person who I will miss a lot. He is the kindest, smartest, coolest guy friend a girl could have. He has a photographic memory, so all the important things like my favorite cookie and soda pop are right there on the tip of his tongue. Nature and strange animals interest him. His love for God makes me want to pray more, the way he does. I can’t reveal his name here, but the most fabulous thing that could happen, if I get my summer dream-come-true, is that he’ll agree to do something very weird. This is it: When I leave Dressel Hills for the summer, this special person will promise to read the same books I read while I’m in California. It will be a token of our special friendship. Our reading list will be five books he picks and five I pick.’ ”

“Wow,” said Carrie. “That’s ten books.”

“I know,” I said, “but listen to what happens next: ‘We’d make a reading schedule so that, even though we’re hundreds of miles apart, we’d be thinking about the exact same things, precisely at the same time, and we’d be closer to each other for having made this pact.’ ”

Carrie had more ideas. “Would you seal it with a kiss behind the library?”

“No, silly.” Little kids always seemed to bring up the kissing thing. “We’re good friends,” I explained. “Nothing more.”

She giggled and snuggled up to me, anxious for more.

I kept reading. “ ‘But the very best and most secret summer fantasy is this: spending time getting to know my father. And hoping that when he gets to know me better, he’ll love me as much as I remember loving him.’ ”

Carrie was stone still.

“Now you know why it’s so important for me to go away.” I tucked the English assignment away in my bottom dresser drawer.

Slowly, Carrie spoke, “I wish I could say the same thing about our daddy.”

It was the first time she’d claimed him as ours. Hers.

“Someday you will. I’m sure of it,” I said, leading her downstairs just as the timer buzzed for the pizza.

She pulled at my hand. “Want some advice?”

“Sure.”

“Let Mom read your fantasy story.”

Carrie was way off on that idea. Besides, Mom wouldn’t appreciate what I’d written about her.

“You always let her read your stories and stuff,” Carrie said.

Not always, I thought. There were secret lists and secret journals. Secret prayer lists and…secret secrets.
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When Mr. Tate arrived for his date with Mom, he looked exhausted. Worried.

Mom came downstairs, wearing her light-blue shirtwaist dress. She looked pretty, but somewhat preoccupied. “We’ll be attending a meeting at the hospital tonight,” she informed me, “in case you need to call for any reason.” Her words sounded stiff.

Carrie ran to hug her good-bye. I wanted to do the same. But as I crossed the room toward her, Mr. Tate said, “Holly, could you please watch Zachary while we’re gone? It’ll only be about two hours.”

A totally outrageous request. He should’ve called hours ago! I wanted to say no, but Mom’s eyes were squinting almost all the way shut. Something was wrong. I could feel it.

“Next time could you call me ahead of time, please?” I said coldly. Inside I felt like screaming at him. How dare he take my mother and leave me with his spoiled, vomity kid!

Mr. Tate ignored my request, handing me a bottle of pills. “Zach will need one of these thirty minutes from now.”

“Do they make him throw up?” Carrie asked as I squeezed the bottle in my hand.

Leave it to Carrie.

I fumed while Mr. Tate explained, “He’s fairly nauseated all the time, but that can’t be helped. Not immediately. We trust he’s improving.”

He turned and headed for the car, helping Zachary into the house. Sitting beside him on the sofa, Mr. Tate leaned over and kissed his son. Zachary reached his skinny arms up to his dad and hugged him limply.

“I’ll be back soon, Zach,” Mr. Tate said.

The boy held his thumbs up, just like Andie always did. Seeing him, Mom made some high-pitched sobbing sounds and rushed out the door.

Mr. Tate kept talking as though nothing had happened. “Zachary should be fine. Just keep him quiet, Holly. No excitement, please.” He glanced out the window at Mom, who appeared to have lost it for some unknown reason.

“How am I supposed to do that when it’s impossible to know what’s going to happen next around here?” I said, stuffing the pills into my pocket.

Mr. Tate glared back at me. “Don’t do this now,” he said.

“Do what?” I said, my teeth clenched.

“You know what I mean,” he said so sternly I was immediately convinced to cool it.

I hurried outside to Mom. “Are you okay?”

She dabbed at her eyes and shook her head.

“Mom?” I held her hand. “What’s wrong?”

She could only cry.

Mr. Tate came then. He put his arm around her shoulder.

“The meeting is about Zachary,” he said. “We hope and pray this medication will help him.”

Carrie squeezed in between Mom and Mr. Tate, hugging them both.

Mr. Tate studied me with his beady eyes. “We’re going to hear a specialist discuss Zachary’s illness. We won’t be late.”

Zillions of questions zigzagged back and forth in my brain. When Mom and Mr. Tate turned to go, I wanted to shout them out, one by one. Most of all: What is making Mom cry?

Carrie waved as they backed out of the driveway. Then we hurried inside to find Zachary leaning against the green plaid throw pillows on the sofa, sound asleep.

“Are you gonna wake him up for his pill when it’s time?” Carrie asked.

“Guess so. Must be pretty powerful stuff to make him so sick,”

I said, trying to read the label. “What’s methotrexate?”

“Never heard of it,” Carrie said. She raced to the stairs.

“Where are you going?” I called after her.

In a flash, she came downstairs with a huge book. “Here, Mommy reads out of this sometimes.”

It was an important-looking medical book. “Where’d you get this?” I asked, touching the tan hardcover.

“Mommy had it in her room this morning. I heard her praying, so I sneaked into the hall to see. She was sitting on the bed, holding it.”

I looked in the index under the M’s. There it was—methotrexate. A drug prescribed in the maintenance therapy of…

I held my breath. Zachary had cancer!
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Slowly, I closed the book and handed it to Carrie. “Put this back where you found it,” I said.

“What’s wrong?” Carrie asked.

“I’ll tell you later.” I hoped she wouldn’t hassle me about it in front of Zach. He looked wiped out. I could tell by the way his arm was flung off to the side.

Gently untying his Nikes, I pulled them off. I was surprised by the lightness of his body as I lifted his legs onto the sofa. His red baseball cap slipped off to the side as he moved in his sleep. He was mostly bald underneath. No wonder he wore the cap everywhere.

All at once, I felt dreadfully wicked. Here was a very sick boy—not a spoiled brat—who hung all over his dad at mealtime. Who raced to the bathroom for vomiting sessions. Who’d lost all his hair to some powerful drug that was doing damage to his body while attempting to save his life. No wonder my mother sobbed when Zach gave his thumbs-up sign. No wonder!

“Stay here with Zach, will you?” I said to Carrie. Tears blinded my eyes. I ran upstairs to my room and threw myself on my knees. How could God forgive my selfishness?

I cried out for forgiveness.

“Have mercy on me, O God, according to your unfailing love; according to your great compassion blot out my transgressions.” I recited the first verse of Psalm 51 from memory. Mom had taught it to me when I first became a Christian.

Verse two was the part I really needed: “Wash away all my iniquity and cleanse me from my sin.”

“Holly? You all right?” Carrie asked, coming into my room. She’d broken our rule about entering without knocking, but it didn’t matter. Not today.

“I’ve been a real jerk about Zachary,” I confessed. “But you, Carrie, you’ve been his friend.” I reached up and hugged her there on the floor.

“I wanna be his best friend. But…what’s wrong with him?” she asked.

B-E-E-P! the smoke detector wailed.

“Yikes, the pizza!” I yelled as I skipped down the steps two at a time. I grabbed two potholders and pulled the black pizza out of the hot oven.

“Carrie, get Zachary out of this smoke!” I shouted as I rushed the burnt mess out to the trash behind the house. Leaving the baking tray and potholders on top of the trash can, I raced back to the front of the house.

What a relief to see Zachary sitting with Carrie on the porch swing out front. He adjusted his baseball cap and grinned at me. “Now what’s for supper?” he asked.

“I’ll think of something. But first you need one of these,” I said, pulling the pills out of my pocket.

Carrie ran to get a glass of water.

“Open all the kitchen windows,” I called to her, propping the screen door open.

Here I was, alone with Mr. Tate’s kid. He was pushing off the redwood porch with his toe, making the swing sway gently. He looked up at me and adjusted his cap.

“Uh, Zachary,” I began. “I’ve treated you pretty lousy lately, and I’m sorry. You probably don’t know it, but I think you’re really brave.” It felt good to apologize. I reached out my hand to him. “Friends?”

He nodded and smiled a toothless grin. His hand was much hotter than I expected.

“You’re warm.” I touched his forehead like Mom always did when I had a fever. My hand felt cool against his face. He was feverish.

“My neck hurts,” he said.

“Where?” I was surprised to feel the swollen glands where he pointed. Really swollen. “How long has it hurt?” My heart pounded in my ears.

“Since this morning,” he said, his face pink.

I helped him inside and told Carrie to bring the thermometer, not the glass of cold water.

“Coming,” she called.

I felt numb. Not too numb to take care of Zach, though. I had lots to make up for.

Carrie brought the thermometer. Slipping it into his mouth, I hoped for the best. Temperatures that zoomed past 98.6 degrees always made me nervous.

We waited silently. The seconds crawled by until the thermometer finally beeped. I took it from Zach’s mouth. One hundred two degrees! Acting calmly, I placed the thermometer on the coffee table.

Zachary looked up at me with his watery, bloodshot eyes. “It’s high, isn’t it?”

“You have a fever,” I said, trying not to upset him. “And it’s past time for this.” I pulled the pill container out of my pocket.

Carrie hurried again to get a glass of water. “Here you go,” she said, returning.

We hovered over this frail seven-year-old as if he were our own sick little brother. Zach popped his pill like a pro. Then he sipped water as we watched.

“I’m hungry,” Carrie said.

I wondered if I shouldn’t give Mom a quick call at the hospital. Checking my watch, I realized they’d been gone less than an hour.

Carrie went to the kitchen and pulled out sandwich fixings and a can of soup. But I didn’t feel hungry. I helped Zach get settled on the couch in the living room again. His disease scared me silly. Aunt Marla had lost her fight with cancer last winter, and I’d used up a whole wad of tissues at her funeral. Now here was Zach with the same thing, and he was only seven years old.

The phone rang. I hurried to pick it up.

“Thank goodness it’s you,” I said quietly.

“What’s wrong, honey?”

“It’s Zach. He has a fever and his glands are swollen way up.”

There was silence.

“Mom?”

“Just a minute, Holly.” Her voice sounded muffled, like she was talking to someone in the background. At last, she said, “We’ll be right home.” Mom said good-bye and hung up quickly.

This was worse than I thought.

Carrie made Zach a sandwich, but after a few bites he lost interest. Looking up at me through drooping eyes, he said, “Talk to Jesus for me, Holly.”

I knelt beside him at the couch and prayed. About his lumps, about his fever, and since I wasn’t sure if he knew about the cancer, I said, “Lord, help the pill to work in all the right places.”

Zach liked that. He smiled and faded off to sleep.

Dashing to my room, I took my secret prayer list out of hiding and curled up in my window seat. I wrote Zachary’s name at the very top. He was first. Before Daddy and before my summer plans. Before Danny Myers and everything else on the list.

“I’m ashamed, Lord,” I prayed. “I’m sorry for being so selfish. You know all about my summer and Daddy. If you want me to go, I know you’ll work it out, in your way and in your time. It’s up to you now. Amen.”

Whew! I suddenly felt fabulous deep down—knowing that I was trusting God to handle things. Besides, there was plenty to do in Dressel Hills this summer. Like getting Zach well. And working on having a better attitude toward Mr. Tate.

Hearing the front door open, I raced downstairs to meet Mom and Mr. Tate. They were leaning over Zach, who was still sound asleep on the living room couch. Mom whispered something to Zach’s dad, handing him a pad of paper to write on. Mr. Tate stared blankly at it, then went to the phone.

“Will Zach be all right?” I asked Mom.

“He’ll probably go back to the hospital,” she explained, hugging me close. Then, “How high was his fever?”

“One hundred two degrees,” I said.

“The doctor will want this information,” she said, jotting it down on a piece of paper.

Carrie came into the living room just then, looking very worried. “When’s my friend going to the hospital?”

Mom stared across the room at Mr. Tate. “Mike, uh, Mr. Tate will take him tonight as soon as he talks to the doctor on call.”

“Tonight?” Carrie asked.

Mom nodded.

“Is he worse?” I asked, eager to tell Mom I knew about the cancer.

Mom led Carrie and me into the kitchen. “Zachary’s in trouble,” she said. “He has leukemia, and his immune system is very weak. He’s picked up another flu bug, too, which is especially dangerous now.”

“Why didn’t you tell us this before?” I asked.

“We didn’t want to frighten you. You had already lost your Aunt Marla to cancer and…” Her voice trailed off. I understood. She was afraid if we knew Zachary was dying, we might treat him differently. We might be afraid to get to know him. But now I wished I’d been told from the beginning.

I filled Mom’s favorite mug with water and slid it into the microwave oven. Right about now she needed some peppermint tea to help her get through. It was obvious how much she cared for Zachary…and his father.

Mom motioned for me to sit down at the bar. “I’ve been so busy with Zachary these past weeks that I’ve neglected both of you,” she said, looking at my sister and me. “Most of my so-called dates with Mike have been spent at his house tending to and comforting Zachary.”

“Why you, Mom?” I asked.

“I’ve become very fond of Zach,” she said, smoothing her hair back. “I want to make a difference in his life, if possible.”

“Then it’s not that you like Mr. Tate so much as a…a boyfriend?” I held my breath, hoping I was right.

“I didn’t say that,” Mom said softly.

Just then we heard Zach heading to the bathroom, moaning.

“Oh dear,” Mom said, rushing out of the room.

I wanted to put my fingers in my ears to block out the sounds of his sickness. Poor kid. Having severe nausea was worse than almost anything. I remembered being sick last winter, and how I’d rather die than vomit. But Zach had to live with it all the time. I shivered, thinking about it.

Mr. Tate was off the phone now. He went upstairs to Zach in the bathroom.

Carrie and I sat like stiff soldiers in the kitchen. Her eyes began to fill with tears. “Is…is Zachary gonna die?” she asked.

“I don’t know,” I said softly. “I hope not.”

After a while, the three of them came down. Mr. Tate carried Zach out to the car. Mom followed. Carrie and I stood on the porch, too scared to move.

Before they left, Mom came back and put her arms around us. “He’ll spend the night at the hospital here, then they’ll take him to the Denver Children’s Hospital in the morning.”

Dusk was falling fast. Twilight, Grandma Meredith called it. A faint smell of woodsmoke tinged the air. The mountains were dark against the red sky as twinkling lights showed up in one house, then another.

Looking at the lighted windows, I wondered how many other houses had sad, sick kids living in them. And how many of those kids and their parents knew God well enough to talk things over with Him.
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“Time for pj’s,” Mom said as Carrie and I came into the house arm in arm. “Meet me in my room in five minutes.”

We raced to our rooms. Important stuff was going to be discussed tonight. I could feel it in the air. Slipping into my nightshirt, I wondered what Mom was going to tell us. I hoped it wasn’t something more about Mr. Tate. I was doing my best to accept him, but I needed time to get used to the idea of Mom having a serious boyfriend.

I dashed to Mom’s room, beating Carrie and claiming the spot on the bed nearest Mom.

Carrie dragged in her mermaid, the present from Mr. Tate. “Can we get Zach a stuffed Lightning McQueen to cheer him up?” she asked.

“Let’s find out if he has one first,” Mom said.

“He doesn’t; I know,” she insisted.

Mom had that faraway look in her eyes that means she’s planning things a zillion miles an hour. “Hand me my address book,” she said.

I reached for it on her nightstand.

She found the M’s and opened it, holding the place with her finger. “I want you girls to listen carefully,” she said. “When I’m finished talking, then both of you will have a chance to ask questions.”

Just as I had guessed, this was important.

“If things go as planned, Mike, uh, Mr. Tate, will accompany Zachary to Denver. He’ll stay there with his son until he’s much better and ready to come home.”

Tears glistened in Mom’s eyes. This wasn’t easy for her.

She continued, “I’ll call Grandma Meredith tonight to see if she can get a plane out tomorrow. If she can come stay with you girls, then I’ll go to Denver for a week to be near Zachary.”

Flipping through her address book, she located another phone number. “Maybe I can stay with my old friend from grad school.

She and her husband live a few miles from the hospital.”

For some strange reason, I remembered Mom’s mug of tea still waiting for her in the kitchen. “Just a minute,” I said, getting off the bed and heading downstairs.

I removed the cup from the microwave. Still hot. Dipping the tea bag into the water, I stirred in a teaspoon of honey. Just the way she liked it.

Gingerly, I stepped up the stairs, the mug brimming with peppermint tea. It was the least I could do for my mother.

Carrie looked like she’d been crying when I returned. I wished she wouldn’t cry. All this was hard enough for Mom. “Do you have to go, Mommy?” Carrie asked.

Mom thanked me for the tea, then took a little sip. “I really don’t have to,” she said, sighing. “But I’d like to be there for Mike while Zachary is having treatment. And I hope my presence will help Zachary, too, in some way. He needs someone…a woman’s touch.”

She was probably thinking about him not having a mother, and wanting to fill that void. What she really meant to say was that he needed a mother’s touch.

“Holly, how do you feel about my going?” She touched my hand.

“I’m glad Zachary will have you there,” I said. “You have what he needs, Mom.”

My tears welled up again, and Mom wiped them away. “Come here, you angels.” She smothered us with hugs.

While Mom called her former college friend in Denver, Carrie and I sat on the bed, listening. Afterward, Mom let Carrie punch in Grandma’s phone number. She talked for a while, then it was my turn.

“Haven’t had a letter from you, Holly, for quite some time,” Grandma said.

“Sorry, Grandma. I’ve been real busy. But school’s out now, and I’ll have more time to write.”

“When are you coming to see us?” she asked.

“I don’t know. Here’s Mom.” I handed the phone to her. It was time for Mom to tell Grandma about the plan.

Shortly, we heard Mom say that Grandma would be delighted to come and stay with her beautiful granddaughters. Then Mom was silent for a long time. Grandma must have something else on her mind.

In the middle of the silence, Mom pointed to the door, which meant Carrie and I should exit and give her some privacy. “Shut the door,” she mouthed to us.

In the hallway, we stood, not breathing, trying to hear Mom’s side of the conversation.

Nothing.

“What do you think’s going on?” Carrie whispered.

“Let’s wait in my room,” I said. “See this?” I led her to my window seat—my heavy-duty thinking spot. “When life gets too hard to figure out, I sit here and talk to God. Sometimes I think first, then I pray. But telling Him everything is real important.”

“Like what kind of things?” Carrie asked, squeezing in beside me on the window seat.

“It’s different for everyone. Sometimes I pray about my school grades.”

“Does that help you get A’s?”

“Praying and doing my homework does.” I reached for a brush and began brushing, then braiding her hair. “But being close to God is the best part. I don’t always ask for things. Sometimes I just like to share with Him. It’s like talking to a good friend, the best friend in the whole world.”

“Like you and Andie?” she said.

“Closer than that.”

“My best friend is Zachary,” she said. “Tonight he told me that people think he’s dying, but he’s going to fool them.”

“I hope he does,” I said, standing up. “I wonder if Mom’s still on the phone.” I brushed my own hair, getting it ready for a lookalike braid with Carrie.

“I’ll go listen in the door crack.” She grinned.

Carrie headed down the hallway. I couldn’t help but peek around the corner and watch as she squatted near the door and put her ear to the crack. Her head bumped the door, making it squeak open. Carrie hurried back to me. “Mom said we should go to bed. She says we’ll talk tomorrow.”

“What do you think Grandma’s telling Mom?” I asked without waiting for Carrie’s reply. “Maybe catching up on family news?” I said, very curious at the long conversation. “Night, Carrie.”

She scampered off to her room.

I turned the light off and slipped under the sheets, propping Bearie-O up close to me in the darkness.

What was going on? I hoped Mom and Grandma weren’t talking about something concerning Grandpa’s health. That’s all we needed…more sick people in our lives.

Suddenly, I was hungry. Skipping supper was not my style. I went to search the kitchen for a snack. Peanut butter and crackers would do. And a glass of milk. There were celery and carrot sticks in the fridge, too. They’d be cold and crunchy. Perfect.

I turned the light off in the kitchen and sat at the bar, my eyes slowly getting used to the dim room. Goofey nuzzled his furry body against my bare legs. I reached down to pet his head. “You need some lovin’?” I asked.

He purred his answer.

“Come here, little one.” I picked him up and put him on my lap. He curled into a ball, relishing the late-night attention. “Mommy’s busy upstairs. You miss snuggling on her bed?”

Pur-r-r. Sure do, he seemed to say.

Curling up on Mom’s bed was a treat. When I was sad or sick, that’s where I wanted to be. One night I had slept with Mom all night. Carrie too. It was the night Daddy left.

The queen-size bed had been crowded. Carrie had insisted on bringing Goofey into the bed with all of us. I clung to Bearie-O all night, sobbing whenever I woke up. Mom got pushed to the edge when I had a bad dream, and Carrie’s knees were in my back. So Mom and I ended up sleeping on the floor in sleeping bags. I remembered snuggling next to her as Goofey purred his kitty song above us in Mom’s bed.

I was so hurt and confused. I loved Daddy and never thought anything could go wrong with his love for us.

Then, four whole years passed without seeing him. He didn’t even write, other than sending birthday or Christmas cards. And not until the day before my thirteenth birthday—at Aunt Marla’s funeral—did I see him again. He’d looked so handsome, too, wearing a navy blue suit. Saundra, his new wife, accompanied him as we rode together in the limo to the graveside service. Not exactly the perfect place for a girl to reunite and hang out with her longlost dad.

Saundra had worn bright-red lipstick and gloves. Something about her glamorous ways must’ve made Carrie say she wasn’t as sweet as Mom. But it’s hard to beat a mother who’s an angel. Not because she’s perfect or prettier than other mothers—even though, well, she is—but because her beauty is inside, too. No wonder Mr. Tate likes Mom so much.

And Zachary? How could he resist her love?

Goofey jumped off my lap as Mom padded down the stairs in her slippers. Quickly, I flicked on the kitchen light. She didn’t need to know I was sitting here in the dark, pondering my past. “Can’t you sleep?” she asked, stroking my braid.

“Just a little hungry.” I finished off the crackers and milk, hoping to hear about her long phone conversation.

Mom pulled out a barstool and sat. She lifted her hair off the back of her neck and held it there for a moment. “Holly-Heart, I have something to tell you. I’m sure you’ll be very happy.”

I leaned forward on my elbows. “What?”

She breathed deeply, like she wasn’t certain how she should say it. Then the words spilled out. “I’ve decided to let you go to California to visit your father.”

“Really?” Unbelievable!

“Yes,” she said. “But there are some conditions.”

I was all ears. I leaned forward, almost losing my balance.

“Grandma will arrive here tomorrow afternoon. Then, if it suits your father—she’s phoning him now—she’ll fly to California with you and Carrie on Monday and stay with you there for about two weeks.”

Carrie is going, too!

“Oh thanks, Mom.” I hugged her, feeling like a little kid inside.

“Thank you for changing your mind.”

“I knew how much you wanted to go. This just seemed to make sense, the timing…while I’m in Denver with Zachary.”

There had to be more to this. “Did Grandma help you decide?” I asked.

Mom’s laughter, warm and gentle, touched me. I was right; Grandma had lots to do with the decision. “You know me well, Holly-Heart. I feel much better about your going with Grandma there.”

“And Carrie?”

“Yes, and Carrie,” she said, with resolve. “You’ll watch out for your little sister, won’t you?”

“You know I will, Mom.”

The phone rang.

She got up and went to the desk in the corner of the kitchen. “Hello?” Mom said, answering the phone. “Yes?”

I watched her face.

“That sounds good. Holly is thrilled. Yes…she’s right here.” She turned to me. “It’s your father.”

“Hi, Daddy,” I said, not fully realizing all that had just happened.

“Looks like things are working out for you and Carrie to visit. We’re looking forward to it.”

“Me too.” I tried to picture myself at his big beach house. “I can’t wait.”

“I feel the same way,” he said. “And it’ll be wonderful seeing Grandma again, too. Maybe we should fly Grandpa out and have a family reunion.”

“Maybe Andie could come, too,” I said, joking.

“Who’s Andie?”

“Just kidding, Daddy. She’s my best friend.”

He chuckled. “You’ll have to fill me in on all your friends.”

I couldn’t imagine him being interested in hearing about Andie or Danny Myers.

“This happened so fast,” I said.

“It’ll be great having you girls here. Your stepbrother is anxious to meet you both.”

I’d completely forgotten about him. “How old is he?”

“Tyler’s nine,” he said. “He’s already making plans to entertain you.”

I couldn’t say I was anxious to meet Saundra’s son, especially if he was anything like her. Well, I’d just have to wait and see.

I said good-bye to Daddy, kissed Mom good-night, and pranced off to bed. I wouldn’t get much sleep tonight, but who cared? I was going to California!
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The next morning I woke up early. Life was too exciting to stay in bed. This afternoon I was going to ride up Copper Mountain with Danny, and on Monday I was flying out to see my dad.

God had answered my prayer so fast, my head was spinning with the speediness of it, like getting a return email message from God. I couldn’t wait to tell Danny about my latest miracle.

Sitting up in bed, I opened my devotional book. The Scripture was Psalm 18:30, “As for God, his way is perfect.” No kidding! If I had tried to put the trip together this fast, well…it was obvious who was in charge here.

After breakfast, I phoned Andie. “Can you come right over?” I asked.

“Too early,” she complained. “I’m sleeping in.”

I assured her it was extremely important. “Besides,” I said, “you have all summer to get caught up on sleep.”

After I hung up, I loaded dirty clothes into the washing machine and cleaned up the kitchen while Mom and Carrie slept.

Boy, was Carrie’s summer turning out radically different than she’d thought. Tagging along with me to California was the perfect answer to all her fears. Surf, sun, and Daddy awaited. Just two days away.

At last, Andie arrived, her dark curly hair still wet from her shower.

“What took so long?” I said, opening the door.

“Had to clean my room. Mom’s in a spotless mood,” she grumbled.

“Want to help me clean mine?” I laughed.

No way, her frown indicated.

“What did you drag me out of bed for?”

“I’ll tell you. C’mon, let’s take a walk.” I didn’t want Mom to hear Andie fussing about the latest turn of events.

“Where to?” she asked.

“The library.”

“It’s not open yet.” She looked at her watch. “Too early for anyone sane to be out of bed on the first day of summer vacation.”

“Guess Carrie and Mom are saner than both of us,” I muttered as we left the house.

“You guys stay up late or something?”

“Yeah…some scary stuff happened with Zachary while I was sitting for him last night. He’s real sick.” I paused, then I said, “Because of that, I’m going to California in two days. My grandma’s flying in this afternoon, and then she and Carrie and I are going to see my dad.”

Andie stopped dead in her tracks. “Holly, are you crazy? What’s the throw-uppy kid got to do with you going to California?” She stood in front of me with her hands on her hips, as if she dared me to take one more step.

“Mom wants to be near him while he’s in the hospital in Denver, so Grandma’s taking care of us, and…oh, Andie, I know it sounds complicated, but the way I see it…this is a miracle!”

“What’re you talking about?”

It wouldn’t be easy convincing her that God could use something as bad as Zach’s illness and turn it around so I could go to California.

“It’s like that verse in Romans,” I explained. “All things do work together for good, because we love God.”

At last, we proceeded down the sidewalk. Andie’s fast pace told me she wasn’t one bit happy with me. “I love God, too, Holly. What happens when I pray that you’ll stay here this summer? That’s for my good, like in the verse, right?”

She had a point.

“It’s only for a couple weeks,” I said meekly.

“Two weeks? Holly, that’s forever!”

By the look on her face, this was going to be a problem between us, no matter how long or short my visit was.

“I’m going to California, and that’s the end of it,” I said.

“Whatever,” she said angrily.

“Put yourself in my place for once.”

“Right,” she muttered.

Overhead, a jet left a vapor trail behind as it climbed up, up over the mountains, reminding me of the trip ahead and the short time I had to get ready.

I suggested we run back to my house without stepping on any cracks in the sidewalk. “Don’t want to break your mother’s back, do you?” I said, trying to chase away the dark mood that hung over Andie. Giggling, I pushed her onto some cracks.

Not so deep inside, we were still kids. Good thing Danny wasn’t around to see us now. I doubted that the giggling and jumping would do much for his impression of me. Unless, of course, there was a logical reason for all the jumping.

Logical. That described Danny perfectly. Everything he did was carefully thought out. Even the way he expressed himself and the way he treated his friends. Just knowing I was one of his closest friends made me want to improve my posture—hold my head up, walk tall, throw my shoulders back a little more.

“You’re really weird,” Andie scoffed at the way I was walking.

“What are you doing?”

“Oh, nothing.” She didn’t always have to know what I was thinking.

“Looks to me like you’re developing a shape, Holly.”

“You’re kidding, right?”

“You should walk around like that all the time.”

“Thanks, uh…I think.” What had she noticed that I’d missed? Or was she being sarcastic?

“No kidding, Holly. You’re starting to blossom. That’s what my mother calls it. Who knows, in a couple months it could happen…you could become a woman.”

I really and truly hoped so. I was tired of looking like the only praying mantis around. Guess seventh-grade girls think more about their bodies than they should. For sure more than eighth- and ninth-grade girls. They’ve already got their curves. But I figured if a girl like me could survive the seventh grade, where you feel all scrambled up, like in a giant mixing bowl, I could make it through till I truly “blossomed” and it happened.

“Look out,” Andie said. “There are tons of cracks coming up.”

We’d turned onto Downhill Court, my street. Part of the sidewalk was bricked, making it almost impossible to run and still miss the cracks. The street was still quiet, too early for activity. The laziness of summer had come.
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“I’d rather starve than eat that for breakfast,” Andie told Carrie, who sat on the front-porch swing nibbling on a nectarine.

Carrie held up the rosy-colored fruit. “There’s nothing wrong with fruit,” she said. “Here, try a bite.”

“Nope,” Andie said, holding her stomach. “You didn’t wipe off your spit.”

“Don’t be gross in front of my little sister,” I warned.

“Give me a break, Holly.” Andie plopped down on the swing beside Carrie.

“Okay, if you don’t break the swing.” I laughed.

Mom came outside, carrying a tray of toast and jelly, and some glasses filled with milk. “Anybody hungry?”

“I am,” Carrie said, reaching for the tray.

“No thanks, I better go,” said Andie, getting up from the swing, making it creak again. “Have to baby-sit my baby brothers while Mom runs errands. See you at Copper Mountain, Holly.”

I nodded. “How much money do we need for the gondola ride?”

I asked, forgetting what the youth pastor had told us last week.

“Not sure. I’ll call you.” Andie sauntered down the redwood steps and waved.

“Better get busy and start packing, Holly-Heart,” Mom said. “If you don’t start planning, you’ll run out of time.” She poured more milk for Carrie.

“I’ll have my things packed in a flash,” I said.

Carrie wiped her mouth, eyes wide. “Where’s Holly going?”

It was then I realized Mom hadn’t told Carrie about our exciting travel plans.

“To California,” Mom said calmly. “And so are you.”

“I am?” Carrie raised her eyebrows.

I hurried to sit on the swing with her, grabbing her hand.

“It’s going to be so fabulous, Carrie. We’ll walk along the beach, shell hunting. Maybe you’ll find some pretty ones to bring home. And…”

“Why are we going?” she asked.

Mom rehashed the whole amazing story. “It’s a good time for both you girls to visit your father. Your grandma will fly out with you while I’m in Denver with Zachary at The Children’s Hospital.

Everything’s set.”

Carrie was quiet. I didn’t know if she was too shocked to speak or just still too sleepy.

“Daddy has a stepson a little older than you, named Tyler. We’ll both get to meet him for the first time,” I said, hoping for a response.

Carrie stood up and placed her empty glass on the tray. “I’m not going,” she said. “I’m staying home. What if Zach gets worse? I can’t leave him behind. I won’t.” She reached for the screen door.

“Carrie, you have to go,” I wailed.

“I’ll handle this,” Mom said, getting up and going inside after her.

Just great, I thought. My sister’s such a baby. There was absolutely nothing she could do to help Zach by staying home. Nothing.

I sat there in the morning stillness, listening to the gentle humming sounds of insects as they sent secret messages back and forth. Leaning my head back, I could see the clouds playing follow-theleader.

Slam went the screen door. I sat up.

There stood Mom, her arms crossed, wearing an exasperated frown. “Carrie simply does not want to go. She’s upstairs crying about it, and I don’t see the sense in forcing her.”

I stuck my feet up under me on the porch swing. “That’s weird. Yesterday she didn’t want to stay behind with a bunch of sitters.”

“There won’t be any sitters around, with you and Grandma here until I return from Denver.”

“Grandma? Me?” What’s happening? I wondered.

“Holly, I’m sorry, but things have changed,” she said abruptly. “The trip is off. I’m really very sorry.”

“Why?” I cried. “Just because Carrie doesn’t want to go? What about me?”

Mom pinched a dead leaf off the geranium plant.

“What about Daddy?” I continued. “He’s expecting us.”

“Your father will have to adjust his plans.”

“Why can’t I go alone? I’m thirteen. Why does everything have to change because of Carrie?”

“Holly, listen,” Mom said. “Carrie’s crying because she’s afraid.”

I sighed. “That’s dumb. There’s nothing to be afraid of. She’s acting like a big baby, and I can’t believe you’re letting her.”

Mom eased down into the porch chair. “There are things to be frightened of, and Carrie’s not the only one who has fears. I struggle, too.”

“Like what?” I didn’t really care what, I just wanted to talk sense into Mom. And fast.

“Like losing you, Holly-Heart.”

“How could that possibly happen?” I shot back. She was talking in riddles now.

Sighing, she stared down at her lap. “Maybe you’d end up wanting to live with your father.”

I wanted to laugh. “That’s the silliest thing I’ve heard. Why would I want to do that?”

She blew her nose. Now Mom was crying.

“If you want to know the truth, Mom, when it comes right down to it, there’s only one thing that could make me want to leave Dressel Hills. And that’s if you and Mr. Tate decided to get married.” There, I’d said it. My greatest fear.

“What a terrible thing to say.” She got up. “You have no right to threaten me with such a thing. Now, go to your room.”

“I’d rather go to California!”

“That’s out of the question now,” she said.

The porch swing swayed as I gritted my teeth. So much for miracles and divine email messages.


SECRET SUMMER DREAMS

Chapter 13

I was crushed. How could things be so perfect one minute and so messed up the next?

Lying on the porch swing, I stared up at the sky. Puffs of cotton dotted the blue. They seemed close enough to touch. Squinting one eye shut, I reached up, aiming for the smallest cloud in the bunch. My squinting squeezed out a tear. Then another. Soon, the cloud I reached for was a blurry blob. I dropped my arm and covered my face with it, letting out the sobs.

How could Mom do this to me?

And Daddy…When would I ever see him again? If not this summer, when? Once school started there would be no time. Eighth grade was much harder than seventh. Everyone said so.

The phone rang. I listened through the window, hoping it was Daddy or someone else talking sense to Mom besides me.

The screen door opened. “It’s Andie, for you,” Mom said, handing the phone out to me.

“Hello.” I brushed my tears away.

“Well, don’t you sound morbid,” she said.

“Promise not to cheer if I tell you?”

“Maybe, maybe not,” she said with a giggle.

“It’s not funny, Andie. The trip’s off.”

“You’re not going?” She was obviously happy.

“No.” I explained my dilemma.

“Well, I called to find out what you’re wearing to the sky ride,” she said, ignoring my woes. “Don’t forget, Danny’ll be there.”

“That’s nice.”

“Hey, I know you better than that,” she said. “You really can’t wait to see him, can you?”

Mom was giving me a signal.

“Gotta go now,” I told her.

“Remember, wear pink,” Andie said.

Mom stood by the kitchen door. She pulled her keys out of her purse. “I have to pick up some groceries for tonight.” She looked at me searchingly. “I’ll be back shortly.”

I turned away. I didn’t want to talk to her. She’d spoiled my summer dreams with her ridiculous fears. Now all I could look forward to was the gondola ride with Danny. If the Miller twins didn’t get to him first.

[image: 9781585586660_0015_001]

I’d seen crowded parking lots before, but this one was really hopping. Every teen in the church youth group, and all their friends, must’ve shown up to ride the gondolas up Copper Mountain.

I scanned the cars for Danny. Was he here yet?

Billy Hill was heading up the walkway leading to the ticket booth. I grabbed Andie’s arm. “Look who’s here,” I whispered, popping a chunk of bubble gum into my mouth.

“Shh,” Andie said. “Act cool.”

“Wanna ride with me, girls?” It was Jared, sneaking up behind us. As usual.

“Guess again,” Andie retorted, fluffing her curls. “Don’t you have someone to hang out with?”

“Sure.” He grabbed my arm playfully. “How ’bout you, Holly? You look lonely.”

“Look again.” I blew a bubble in his face.

“Thanks, think I will.” Jared stepped back, playfully turning his head this way and that, as if admiring me.

“Oh, please,” Andie groaned.

Just then I spotted Danny’s auburn hair as he climbed out of the church van. I wondered if he was going to ride the gondola with our youth pastor. Please come over and talk to me, I thought, excitement bubbling up.

Andie and I purchased our tickets and stood looking up at the apparatus that held the gondolas on the cable line. Looked wobbly to me. The best thing about the ride, in my opinion, was that the cars were enclosed, with windows all around. Even though there was room enough for four, I secretly hoped Danny and I might have the chance to ride together. Just the two of us.

“Hey,” Danny said to me, arriving in time for boarding.

“Hi, Danny.” My smile was big. I could feel my face stretching…stretching.

“Step right this way,” the man working the gondolas called. He pointed out where I should wait for the next car to come around. “Who’s riding with this young lady?”

Danny stepped up. “I am.” He grinned.

I caught my breath. What a smile he had. And the twinkle in his gray-green eyes did strange things to my pulse rate.

The worker steadied the gondola as it came around, and I stepped in. Danny climbed in and sat in the seat opposite me.

“Keep the window halfway down,” the worker told us. “No roughhousing or leaning out the window. Don’t throw objects out of the gondola. Okay, you’re off.” He slid the door shut, locking it behind us.

My hand clutched my purse. I wished for something to grab on to. No roughhousing…no problem! I wasn’t exactly crazy about heights, and I was hoping our weight would evenly balance the car on the cables so it wouldn’t swing in the slightest.

The car swung away from the wooden platform and out into the open air. I looked down at the parking lot, milling with people. But as we climbed higher, their faces faded, becoming small dots.

We passed over the tops of trees, blue-green pine and quaking aspen. The sun was shining, and a breeze swept through the window, smelling of damp earth and pine needles.

The gondola rumbled past the first set of terminals, shaking us. I shivered a little and looked over at Danny.

“First time on the sky ride?” he asked.

I nodded. “I rode one when I was little. Mom says Daddy took me for a ride on the Fourth of July, but I don’t remember.”

“You miss him, don’t you?” His voice was gentle.

“More than ever.”

“You seem a little sad today,” he said.

I didn’t want to spoil the gondola ride, but I was feeling lousy. And Danny had listened so well when I told him about my plans for California. So I shared everything that had happened in the last twenty-four hours—about Zachary and his cancer, our plans to go to California with Grandma, how Carrie had chickened out. “It seemed like God was working everything out,” I said, “and then Carrie had to mess it up.”

“Maybe God has a better plan,” Danny said.

“But Mom’s being totally unreasonable.”

“Maybe she’s worried. Mothers do that a lot, you know.”

“No kidding,” I said, recalling Mom’s number-one reason for calling the whole thing off. Absurd!

The gondola began to sway. Not daring to peek down for a minute, I stared out my window at treetop level. Towering pines pointed to the blue sky, and Copper Mountain rose before us in all its splendor. Inside this tiny compartment, I felt uptight about being up as high as the birds, dangling precariously above jagged rocks and forested canyons.

“Nervous?” Danny asked.

“A little.”

“It won’t be much longer,” he said, gazing out the window behind me.

Slowly, I turned to look. Approaching us, steadily, was a steep cliff. As we came closer, the cables veered up, up, up! Swallowing my bubble gum, I looked away from the terrain beneath us and back at Danny.

“We have to come back down that cliff, don’t we?” I said.

He nodded. “But we could sing our favorite songs from choir tour to keep your mind occupied.”

It was then that I realized Danny wanted to ride back down the mountain with me.

“If we sing in two-part harmony,” he said, “it might be easy to forget the distance between us and the ground. We’ll concentrate on the distance between our pitches.” He laughed.

So we sang. And sang.

By the time the gondola reached the top and swung onto another wooden platform, I felt better. We climbed out carefully and took the steps from the platform down to the ground. Since we were among the first to arrive, we had a little time before the whole group gathered. A short talk was scheduled once Pastor Rob arrived, then a group hike, followed by the sky ride down.

A walkway made of wood chips led to five hiking trails, and a sign pointed the way to a nearby lookout site. “Let’s wait over there for the others,” Danny said, walking toward the lookout.

The lookout sat atop a large, flat rock, ringed with an iron fence. We stood at the fence and looked down. Far below, Dressel Hills snuggled in its peaceful, boring valley. Surrounded by shining mountains, the village seemed to taunt me. You’re stuck here for the summer. This is as far away as you’ll ever get.

The sound of laughter announced the arrival of the other kids. In a few minutes we were gathered around Pastor Rob as he shared his thoughts on the awesomeness of God’s creation.

Afterward, Andie and I headed for the outhouses near the crest of the hill.

“How are you and Billy getting along?” I asked.

She tried to act sophisticated—not an easy task for Andie. “We rode up together. That’s something, I guess.”

I pinched my nose shut as we came within a few feet of the girls’ outhouse. “Whew,” I said. “It stinks.”

Andie said she’d guard the door while I went inside. It was an old wooden outhouse, with a toilet lid built into a box. Flies buzzed around deep down inside the opening. Smelling the stench was enough to make me change my mind about using this facility.

“It’s nasty in here,” I called through the door. “I’m coming out.” I pushed on the wooden door.

Stuck.

I pounded on the door. “Andie, get me out of here!”

“What’s wrong?” she called.

“The door’s jammed.” I tried again. No luck.

The door jiggled a little. “I’m trying,” Andie said outside.

More door jiggling and groaning.

“Guess you’re trapped in there for the summer,” Andie said. “I never would’ve picked this option, but it’ll sure work to keep you in Dressel Hills.”

“Stop it, Andrea Martinez,” I hollered. “You know I’m not going anywhere this summer. Besides, the smell in here is making me sick.”

“I’m doing my best to open the door,” she called.

“Get some help if you can’t do it yourself.”

“I think I see Danny and Billy. They’re waiting near the trailhead.”

“Just please get somebody up here,” I said, dying for a whiff of fresh mountain air.

“Wait here.”

“Right, like I can actually leave,” I muttered.

Stranded on the top of Copper Mountain, stuck in a stinky old outhouse was not my idea of fun. This had to go down in my journal as one of the most embarrassing moments of all time.

Fearful thoughts nagged at me. What if they couldn’t get me out before dark? What if I had to spend the night up here…alone?

Then I heard them. Footsteps and voices. Thank you, Lord.

I peered through the splintery cracks in this wretched excuse for a rest room. Couldn’t see a thing.

Don’t freak out, I told myself, trying not to think about the insects and snakes and who knows what else lived in this miserable place.

Danny called to me, “Still in there, Holly?”

“Where else would I be?”

I heard laughter.

“There’s only one other way out of there,” Andie said.

More laughter. Was the whole youth group standing by the door?

“Get ready to pull…hard.” Danny was in charge.

“Don’t knock the old thing over,” Andie said. “We want Holly out of there alive.”

I heard a creepy sound over in the corner. But it was too dark to see. I covered my mouth. Should I scream? Andie would be yelling her head off if she were stuck in here. I knew that for sure.

Something tickled my head. Was it a black widow spider?

Remembering the giant June bug crawling around in my hair, I was too freaked to reach up and touch my own head. I froze.


SECRET SUMMER DREAMS

Chapter 14

Just then the door of the outhouse flung open wide.

I squinted into the brightness. “Who’s next?” I said, stepping out like my being cooped up in the smelliest, creepiest place in the world was a cakewalk. But I really wanted to reach up and kiss the sun.

Andie backed away. “I’ll wait.”

“Me too,” said another girl. “Let’s get outta here.”

The line of waiting girls vanished rapidly.

When no one was looking, I grabbed Andie. “Look in my hair.”

“What for?” she said.

“Is there a spider?”

She looked. “There’s this.” She held up a splinter of wood.

“I want it,” I said, pushing it into my jeans pocket. “The perfect souvenir.”

Pastor Rob called everyone to join him. “I’ll blaze the trail,” he said.

We started down a narrow, twisting path. Danny fell in step behind me. “That was some weird experience you had,” he said.

“Nothing like that has ever happened to me.” I could laugh about it now that I could breathe the smell of pines and could turn to see Danny’s smile.

The beauty of nature surrounded us as we walked. Trees seemed to sparkle with the sunlight, providing a shady retreat from the heat. Birds flew overhead, chirping and warbling, creating a pictureperfect setting for a walk with my youth-group friends.

But, sadly, the hike had to be cut short, because so many of us girls needed to use the rest rooms. None was brave enough to set foot in the only other option: the boys’ outhouse.
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Before too long, Danny and I were back on the gondola, heading down the mountain, skimming over the tops of trees. Bumpity-lumpity-thump. The gondola did its thing with the terminal overhead. Holding my breath for a while as we drifted down, I couldn’t wait for the ride to end.

It was getting close to suppertime, and Grandma Meredith would be waiting at home, having arrived from the airport already, anxious to greet me. I wondered if she knew Mom was worried that I might want to live with Daddy. Was that something Mom would share with her former mother-in-law?

“You’re too quiet,” Danny said, his eyes searching mine.

“Just thinking.”

“Feel like singing again?”

I didn’t really, but Danny looked so eager.

“Remember our theme song for choir tour?”

“Sure—‘Everybody Sing Praises to the Lord.’ ” The song was a favorite of mine. Danny’s too. I sang as he harmonized with his clear tenor voice, almost forgetting how high we were off the ground. Almost forgetting about California until Danny mentioned it.

“I hope you won’t take this wrong, Holly,” he said. “I’ve been thinking a lot about your California trip.”

“Really?” I was surprised.

“I agree with your mom. You shouldn’t go.” His face was serious.

“What do you mean?” I felt terribly hurt. “How could you say that?”

“You should obey your mother, regardless of your feelings, and stay home,” he said.

Not only did he sound like a much older brother, but there was definitely a trace of snootiness in his voice.

“You have no right, Danny. Don’t tell me what to do.”

“Holly, please…don’t be upset at me,” he said. “This is just how I feel.”

“Well, you’re wrong, and so is my mom.”

He looked a bit startled at my response. But I didn’t care. Danny had no business interfering.

After the sky ride, I hurried over to Mrs. Martinez’s car without saying good-bye to Danny. Andie was waiting inside. When we had pulled out of the parking lot and I was pretty sure Andie’s mom wasn’t listening, I poked Andie. “I have to talk to you. It’s about Danny. He’s a pain.”

“Like how?”

“He said I shouldn’t go to California.”

Andie smiled slyly. “What’s so wrong with that?”

“He has nothing to say about my life. Zero. It’s not like he’s my boyfriend or anything. Even if I were lots older and he and I were dating, well…I’d still do what is best for me.”

She studied me for a second. Then she said, “But if you were going out with Danny, you’d be mad at him for being too possessive. Right? So it doesn’t really matter, does it? You want everyone to see things your way or not at all.”

“Whatever,” I said, pulling on my hair stubbornly. We didn’t talk for the rest of the short ride home.
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I trudged up the steps and into my house. Grandma Meredith was waiting inside with open arms. “Hello, my dear girl,” she said, reaching for me.

Tears spilled down my cheeks.

“Why, honey, whatever is wrong?” She hugged me close. “Come, Holly-Heart, it’s time for us to catch up on some things.” She led me downstairs to the family room, and once we were seated together on the couch, I poured out my frustrations.

“What do you think about praying for something you want really bad, Grandma, and it looks like the answer is yes? But then God doesn’t let it happen like you thought. I was all set to go to California, nearly dying to go, and then Mom changed her mind.” I paused to breathe. “All because Carrie didn’t want to go, too.”

Grandma’s face was solemn. “Remember, dear, it’s not easy for grown-ups to set their youngsters free, especially to parts unknown.”

“Oh, Grandma, can’t you get Mom to change her mind? Please?”

“Your mother is making the best decision she can, based on the circumstances.”

“Yeah, right,” I whispered. “Where is she now?”

“Upstairs, packing for Denver.”

I didn’t want to think about the Denver Children’s Hospital and Zachary Tate’s dire illness. I didn’t want to think about anything except that my very special grandmother was here, her understanding nature shining through her eyes.

“We all long for that first taste of freedom, Holly-Heart,” she continued. “But now you must think of your mother. She’s thinking of you.”

“Mom is letting Carrie’s decision change everything. It’s not fair.”

“Well, it’s not really your sister’s fault, is it?”

I leaned against Grandma. “It’s just that God was working everything out for me. So now where is He in all of this?”

“The Lord isn’t to blame for things not turning out the way we want them to. There are things to be learned in this life.”

I sighed. Deep down I knew she was right. God had helped us through tough times. And Mom was faithful about relying on Him when she made decisions. I could count on her no matter what. She was my safe harbor in the hurricanes of life. No way could I disappoint her now.

“Maybe I was wrong…about Mom,” I said at last.

Grandma leaned over and kissed my cheek. Then, smelling her delicious and famous beef and barley stew simmering, we both headed upstairs to the kitchen.

[image: 9781585586660_0015_001]

Carrie was still in the process of organizing her room when I knocked on her door. “Who is it?” she asked.

“Your fairy godmother, who else?”

“I don’t want any wishes today,” she said.

I laughed at her wit, waiting in the hall for an invitation to enter. “Well?”

“Well what?”

“May I please come in?” I asked.

“What’s the magic word?”

“Aw, come on, Carrie, this is silly.”

“The magic word,” she insisted.

“How should I know? It changes every week.”

“Exactly.”

Hmm, now what could be on her mind?

“What about Zachary? Is that the magic word?” I asked.

“Nope.”

“Summer vacation?”

“That’s two words.”

Exasperating little sister I have. “Ice cream?”

“You’re not even close,” her voice chimed through the door.

“I give up, then,” I said.

“Holly, don’t be mad.” She opened the door. “California. The magic word’s California, and you’re going there all by yourself.”

I sat on her bed. “That’s not funny, Carrie. Don’t you know how badly I wanted to go and you’re—”

“I’m telling the truth. Mommy’s on the phone with Daddy right now,” she said, her eyes wide.

I didn’t know whether to laugh or cry or dance for joy. So I did two out of three. “Give me your hands,” I shouted, reaching for Carrie and swinging her around.

“What’s going on in there?” Mom called from her room.

“Celebration.” Oops, I let Carrie’s revelation slip out.

“I couldn’t help it, Mommy,” Carrie said when Mom peeked around the corner. “I told Holly her good news.”

Mom stepped back into the hallway, her eyes squinting. “You’re happy, right?” she said to me.

I hugged her hard. “Oh, thank you, thank you, Mom. I love you so much,” I cried.

After hugs and kisses all around, Mom sat in Carrie’s bedroom. “Before you and I go off in different directions, Holly-Heart, let’s talk. I’ll be leaving for Denver tonight. Here’s my friend’s phone number in case you need to call me and can’t through on my cell. Feel free to use it anytime and for any reason at all.” She gave an index card to me. “Zachary has already begun treatment for septicemia.”

“Sounds awful. What is it?” I asked.

“His immune system is so weak his body has trouble throwing off germs that cause minor sicknesses in healthy people, like colds and sore throats. It’s a very serious thing for him to get a bug like this on top of trying to fight cancer.”

“Does Zach know what’s happening to him?”

“His father has explained enough to satisfy him without scaring him.”

I pulled on my hair, twisting it around my finger. “Carrie says he’s going to surprise everyone and live.”

She smiled weakly. “I hope he continues to keep a positive attitude. That’s very important.”

“Mom?” I slid over beside her. “Do you think he’ll make it?”

“I’m praying he will.”

“Me too,” I said, still wishing I’d known about Zach from the start.

“I have some last-minute packing to do,” Mom said, getting up and heading back to her room.

I tucked my T-shirt into my jeans. Turning sideways, I stared at Carrie’s mirror. Andie was right, I was beginning to develop a little. Had anyone else noticed?

I sneaked over to Mom’s room. Coming up behind her, I gave her a bear hug. “I’m sorry,” I said. “I was wrong about you, Mom. And selfish, too.”

She turned around. “I love you, Holly-Heart. I’m sorry, too. This has been a difficult time for all of us.”

I put my arm around her. “I resented Mr. Tate for taking you away from us. Then when you said Zach was the one taking up so much of your time, I understood better.”

“I’m glad you do, honey.” She stroked my hair.

Grandma and Carrie were standing in the doorway. Grandma’s eyes shone with tears as she pulled Carrie close.

Mom closed her suitcase. “Well, dear ones, this is good-bye for a couple of weeks. I know you’ll have a good time here with Grandma, Carrie. And, Holly, I hope you get to know your father better. Be sweet, okay?”

“I’ll be just fine, you’ll see,” I said. “Thanks for letting me go, Mom. You won’t be sorry.”

The three of us followed her downstairs to the garage, watching as she got into the car and backed down the driveway.

I whispered, “I really love you, Mom,” as she drove away.

It felt good knowing my mother trusted me with the visit to Daddy. If she thought I was grown-up enough, surely Danny would realize how mature I was, too. Now, if he would just stop trying to run my life.


SECRET SUMMER DREAMS

Chapter 15

At church on Sunday, I told Andie and Danny my good news. “I’m leaving for California tomorrow.”

Andie tossed her head back. “Go ahead, just leave me here alone. See if I care.”

“I’ll be back in two weeks, Andie. It’s not the end of the world.”

She pouted. “Maybe not for you.”

I noticed that Danny’s eyes had lost their twinkle. He didn’t say anything, just stood there silently. When my grandmother called to me, I turned to go, leaving Andie and Danny standing there in the church foyer. Both of them looked rather forlorn.
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That evening Daddy called one last time to make sure everything was set. “We’re all excited about your visit,” he said. “Tyler is helping Saundra get your room ready at the moment.”

“I can’t wait to see you again,” I said.

“We’ll have a great time together, Holly. I’m looking forward to your visit.”

For the third night in a row, I had a lousy time falling asleep. But I wasn’t worried about being sleep deprived. No problem, I thought. I’ll get caught up on my rest sunbathing on Daddy’s beach.
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Monday morning, I got up extra early to shower and fix my hair. Just as I fluffed my hair for the final time, the phone rang.

It was Andie. I figured she’d call and apologize. Sooner or later.

“I hope you come back with a good tan,” she said.

“Thanks. You’re a true friend.”

“Hey, guess what? You’ll be back in plenty of time to go rafting with us,” she said.

“Really?”

“Yep, Dad changed his vacation days just so you could come along with us,” she said. “Isn’t that cool?”

“It’s fabulous. Tell him thanks.”

She paused. “I’ll really miss you, Holly.”

“I’ll write. I promise.”

“Call me if you meet anyone fun, okay?” she said, laughing.

“I’ll see you soon,” I said. Then we hung up.

After a big breakfast of fruit, eggs, and homemade waffles, Grandma and Carrie helped me haul my luggage out to the car. I squirmed excitedly all the way to the airport. “Turn here,” I told Grandma, pointing to the sign for arrivals.

“I’ll drop you off here,” she said, pulling up in front of our mini-airport. Quickly, she got out and opened the trunk while Carrie waited in the car. “Put your luggage on a cart, then get in line at the ticket counter while I park the car,” she said. “Carrie and I will meet you there.”

I hopped out and began to load my things onto a nearby cart, then wheeled it inside. For a small airport, the terminal was buzzing with people. I wondered where everyone else was headed this Memorial Day. California was my destination. I wanted to dance with delight all the way to the ticket counter.

“Holly,” someone called to me out of the crowd.

Turning, I looked over my pile of luggage and spied Danny waving at me.

I was so surprised to see him. “What are you doing here?” I said.

“Thought I’d say good-bye. And…give you this.” He offered me a square envelope.

“What is it?”

“Wait to open it on the plane,” he said shyly.

I blushed. “Okay.”

My heart did two-and-a-half flip-flops as I slipped the envelope into my overnight case. Danny helped push my luggage to the ticket counter. There, I filled out the address labels for each of my bags. Then we stood in awkward silence as the line inched forward.

“Traveling together?” the attendant asked when we arrived at the ticket counter.

Danny began to search for his “ticket,” pulling the pocket linings out of his jeans. “Guess you’ll have to go on without me, Miss Meredith,” he said playfully.

I hammed it up. “Bummer. What a summer.” I handed my ticket to the agent, who seemed concerned about Danny’s lost ticket.

“Never mind, sir,” Danny said. “I’ll catch up with her later.”

Danny helped me check the luggage. All but one piece—my overnight case. “I’ll carry this on, thanks.”

Danny glanced at my ticket. “Wow, you’ll be in Denver at your connecting flight before I even reach home on my bike.”

I stopped and looked at him. “You rode all the way out here on your bike?”

He nodded. “It was nothing, really.”

“Thanks for coming,” I said, still amazed.

“Good-bye, Holly.” He turned to go before I could say more.

Good-bye, and thanks…

Grandma and Carrie returned just as he disappeared through the automatic doors. “I’m all set,” I said. “I’ve got to head to gate four.”

We walked toward the security checkpoint.

“Do you have something to read while you’re on the plane?” Grandma asked.

I tapped the top of my overnight case. “In here.”

Carrie asked, “Like what?”

“Something,” I said secretively.

“Let me see,” Carrie said, reaching for it.

“Not in your wildest dreams,” I said, laughing.

“Holly, please?”

“Nope.”

“I’ll find your journal and read it while you’re gone,” she threatened.

“Do I look dumb enough to leave my secrets behind?”

“Aw, phooey,” she whined. “You’re taking all your journals with you?”

“No kidding. I’m smarter than you think.”

“Well, you’d better get into line.” Grandma motioned toward the metal detectors. “If you need help or get lost when you change planes in Denver, just ask a ticket agent,” she advised. “Or check the monitors.”

“I will, Grandma. Don’t worry.” I gave her a quick kiss. “Thanks for bringing me to the airport.”

“Hurry home,” Carrie said, standing on tiptoes to kiss me. “Don’t talk to strangers.”

“Okay…bye.” I waved to them as I stepped into the short line. I was fabulously excited. And I couldn’t wait to see what Danny had given me.

The minute I was settled in my seat on the plane, I reached for my overnight case. There was Danny’s envelope. Carefully, I opened it.

I couldn’t believe what I saw. A picture of me with a ghastly look on my face, my worst photograph ever.

Then I remembered. Looking closely, I saw the giant green June bug sitting in my hair. How long ago that seemed. Zillions of summer plans and dreams ago. And now some of the best ones were coming true.

Here I was on my way to visit my dad, and who but Danny Myers had come to see me off at the airport!

There was a note attached to the photo.

Dear Holly:

Jared willingly handed over this picture to me. It’s for your eyes only. Now that it’s in your possession, no one can blackmail you, can they?

I smiled and continued reading.



I can’t believe I said what I did to you last Saturday at Copper Mountain. Yesterday too. I didn’t mean it. What I really meant to say was I’ll miss you, Holly, if you leave.

Always,

Danny

The small plane revved up its engines and began to back away from the terminal. Slowly, we taxied out. In a few minutes the plane sped down the long runway.

California, here I come!

I clasped Danny’s note to my heart as the nose of the plane rose for lift-off.
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