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Chapter One

“If you take this much, you’ll feel better, but if you take this much, you’ll see God.”

He demonstrated the measurements by pressing the end of his index finger against the small

plastic cup, pointing out the lines indicating the difference in the dosages. He smiled; this scrawny

middle-aged doctor in a white lab coat, silvery hair combed over in a failed attempt to cover up a giant

bald spot. He liked trying to be hip for his younger patients, even though the crows feet around his eyes

gave away his age. He held the plastic cup out like an engagement ring in a velvet box, a tiny offering that

could be used to measure the fluid that would put an end to her suffering. “It tastes terrible, I know,” he

said. “But it’s going to make you feel a hell of a lot better.”

“Does it contain alcohol?” she asked.

“Only a small percentage,” he said. “That’s why I only prescribe it for adults.” He smiled again.

“I promise it won’t make you drunk, Lena. It’s just going to take care of that cough.”

The utterance of the word cough seemed to invoke one of the symptoms of her cold. She tried to

suppress a cough, but it came out anyway. Lena politely lifted her arm in enough time to cough into the

bend. She sighed. “Okay then. Nasty cough syrup it is.” Her doctor nodded, and turned away from her to

enter the prescription into his computer.

“And there we go,” he said, after a few keystrokes. “Your pharmacy will fill it for you. You’ll

pick it up, and after you take your first dose, you’ll start to feel better.”

“Thanks Dr. Lowery,” Lena said.

“Anytime, Lena,” Dr. Lowery said. “You know, I’m really going to miss you.”

“I’m going to miss you, too,” Lena said. She slid herself off of the exam table, and grabbed her

denim jacket from the folding chair it had been resting upon. “I doubt I’ll find another doctor like you.”

Dr. Lowery gave her a toothy grin. “Oh, you’re just saying that,” he said. “You’ll find another

doctor; a good one.” He folded his arms, and sighed heavily. “Well, you get some rest and get well soon,

okay?”

“Okay.”



She coughed a few more times on her way out of the doctor’s office. A few people in the waiting

room looked up from their magazines and newspapers, eyeballing her as she passed by. No, I don’t have

SARS, Lena thought. Idiots.

Her black Honda Civic was parked between a late model BMW and an Oldsmobile that looked

like the duct tape that was holding it together was about to fall off. She climbed in and started the engine,

grateful that her car was one of the few things in her life which had never failed her. Her pharmacy was

down the street, a simple two traffic lights away. She hoped her prescription would be ready by the time

she pulled into the parking lot.

The line at the pharmacy counter was a short one. When it was her turn, Lena approached the

female millennial behind the counter with as much sweetness as her cold would allow her. She was met

with an abrupt “Last name?”

“Scott,” Lena said.

“Date of birth?”

“Two-twelve-ninety-one.”

Without another word, the girl disappeared behind shelves of prescriptions. We’re probably in the

same generation, Lena thought. How the hell did that happen?

The girl returned with a single prescription. “You’ve only got one,” she said. Her almost

accusatory tone made Lena cock her head to one side. “It’s going to be twenty-seven dollars.”

“Was that the price with my insurance?” Lena asked.

The girl nodded. “Yep.”

“Damn,” Lena said. She took out her wallet, and swiped her debit card.

“It’s expensive, isn’t it?” the girl said.

Lena chuckled. “I’m on a fourth grade teacher’s salary,” she said. “Everything is expensive.”

When Lena pulled into the driveway of the house she was renting, she was greeted with a familiar

sight: a Huffy 10 speed, laying on it’s side. She managed to park without running the bike over, and

turned her engine off. The front door of the house suddenly opened, and out ran her nephew James. He

quickly grabbed the bike and stood it upright. As Lena got out of her car, he shrugged at her. “I was

coming to get it,” he said.

“Of course you were,” Lena said, grabbing her handbag from the passenger’s seat.



“I had to go to the bathroom,” James explained. “So I just went straight inside.”

“Yep,” Lena said.

James sighed heavily. “Come on, Aunt Lena! Cut me some slack.”

“Okay,” Lena said. “Keep on leaving that bike outside. And when someone steals it, I don’t want

to hear a word about it. Not a word, James.”

“Nobody’s going to steal it, Aunt Lena,” James said. He grabbed the zipper slider of his hoodie,

and began to slide it up and down rapidly, smiling at the zip zip zip zip sound it made. He looked up at

Lena, who seemed less than pleased with the noise, and stopped. “Sorry.”

Lena smirked at her nephew. “It’s fine,” she said. “I know it relaxes you. Although I don’t know

how your new classmates will feel about it.”

James frowned. “They’ll probably be nicer about it than the ones I had. I hated those kids, Aunt

Lena.”

“I know, I know,” Lena said. They entered the house through the side door, with James wheeling

his bike into the garage and leaning it against a wall. Lena entered the kitchen and walked to the front

door and locked it. You live with a forgetful twelve year old, she thought to herself. You already know this,

so just keep looking after him and don’t let it bother you.

“What’s for dinner tonight?” James asked.

“Spaghetti,” Lena said.

James made a face at her. “Can’t we order a pizza instead?”

“I already defrosted the ground beef,” Lena said. “You know, when we move into our new house,

we’re going to have to cut back on eating out. We need to save some money.”

James groaned. “Yeah, yeah. We can’t waste any more money. But can’t we have a pizza, one last

time before we move?”

Lena put her hands on her hips, and sighed softly. “Well, the truth is, I really don’t feel like

cooking anything tonight. And I guess that ground beef will hold until tomorrow.”

James leaned in slightly. “So?”

Lena chuckled and shook her head. “Okay! You win. We’ll order a pizza. Just a medium cheese

pizza though, okay!”

“Yes!” James shouted. “From Marco’s?”

Lena let her arms drop to her sides. “From Marco’s.”

James went into what he commonly referred to as his ‘victory dance’: one half flossing, one half

Antonio Brown’s touchdown dance. “Pizza from Marco’s!” he chanted. “Pizza from Marco’s! Pizza from

M-A-R-C-O-S!”

“But you’re paying for it, right?” Lena asked.



James’s celebration came to a sudden halt. “What?”

Lena burst into laughter. “I got you! How do you always fall for that?” James smiled and resumed

his victory dance.

The arrival of the pizza seemed to take Lena’s mind off of things for a little while. She knew she

and James needed to finish packing, and she needed to go over her checklist one more time (or possibly

six more times). There were phone calls that needed to be made regarding the transfer of phone and cable

accounts. As she sat at the dining room table with James, watching him bite into his second slice, she

envied him. At twelve, there were so many things he just didn’t worry about. He caught her staring at

him, and smiled. “What’s up, Aunt Lena?”

“Nothing,” Lena said, reaching for another slice. “I was just sitting here thinking how nice it must

be to be twelve years old.”

James snorted, and laughed. “Don’t you like being an adult?”

“Not all of the time,” Lena said. She looked down at her wrist watch. “Hey: we need to get ready.

Your Dad will be calling in a few minutes.”

James’s eyes grew wide. “Oh yeah!” he said. “I almost forgot.”

They finished their dinner, and sat together in front of Lena’s laptop. James’s father Eric was

scheduled to call them via Skype from his Marine base in Afghanistan. The screen on Lena’s laptop

suddenly came to life: a phone icon with Eric’s picture beneath it flashed upon the screen. Lena answered

the call and smiled when she saw her brother. “Hi, Eric. It’s good to see you.”

“It’s good to see you too,” Eric said. “Hey, James! How’s my man?”

“I’m okay, Dad,” James said. “Did you kill any terrorists today?” Lena sucked her teeth and

nudged him with her elbow.

“No, not today,” Eric said, trying not to laugh. “How is everything in America? Excited about the

big move?”

“Excited to get it over with,” Lena said. “But I think we have most of everything in place.”

“James, are you looking forward to starting at a new school in the Fall?” Eric asked.

“I guess so,” James said. “I just hope the kids at my new school won’t be like the ones at my old

school.”



Eric nodded understandingly. “You’ll be okay.” He paused for a moment. “Say is it alright if I talk

to your aunt alone?”

James shrugged. “Okay. Talk to you later, Dad. Love you.”

“Love you too,” Eric said. He waited until James stood up and walked off camera. “Is he gone?”

Lena nodded. “He’s gone.”

“How are you?” Eric asked. “And tell me the truth.”

“I’m--I’m okay,” Lena said. “Really, I am. Sometimes I feel like I’m in the Twilight Zone, you

know? Like all of this is just too good to be true. A new job with a higher salary, and a new house that we

could actually afford? Is this real?”

Eric smiled at his sister. “It’s real. Listen: thank you so much for taking care of James while I’m

away. I really appreciate it, and so does Jasmine.”

“You don’t have to thank me,” Lena said. “He’s my nephew. Besides, you’re over there defending

our freedom, Jasmine is doing her ‘doctors without borders’ thing. It’s the least I could do.”

“Still,” Eric said. “It’s cool of you.”

There was a moment of silence between them.

“Well, I’d better go,” Eric said.

“Okay,” Lena said. “I love you, big brother.”

“Love you too, little sister,” Eric said. “Bye.”

The call ended, and Lena sat in her chair, staring at the blank screen.




