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Gratitude is not only the greatest of virtues, but theasf all the others.

- CICERO

My sincere thanks to Dr. Fred Tarpley for his help with the collatreg novel project.



Each age, it is found, must write its own books; or rather,
each generation for the next succeeding.

- Ralph Waldo Emerson
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She sat for an eternity staring darkly into the drgskable mirror. How could her
life have come to this? She pursed her lips and placegudstion aside for the moment.
A ray of morning sunlight beamed through her window and génesch off a collection of
trophies scattered throughout the room. Staring pasefiection, she gazed at the row
of awards, gaudy and insignificant reminders of a forifeer $tanding as a giant among
the honors was the Class 4A Regional Swim Meet trdmg her final swim season.
She stared at the engraving on the trophy’s base and mahé&etthed word¥at Mo-
relli-2" Place A low moan escaped her lips. Her name, once woytihgsanow only
sounded pathetic and worthless. She cursed the flashy tél@nsce reddened and an-
ger overwhelmed her. Suddenly, she only wanted to yank tiosdade from the shelf and
throw it out the window. She wanted to watch it smagth a million pieces. Little bits
that could never be put back togettever!

Kat squeezed both eyes shut. When she opened them agaiophy still sat in
its place. She clenched both fists, furious at itginoad presence. Her mouth twisted
into a cruel smile. She would make sure it was gone sbasslone thing that she could
still do. It was one thing that would make her happy. 8ksed her head back and in-
haled deeply. An unnerving desperation crawled up her spireelowered her chin and
glanced down at her limbs. Gripping her body was a caliseptic, steel appliance. The
device imprisoned her. Kat panicked and shook the wheelgslaairis, but to no result.
Then laughter filled her head. She narrowed her braheasound. The laughter was
hauntingly familiar. She tossed a hard gaze back atefiection. Her mouth shook and
her chest heaved. Kat shuddered at the sight. Hertrefldaughed with an uncontrolla-
ble craziness.

She could hear herself, ignorant and pretentious, nkiwing she could end up
this way. The seemingly impossible had happened, though, #mdgaas going to
change that. The voices grew louder, so she thrustamels over her ears and clinched
her eyes tight. The noise turned into screams, antlesfan to grow faint. Just as every-
thing started to turn black, the sound of the school busis $twook her out of her trance,
and she pushed out of her chair, not thinking and obliviobhert@ondition. Her leg
trembled beneath her. She collapsed forward and hit hdrdmethe dresser as she fell in
a heap. At first she felt shock. She did not evenzeathat had happened. Then her
shock turned into despair. Kat was not thinking about theipdier head but rather the
pain in her heart as the carpet absorbed her tedes. lhg on the floor for a minute,
quivering like a baby between sobs, Kat realized the basstithhonking for her, so she
inched back toward her chair and climbed into it. She to@kmore look into the mirror,
wiping her eyes, shuddering as she saw her own sadnessdhenvering through the
house and out the door.

Finally, she was at the bus. The wheelchair ramp waad sitting there wait-
ing, mocking her. The toxic smell of the bus fumes gavealeadache. The driver,
rusty at the controls, helped her. “I haven’t had redasarse the ramp in a while,” he
said.

“Glad I could help,” Kat replied snidely, her head throbbing.

After a few minutes, Kat’s chair was strapped down, andbtisevas headed for
the school. There was only one other person on theathsy she immediately recog-
nized.



His name was Aiden. They had been very good friends wWisnwere younger.
However, when the popular kids had decided that his cenedsl was not cool, Kat
had become more wary of being around him. She never wihatto say or do. Their
relationship became strained until one day it seve@eat, Kat thoughtthis is going to
be an awkward year

Aiden had heard about what Kat had gone through over thesu In such a
small-town, it was difficult not to. Despite the dign she had shown him in the past, he
truly felt sorry for her. However, it would be nice tave someone else on the bus with
him. The bus driver was nice, but he was no converséiibrat least not with a teen-
ager. Aiden did not complain though. It was far bettantriding on the normal bus,
where his condition would be exploited. Aiden becameefd. Maybe his friendship
with Kat had a chance.

The bus ride was quiet and uncomfortable. Kat sat dtdbk of the bus, staring
at the graffiti on the seat in front of her. She wid really care iSam hearts Johar if
Mrs. Hopkins stinksbut as long as her eyes were not wandering, thereawaaynthey
would ever come across Aiden’s. She didn’t want hinremler so broken. People tend
to think it is their job to put someone back togethed, stve did not want anyone’s pity.

As the bus rounded a corner, the driver hit an enormousofetkat’s books
flew from her lap, hit the floor of the bus, and weidisf forward as the driver slammed
on the brakes. The books stopped right beside Aiden’sSkeathought the universe
must have hated her; there was no way something likeolidd have happened by acci-
dent. She sat there, her eyes fixed like magnets dmoibles. She focused on them as if
she were going to use some kind of supernatural power  thedm back to her seat.
She was immobile. She sat there, growing irritatet ivdrself and with this new com-
pletely pathetic manner she carried. In times like #he, questioned her mother and
father’s decision to remove her leg. She wonderddhtihg the cancer was worth being
alive. She would never be the same person that shprneaso the amputation, so what
was the point in existing in a world where she could edbdrself?

When the driver stopped the bus, he got up to get Kat’'s bowkisedp her down
the wheelchair lift, saving her from having to interaghvAiden.

As Kat rolled toward the door, she could smell the indaistieaner and the
school's version of a balanced breakfast. The lousenof hundreds of teenagers talking
over each other could be heard from inside. Memoriéiseolast three years of high
school flooded her mind. It used to be fun to come intacHfeteria for breakfast and to
chat with everyone. Now things would be completelyedéht. Isolated from her friends,
she wondered what they would say . . . if they wouldasgyhing at all.

Bracing herself with one last deep breath, she rofezligh the door. She kept
her eyes glued to the ground in an attempt to come in isedoWith her head down, she
did not notice that she was too close to a cart loadgdstacks of dirty breakfast trays.
With one hard push of her wheels, she rammed straigghthe cart. What happened next
was out of her control. Every tray on the cart wantreling to the floor, and in an in-
stant, the room was silent.

Kat sat center stage for all to see.
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The momentary silence lasted long enough for Kat ticateeyes turn her way.
Some students began laughing behind cupped hands. The jocks clappeidiardds

Don’t cry. That is not an option.

Kat’s heart sank. She tried desperately to keep a dtifaicgy but her lips quiv-
ered uncontrollably. She squeezed her eyes tight and suddemynbered the last time
she heard real applause. It was a year ago last February

*k*

“Next up is the junior girls’ Class 4A Regional competi.”

A nasal male voice boomed through the Bose wall speask@ategically mounted
every fifty feet in the Townsend Sports Complex aquagmter. The indoor complex,
built in 2008, housed a turf practice field, a first-clagsghit room, and an Olympic size
pool.

The home stands erupted with claps and shouts at therazement.

Kat turned and stared at the excited crowd.

They’re cheering for me.

She scanned the stands with a smirk. She knew her meatement was
watched, admired, and envied. Her eyes darted past hertdsddriends and stopped on
seat C-16. The smirk disappeared. The seat, her fadeatswas, of course, empty. His
familiar gray-streaked hair and handsome face were e@ntb be seen.

What's the point? Of course, he isn’'t here! I'm sure that diseasedjtiof a step-
mom has him helping her. How could he break his promise?

Plopping on the bench, Kat pushed the buds of her iPotiéntears and tried to
drown out her frustration and rage. She closed heragnagined the upcoming race.
After a few seconds, a broad smile stretched acradade In her mind, she held the
junior girls’ freestyle first place trophy.

Too bad for everyone else that I'm the best swimmer. Everyona kinaw\When
| shove my trophy in my father’s face, he will be sorry that he tsthow up like he
promised.

“The first race is the one hundred meter freestyle.”

The announcement snapped Kat from her daydream. She yaekeads from
her ear and hurried over to her assigned lane. Climbingtbatstarting platform, she
shivered with nervousness, and her mind drifted away.

Maybe he got here late.

She looked back at C-16 one last time.

Empty.

He will be sorry.

The shrill starting whistle blew, the timers clicked and the race began.

Instinctively, Kat’'s body extended out from the fdam.

Did | jump the gun?

Was | too slow?

Her body flew through the air; then there was a marogheautiful silence as
the water swallowed the noise.



Kat’'s head erupted through the water’s surface. She gaspéshbreath of air.
Her arms flew like a windmill and cut the surface petyecill around, bodies smacked
against the water, legs pushed, and hands pulled at theesurfa

Focus. Stay strong. Take even strokes.

Out of the corner of her eye, she glimpsed her biggespetitor quickly gaining
ground on her.

Miss “Show Off” from the big city couldn’t beat me last year, andwebe't this
year either.

Wasting no time, Kat kicked it up a notch and moved fastfaster.

Where is it?

Then her hands hit the wall. She flipped backwards and pushtxt the second
lap still in the lead by only a few strokes.

Let’s go, Kat!

She mustered up every last bit of stamina with an ald.tRast pains, hurts, bro-
ken promises, her mother’s death and her father’'s absg¢inuished back at her. She
channeled the anger into her legs, and her arms sped erdrioe. She kept her lead,
but her competitor wasn't letting up either. The compesttepeed increased with Kat’s
surge. The girl matched Kat stroke for stroke.

It will be up to the camera. But, | can’t lose; | never lose., idag deeper!

Ten meters.

Five meters.

Two meters.

With one last strong kick, Kat stretched for and touchedsthooth concrete wall.
The Cedar Lake crowd exploded. Kat shot from the water.pfoished the goggles from
her eyes and shook the water from her face. Her inaadally swiveled for the score-
board. The board’s bright red numbers illuminated thefia of the pool. Her expression
dropped. She stared in disbelief at the second slotemaaime.

Second?

How?

| lost! It's all his fault; he should have been here so | could coratenand not
worry. He promised. Myealmother should be here with my dad. | hate Carol. Tiedp-
less cry baby is probably asleep, and she doesn’'t even know that he's ther

Kat stared back at the water, seething.

| hate her.
| hate her.

*k%k

“Kat, you did so well.”

Kat glanced up momentarily and then continued to toweleafflegs, ignoring the
mousey girl with curly brunette hair and glasses pushingyan a wheelchair.

This is all I need right now, a nerd and a cripple

“It was an exciting finish,” the girl cooed.
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Kat straightened, wrapped the towel around her shouldetstared at the pair,
thinking.

That's Tracie Parker

“Really exciting.”

Tracie Parker was Kat’s best friend back in junior higlit they had drifted apart
when they both entered high school.

“Tracie?”

Tracie shook her head excitedly.

Kat stared back at the wheelchair and frowned.

It's that weirdo, cerebral palsy guy, Aiden Steele.

Kat gave Aiden a fake smile.

Why are they talking to me? Tracie still wears her “fat pangtl the last thing
| want is for everybody to think I'm friends with Mr. Spastic Boljis is so uncool.

Tracie stepped back. Her eyes drooped at the obvious inginaeKat’'s smile.

What?Kat thought.You are a pathetic little thing. You would think that three
years in high school would change a girl from “drab” to “fab,” but she isl $hie same
old “Plain Jane” Tracie. At least she could put in a little effiorthe morning. Her po-
nytail makes her look like a third grader. And she needs to losedhatra 'round her
neck. Could she look any dorkier?

Almost in a whisper Tracie stammeréd just wanted to say co . . . congratula-
tions.”

“Yeah, me too, “offered Aiden.

Yeah, whatever.

Sneering, Kat mumbled, “Thanks.” Then she turned and wWalkey, wonder-
ing.

| have spent three years avoiding Tracie unless | want to copy her hoknewor
and no one has any idea that | even know Aiden! Why would they bug me now?

“Wait,” Tracie shouted out.

Kat looked back over her shoulder.

Tracie fidgeted with a lonely strand of curly hair thainth quite make the pony-
tail. “Well... 1 was wondering if | could take your pictui@ the yearbook. We could
send one to your father, too, if you want. | remember yrmuw mom always kept a
scrapbook of your awards. | figure your father probably wokddpictures to add . . ..”

“He doesn'’t really do that anymore,” Kat interrupteccaatically and said, “He’s
too busy with my step-mom these days.”

“Oh,” Tracie said softly. “Well, maybe . . ..”

“Look, | have to change. Take someone else’s pictumebusy,” Kat said
sharply.

Tracie nodded. “Another time, maybe,” she whispered.

Aiden glanced nervously between the two girls.

Kat flipped her head around and escaped through the dressinglooonignor-
ing Tracie’s gaping mouth and hurt, offended eyes.

If you're lucky, but don’t count on iKat laughed to herself. She thought about
turning and giving Tracie one more fake smile but decidedrasby words would
probably suffice.
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The slamming door shattered the silence of the seenmamgbyy Morelli house.
The violent vibration jarred Kat'’s last fond memoryhet former family from the wall.
The picture rocked once on its hanger and spiraled Ilgitenard the floor. Kat, crim-
son-cheeked and shaking, stood in the hallway, helpldks &sst remnant of her
mother’s place in Carol's house crashed against génddibr.

“Katherine?” called her father. “What are you doing? Catoying to sleep.
She’s had a rough day.”

“Well, we wouldn’t want to wake Her Majesty,” Kat mumdlearcastically and
then dropped to her knees, shaken by the broken framet fksah escaped her lips, and
tears welled in her eyes.

“Katherine Morelli, what a thing to say.”

Kat ignored her father’s soft admonishment and gingadked up the now tat-
tered photo and shards of broken glass. Through her gkssyste gazed upon the
smiling faces of the family that she had loved dearheyrall looked so happy, and it
filled Kat's heart with sorrow. She barely recognizedself as the young girl with the
brilliant grin.

Donald peeked around the corner and whispered authoritatiVéhat're you
doing? Didn’t you hear me? What happened?”

As her father entered the room, she hastily foldedrtdmoir and tucked it away
in her pocket.

Piecing together her father’s words and expression, alifgger rushed back, and
she shot a menacing glare at him.

“Nothing, Father,” Kat said as she pushed past and stornetlentroom. She
threw her things onto her bed, chunked the glass ietog¢hrby waste basket, and turned
to find her father standing in the doorway.

“Kat, let’s not start this right now . . . it's Igtehe said as he rubbed at tired,
bloodshot eyes. She noticed new creases all acrofschjgprobably from how hard he’'d
been working . . ., but this was no time for sympathy.

“Well, this could have been avoided if you had kept your pgerthis afternoon
instead of staying home babying that cripple!”

A flicker of pain spread across her father’s face. igbesl. “That was completely
uncalled for, Katherine. Howare you say something like that about Carol? It's not her
fault she’s sick. She loves you like you're her owre’Shhe closest thing to a mother
you have now.”

Then Kat lashed out, “Shetleverbe my mother! Stop trying to compare them.
Ever since Mom died, it feels like you've been tryingeplace her with this gimp. I'm
sick of it! Why is it always about Carol? I'm tired alfvays being put last. You always
break your promises. Quit telling me you’re going to be sameee when you know that
you’d rather be tending to Carol's constant needs.”

“What are you talking about?”

“l had a swim meet this afternoon,” snapped Kat.
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Donald’s head drooped. “Oh, Kat . . . I'm so sorry thaasn'’t there, but still . . .
I will not have you speaking about Carol that way i thouse!”

Kat felt an uncomfortable twinge just below the kneeesfléft leg, but she
pushed it out of her mind. She was determined not to ldatiear win this argument.

“There you go again. She’s all you care about. Why cangetéhrough a con-
versation without you mentioning her? Life was so mugtielo when she wasn't here.”

“Kat, what would your mother think if she could see the way're acting right
now?”

Her father’s words struck a nerve, and Kat was filletth\iemorse.

What would my mom think? She would be more sympathetic towards Carol. She
would be more understanding. She would never lose her temper like ttesbemever
had to deal with anything like this.

“But it doesn't ma - ,”

All of a sudden, a stabbing pain shot through her leg. Sheedinoticeably and
turned pale. Every nerve ending on the left side of hdy bas on fire. She clutched at
her left shin and inhaled painfully.

“Kat! What's wrong?”

Kat narrowed her eyes at her father and limped towarddbe

“Nothing, | can take care of myself. | do it all the &#mow, anyway.”

She tried to slam the door, but her father’s foot caiight

“No, Kat. We’re going to talk about this right now. I'not going to let you shut
me out.”

The pain intensified. Kat doubled over moaning.

“Kat?” he asked as he pushed the door open and crouched baside h

“It's nothing,” she said. “My leg always hurts after aet but never this bad be-
fore. I'll be fine, just leave me alone.”

“How long has it been hurting like this?”

“It's been bothering me on and off since last December.”

“Why haven'’t you told me this sooner?”

“You were too busy taking care of your precious Carol.”

“We're not talking about Carol anymore. You should have madd this could be
serious. We're going to get it checked out right now.”
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The waiting room of Cedar Lake Memorial Hospital wa®eber place full of
grim-faced patients. Kat reluctantly picked a seat irsd@uded corner of the dimly lit
waiting room.

As her father walked to the sign-in window, a frailezly man with a hacking
cough made his way toward her. His sunken eyes stoazhdus lifeless face. As the
gaunt man gingerly lowered himself into the tacky vinyt set to her, he accidentally
brushed his hand against Kat’s. She quickly jerked her &amg from his, causing the
man to fall into the seat.

“Oh! I'm sorry,” he apologized hoarsely.

“Uh, seriously?” Kat snapped in response and then shiftel@dpeto face away
from the man.

The man’s face dropped in embarrassment.

Kat ignored the man and continued scanning through the foothaold issue of
Good Housekeepingloments later, a friendly woman clothed in Snoogrylss ap-
peared around the corner.

“Mr. Jenkins, we will see you now. “

The old man arose from his seat, struggling, and shufflegl. d¢e glared as he
disappeared around the corner.

Ugh, I hate this place. All these disgusting, sick pedfd¢ thought as she
scanned the roonThey act like everyone owes them something. I'm so glad I'kaot
these freaks.

Her eyes fell on the middle-aged woman with an oxygek dad several tubes
protruding from her listless body. She shuddered at thé sigh

| don’t understand why Dad brought me here. This is stupid.

Moments later, Kat’s father strode swiftly from tihent desk to the chair that Mr.
Jenkins had occupied. He turned to speak to Kat, but sheujtiedl him with a torrent of
complaints.

“Dad, this place is gross. | mean, do you even know wé® iwthat chair before
you? | don’t know why you insisted on bringing me here. Naths even wrong with
me!”

“Kat, stop it and just calm down. The doctor simply needsin an MRI on you.”

Kat began to panic. “I'm not doing it. Take me home.”

“Don’t start with me. You need to have this done.”

“No, | don't!” her voice rose, and people began to stare

Kat hoped if she made a scene, he would allow heateléHe wouldn’t want to
be part of a spectacle in the hospital where he worked.

She jumped to her feet. “I'm leaving. Give me the keysE demanded.

The woman in the Snoopy scrubs reappeared. She glanded letk of uncer-
tainty from Dr. Morelli to Kat.

“Kathryn Morelli, will you please come this way?”

Dr. Morelli smiled and nodded in relief at the nurse.

Kat sighed and rolled her eyes. “Fine, let’s just getghipid thing over with.”

Kat grew more nervous with every step toward the Mighr.

16



Surely I'm not sickShe tried to reassure hersdlhere isn’'t anything wrong.
MRIs aren’t just for sick people. They can be for anything.

*k%k

The MRI room was a desolate beige color. Machinerylleeery wall except
one, where a cart held bedding materials, headrests, lagrdne¢dical supplies. The
nurse in Snoopy scrubs asked Kat to remove all ofevezljy and anything else that had
metal in or on it. Kat did as she was told, unfasteningibeklace and earrings, and
handing them all to the nurse.

“This will take about an hour, Kat. Just relax, closaryeyes, and stay as still as
you can. Would you like to listen to music during the test?

“Uh, no,” Kat said, snottily. “Think of how many other pd®, with diseases and
crap, have had those headphones in their ears!”

The nurse hid a scowl and motioned for Kat to climb enéoMRIbed. Kat ex-
haled reluctantly and did as instructed.

The bed was pulled into the large white tube where théwtiild take place.
The giant tube engulfed Kat's petite body and madedwrcfaustrophobic. Her ears
rang, and she struggled to breathe.

Once she was alone in the MRI tube, Kat began to tale dieep breaths to calm
herself. She opened her eyes and saw that her noseesasnches from the top of the
scanner. Her panic quickly returned.

The scan started. The knocking of the machine sounded kkampede of horses
running over her. Kat winced. Persistent and crazy thoughesl through her head.

Do I really have something wrong with me?

Dad is a doctor. And he seems really worried about my leg.

What if this ruins my swimming?

Surely it's not that bad, like cancer or something.

| mean, people have MRIs for torn ACLs, and other things, too.
I'll be back to swimming in no time.

But what if it is cancer?

Will I have to go through chemotherapy or whatever and lose my hair?

What will people think?

They’ll all laugh at me!

And then I'll be just as disgusting as all those people in the waiting room

A chill crawled down her spine. She shuddered and thought.a¥évkins.

Take a deep breath, Kaghe warnedou’re the star of the swimming team. So
this is just a waste of money.

She lay there for what seemed like hours, alone...knowlbgjieving...then
praying that nothing bad could happen to her.

17



*k%k

Afterward, Kat slid from the table and retrieved her jeyveéShe began to put her
earrings on and rearranged her hair. She stomped out ricime still angry that her fa-
ther had made her take the MRI

Back in the waiting room, she paused impatiently and Bedrfor her father. She
found him standing on the other side of the glass withaithe hospital doctors. Both
men stared intently at a computer screen. Kat bit dawmeo bottom lip. Her fathers face
showed sudden concern. Kat rolled her eyes.

Dad'’s overreacting again.

Dr. Morelli glanced up at the doctor, mouthed a questiosh tlagn tossed a quick
glance at Kat. She frowned. His face was a tangteixéd emotions. Kat had no clue as
to what the doctor said in response, but the look ordtieerfs face told her all she
needed to know. Her heart dropped into her stomach.

Something was terribly wrong.
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I've got to get out of this madhouse.

Kat burst through the glass front doors of the hospitdl carelessly collided with
an elderly woman pulling an oxygen tank.

Waiting impatiently at her father’'s new car, Kat staokhkly at her reflection in
the window.
What could possibly be wrong with me? There’s no way I'm like Carol.

Her thoughts were suddenly interrupted by the sound of har fattocking the
car. She slid into the front seat and slammed the doberadistressed father approached
the vehicle. Her father got in the car and momentatdyed at her, his eyes expressing a
combination of worry and confusion. Annoyed at the sdei@t put in her ear buds,
cranked up the volume on her iPod, and set her foreheatsttie cool glass of the win-
dow.

Kat noticed her father staring at the steering wheelysimked out her ear buds
and snapped, “Why haven't you started the car?”

“Sorry, just thinking,” he muttered as he turned the key.

“Less thinking, more driving!” Kat snarled. “I'd like to gettne before I'm
fifty.”

*k%k

After a painfully long, silent drive, her father punchedhe code to enter their
gated community. In the distance, Kat spotted the fasilyb-story Victorian home,
nestled in between numerous oak trees at the back ofitue-sac. The house sat almost
secluded from the rest of the outside world. It had beere for a very long time, and it
didn’t really match the rest of the neighborhood duistage. The vast lawn had been
freshly mowed, and the graceful rosebushes lay wondtenfubloom.

Kat’s father pulled into the driveway and cut off thgiee. He hesitated and
spoke softly, “Kat, we need to talk.” She rolled her eyms responded with a slam of the
car door.

Kat stormed through the front door of their house aadagd in the living room
to find Carol helplessly sitting in her motorized wheeicHahe stared at the television;
the overly-enthusiastic voice of a reality show Haated in the background.

That's disgusting. Look at that charity case, sitting there waitingripfather to
cater to her every last need. She’s barely human.

“Hey, how did everything go?” asked Carol.

Kat glared back and replied, “As if you care!” She ihafied the room but not
before noting Carol’'s pain-stricken face. As she stampethe stairs to her room, Kat
considered Carol's hurt expression.

What a fake! How can that pasty-skinned freak pretend to care about mé when
know she’s only asking to please my dad. | don’t even know how my dpdssérly
stand her! What does he see in her? Her matted hair is the color ofaeess, her eyes
are sunken into her face, and | don’t even want to think about her drooling ptoblem
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Kat’'s anger ceased when she reached the door to herltogas her personal
haven from the rest of her problem-filled world. Shergakethe door and stepped from
the hardwood floor onto her plush carpet.

Peace and quiet at last.

She closed her door and then took a few seconds to stucdyolner r

On the caramel-colored wall to her right, she casgftit of her green memory
board that framed the collage of pictures capturing theséing seconds of happiness
throughout her life. Her eyes paused for a second onghe@in the center; it was of
her and her mother, taken a few weeks before she Sledglanced at another picture,
one of her holding the golden first-place trophy fromvarsmeet last year. She then
looked to her left and noticed the laptop that restedeomlésk.

Kat sat down at her desk with the intention of ditirg herself on Facebook but
was interrupted by the flash of her reflection intheror hanging above the desk.

Just look at me; there is no possible way anything can be wrong withooé. |
perfectly fine. If something were truly wrong with me, wouldh#& hble to tell? | would
probably look more like that vile Carol.

Kat continued to stare at herself. First, she rarfihgers through her long dark-
brown hair. She had always wished that her hair ha@ som of curl, but it didn’t.
Board-straight was all she ever got from it. Fromeheer eyes skated across her flaw-
less olive skin. Kat then stared directly into her @yas.

Why does everything always happen to me? | mean, my mom died, and then my
“loving” father remarried a chick well on her way to becoming a vabk, and, as if
things couldn’t get worse, | was forced to lie in a tube for tedie@ause | might have
something wrong with me. But what if there really is something wrdghgne? What
does that mean? Will | still be able to swim? Or will | end up @arol?

A tear raced down her cheek and dripped on the glass togy desk. Kat sprang
out of the chair, upset with herself for having acteddilseared child. She unexpectedly
fell to the floor, besieged by a piercing pain that felifé were trying to escape her very
bones. She hugged her aching leg to her chest and wishddtpdwinge would go
away as abruptly as it had come.

After a few seconds passed and the pain subsided, kadherself up off the
floor. She ambled to the bathroom cautiously, not wgrtbngive her body any excuse to
punish her with the previous moment’s torture again.

Kat decided that a shower would be the perfect thinglta ber down. She
grabbed a towel out of the cabinet by the sink and startesdter. When she stepped in,
she instantly felt her taut muscles relax as the waater glided down her skin and mas-
saged away her troubles.

See, I'm fine. All this stress of worrying whether somethimgaosg with me has
only caused me to imagine pain in my leg. But it's fine. Nothinggagwvith me. It's
only my imagination. | need to calm down and quit freaking myself out abgut thi

After her shower, Kat pulled on her favorite pajamds White and lavender
flannel set was comfy and warm, a gift from her fatast Christmas.

Just as Kat exited the bathroom, someone knocked on heobedoor. She
knew it could be only her father. Carol didn’t come upstanymore after she was put in
a wheelchair. Her father had relocated their bedroom dewsiso make things more ac-
cessible for Carol.
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“Kat, | know that today was hard on you, but | am glad weat. It was a good
thing, actually,” her father said as he walked throughdtiee and placed his hand on
Kat’s shoulder.

She shrugged off his hand and replied, “Look, there’semal to worry, Dad. I'm
fine.”

“I hope you're right, Kat, but we need to considergbssibility that you're not.”

“No, Dad! Just stop! | don't feel sick! Do | look sickid! So why are you so
dead-set on finding something wrong with me?” Kat irritablylied.

“Kat, something strange showed up on your MRL.”

“You're wrong! You probably imagined seeing something oniR¢ because
you’re paranoid. Newsflash, Dad, there is nothing wroitly mie. I’'m good to go! There
is no way what you saw on my MRI was correct!” Kagply was frantic as she fought
for denial.

Donald’s tone turned soothing and calm as he replied, fKatpe you're right
and nothing is wrong, but | have been a doctor for twembyyears, and | know when |
see something irregular on an MRI. It showed a dark spgoor leg. Now, we don'’t
know what it is just yet, but the sooner we figure i, the....”

Kat interrupted, “So you're telling me that something isng with me, but you
don’t know what? How can you even stand here, look nieeieye, and suggest some-
thing so serious when you-a doctor-can't even be sursatigething to be concerned
about?”

“We just need to be cautious right now, Kat. Just becaasdon’'t know something
is wrong doesn’t mean nothing is. | have scheduled a biopsyD& Thomas for Thurs-
day. You know him; he’s a great doctor and will take goad o&you. All he will do is
take out some tissue where we found the dark spot andts#fhébr further testing, and
I'll be there with you the whole time. When theuks come back, we’ll have a better
idea of what we’re dealing with.”

All Kat could do was stare helplessly at her fathmet ty to hold back the sob
that swelled in her throat and threatened to exposddegrest fears in its escape.
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The clear blue liquid rippled and swished placidly around Bzet. The Town-
send Sports Complex was empty and consequently echoedeXaty movement: every
swish of the water, every stifled scream, and espg@saéry miserable, convulsive, gut-
wrenching sob. They ripped through her, buckling her ovdreatvhist, her salty tears
mingling with the chlorine-filled pool water.

Why me?

A singular, self-pitying thought had dominated her musingsi®past hour and
a half. As she looked down at her regulation swimmingy doy now for some time, she
remembered what had happened when she’d tried to swim. &loeamaped up, pain
ripping through her lower left leg, and found she could ngdo swim. She had to dog-
paddle to the wall and crawl along it to the ladder songhddn’t drown. Even though
no one had been there to see, she’d still been maontaltyeembarrassed. She felt like
such a cripple!

It's not fair!

Yet another repeating thought that kept floating throughied. She might not
swim again for a very long time; she might not ever sagain!

No, that’s just silly.

I'll swim again.

They’ll treat me, I'll get over it, and I'll be back in the paola couple of months.

Her crying had simmered down to just a few tears whebdhging of the dou-
ble-doors behind her echoed around the aquatic center. Kaedthe noise, too upset to
turn around, and too angry to care. Instead, she sairigaus her feet as they dangled
in the water. She didn’t even hear the rolling of wheelshe tile, only the soft voice that
followed.

“Kat?”

The voice was kind but careful.

She whipped around to see who it was and groaned.

That freak.

Aiden Steele was sitting there in his chair, trying twklmto her angry eyes. He
was failing.

“What doyouwant?” Her voice was harsh and teasing, though it Wwasreffec-
tive as it could be. It had cracked, betraying the fadtttigawetness on her face and
redness of her eyes weren’t from swimming. She glarédrathis wavering willpower
clearly visible.

He looked down at her sadly, trying to smile and be dlierit was clearly hard
for him, especially after all the mean things she’d sahirtoover the years and the even
meaner looks she’d given. She felt the pity as it bubbpeand swallowed it back down
like an unwanted pill. Though she hated to remembeératethad been a time when they
had been friends, or at least friendlier than whew ¢joe into high school. His voice was
still soft, but he seemed to make it a little happier.

“Your dad said | could probably find you here.”
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“Why were you talking to my dad?” The question snapped atikeralwhip, the
pain clear on his face as he fought back the tears. He&ys been a sensitive kid, but he
seemed a little over-sensitive today. She watched himeowgplate, probably forming the
words just right in his mind. She got impatient and snapipedll, spit it out!”

He took a breath and plunged in, his words all running togettdg mom heard
your dad talking about your leg and asked him about it, andkhene.” He hesitated,
looking away, his voice dropping a level in volume; Kaitild barely hear him now. “I
just wanted to extend my well-wishes.”

Kat was shocked. Why would this kid who she’d made fun atiddessly want
to come and tell her to “get well soon.” It almost made regretful, but then she remem-
bered the worries about whether she would ever swinm @l the regret was gone.

“Well, you've said your sappy crap, so | guess I'll #agnk you,”she said. “Now
go away and leave me alone.”

Though her face was hard and mean, she couldn’t hiddueeolor of her de-
spondency. She turned away from him with a huff and dadeear the subtle squeak of
his chair turning around. When she didn’t, she calledtbettiears audible in her voice,
without turning around. “Well? Go away!” Her angry commaaldozd bitterly off the
tile walls.

Instead of the squeaky chair, she heard Aiden’s sadfevance more. “If you
need someone to talk to....” He didn’t finish the senteaaeof nervousness or implica-
tion she couldn't tell, and her answer was soft biltcstilous.

“Why would | everwant to talk toyou?

She imagined the pain that would flicker on his face ancketh Not soon
enough, she heard his chair finally recede from the poe) fading away into silence
until the door clicked open and closed with a clang. ®eceas gone, Kat dissolved
into tears once more.

*k%k

“Kat Morelli?” Her head jerked up from the out-of-datagazine she’d been star-
ing blankly at to see the plain-looking nurse in the degrwShe held a clipboard,
looking around with a stupid grin on her face. Her fattteod up beside her, and the
nurse fixed her gaze on Kat. “Dr. Gordon will see yow.ridder too-happy smile was
annoyingly bright and “in-your-face,” and it quickly got Kat’s last nerve. Kat stood
with an annoyed eye-roll and scoff, wiping the grin friw@ nurse’s face, and trod to-
ward her. She held the door open for Kat and her dad yaembered the sterile hallway
that would lead to Dr. Gordon’s room.They went into thiedtdoorway on the left, and
once they entered the room, Kat sat there, waitingeonhat fate would befall her.

This is all so meaningless. All they are going to do is give me pam medicine
and send me home. There is going to be no cancer, and I'm going to be gdleatck to
swimming, and I'll win first place with my dad finally watching frima sidelines. But
what if something is wrong and | end up like Carol? What will my frigmdk of me?
What if - ?

Just then Dr. Gordon came in with a grim look on hig fé an instant, all of
Kat’s denial was shattered with the difficult truth.
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“I'm afraid | have some bad news,” said Dr. Gordomyo “The biopsy results
have come in, and the mass in your leg is a type @ecaralled osteosarcoma.” Dr.
Gordon paused to check Kat'’s reaction, gazing carefuligamouth which had fallen
open unbidden. “There are a few treatment options...,” lledraff, seemingly unwill-
ing to continue. One look at Kat would tell exactly why.

Kat’s face was frozen with shock and confusion; first fmmemost, she didn’t
quite understand what it was.

Osteo..carma

“What's that?” Her voice was barely more than a whispe

“It's a form of cancer most common in teenagers dtbone cancer that....” His
voice faded into the background, her tumultuous thoughtsakegt his grim, serious
tone.

What?

Cancer?

But...it's not possible!

This can’t be happening to me, not me!

He has to be lying to me...this can’t be real...| must be having a nightmar

“What? You're kidding, right?” She knew she’d interrupted hird-sentence,
but she didn’t care. Tears started to well up in her agpdsshe fought them down. She
wasn't going to embarrass herself in front of this doste didn’t even know. She would
not cry, not here, not now! She pushed herself ofed@mination table forcefully.The
landing jarred her leg. She gritted her teeth and fougbugfh the angry tears that now
stained her cheeks.

“Kat, sit down please,” her father said, reaching oubtich her arm. She jerked
it angrily away.

“No, | need to get out of here now.” Kat shoved hendataside, hobbling toward
the door. Suddenly pain ripped through her left side, and sheledinscreaming in ag-
ony. Dr. Gordon and Donald rushed to her side. The doctor tdingndeg gently,
feeling for the center of the pain based on her scremmisher father brushed the hair
back from her face. She gave in to her wracking sobgydim throbbing through her leg.

“Kat, | need you to calm down. It's going to be okayt'$ see what Dr. Gordon
thinks we can do about this. We will get through it,” fagher tried to assure her, a
pained look still etched on his now discolored face. Bakia few deep breaths and
stood.

Why does everyone keep telling me it'll be okay?

Nothing’s ever going to be okay again!

What is everyone going to think?

What's going to happen to me?

Her thoughts were interrupted by the sound of Dr. Gordgergle voice.

“Well, Kat, there are a few treatment options aafalé. The best option | see for
right now is for you to schedule surgery as quickly asiplesto see how much of the
cancer we can remove. The next step would be cherapther

“If that doesn’t work, what are you going to do, cutmiy leg?” she snarled.

“Yes, Kat, amputation is certainly a possibility, big & last resort if we can’t
stop the spread of the cancer through surgery and chenmtlidfar a brief moment, his
serious composure made Kat realize that her life whsitr danger.
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She stared at her father. His pale face confirmed hes.fe
Oh, Dad, | need you now... more than I'll ever admit.
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“Group.”

| can’t believe | let my dad talk me into this.

“This is Kathryn Morelli.”

Group Therapy! Really?

“We want to make her feel welcome.”

Right now | could be out swimming, preparing for my next meet, insteadit
ting in this group with a bunch of whiny freaks . . ., but who am Ingd®di'm just like
them. Seriously, a one-legged swimmer? I'll be SURE to win the gold!

“ So, tell us about yourself, Kathryn,” chirped the all-t@oited therapist.

“Actually, it's Kat.”

Not that any of you really care. | know | don’t care about any of you.

“I'm here because my dad made me come, not because kheed i

“All right, | understand. Moving on, let’s start with opositives of the week.
Who would like to go first?”

At that moment, a boy with unkempt, shaggy hair entdreadoom, trying his
best to remain inconspicuous as he made his way towardslthempty seat left in the
circle.

“Well, there’s our first positive of the day — Davinshained us!” the therapist
beamed.

Kat sighed loudly.

Ugh, another one? Wait, | think | know that kid from somewhere, but Where

The monotonous voices from the group droned on and Katasished she could
be anywhere in the world but here.

*k%k

“Dad, are you on your way yet? I've been waiting foe past ten minutes. Let me
guess, you're too busy tending to Carol, right? What? Okayin'front. See you when
you decide to show up.”

Kat slammed the phone shut and furiously flung it tovilaedgrassy area next to
the sidewalk. Immediately she realized her mistake.

Way to go, Kat! Now how are you going to get the phone? Maybe you could just hop
on over there!

Tears of anger welled up, threatening to rush from hes. eye

No, I'm not going to cry.

Kat glanced up in embarrassment, the tears now spillingn ¢h@wcheeks, and Davin
was standing there holding her phone in his outstretchadl Havas at that moment that
Kat realized why he had looked familiar to her: for geaavin had received the brunt of
her sarcasm and hurtful remarks because he was &fttéHis goofy, tilting walk and
his incessant humming had made him the perfect target taaritbher friends.

“Oh,” Davin mumbled awkwardly, “here’s your phone.”

“Thanks, but | could have gotten it myself.”
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The silence in the air seemed impenetrable, but the sifubavin’s humming soon
pierced the veil.

“Why are you always humming? It’s really annoying!”

“Would you rather | whistle?” Davin asked, trying to lightée mood. After hand-
ing Kat her phone, Davin turned and began walking slowlyati@n suddenly spun
back around.

“So..., do you need a ride?” he asked, scratching his arm.

“From you? Sorry, but | don’t go for the desperate gugat shot back snob-
bishly.

But as Davin lowered his head and turned away, Kat was syddenérsed with
two unfamiliar feelings: guilt and shame.

That's weird. Why should | be feeling ANYTHING for him? Heétta freak
show; he’ll probably hum the entire way to my house . . ., but then, agaarknows
when my dad will show up! What if people see me with him? et iiniatters, my life’s
already over anyway.

“Uh, okay, | guess.”

Without bothering to wait for Kat, Davin began walkingveozd the parking lot.
Kat guided her wheelchair after him hesitantly, catchingyitip him as they approached
his truck. Davin unlocked the passenger door and attempted tidteyho immedi-
ately pushed him away.

“l can do it myself,” Kat sneered.

After watching Kat struggle into the truck, Davin loaded epwaheelchair in the
back and got behind the wheel. The silence was deafening) Bawvtentrated omot
humming.

Kat asked, “So, where did you get your truck?”

“My foster parents bought it for me.”

“Foster parents? What about your real ones?”

“Well ..., mymom...uh... sortof put me @p &doption when | was a kid.

“Why?” Kat asked, feigning interest.

“l don't like to talk about it,” Davin replied.

“Why?” Kat asked again, becoming more intrigued by his umwifiess to an-
swer her.

“Well ... uh...,|have Asperger’s.”

“What'’s that?”

“It's sort of like autism, but not really.”

It was obvious to Kat at that moment that the waurtismwas difficult for Davin
to even say out loud.

Davin interrupted her thoughts. “Yeah, but anyways, itiy Wtalk weird and
walk strange...and sometimes hum.” He glanced at Katantiy smile.

“Okay, that explains a lot!”

*k%k
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“That’s my house, the one at the back of the cittdat said as Davin turned into
the cul-de-sac. Davin carefully guided the truck into theegvay just as the front door
flew open, and Kat’s dad rushed down the sidewalk, keysnd.#he opened her door
to get out, and when her dad turned to see who it was)diaed for the first time the
grief and stress that had etched itself onto his faceh8t a brief feeling of remorse for
her actions of the past few months.

“Hey, Dad. Since it was getting late, | went aheati lzad Davin bring me home
— we go to school together.”

“Okay, well, thanks for taking care of my little gifthat was very kind of you.”

Once they were inside the house, Kat’s dad said, ‘ih,ig€at. | need to run back
to the office; something’s come up. I'll be back as sahaan, but it may be late.
There’s some pizza on the counter for you and Carol.”

“Wait, you're leaving again? | just got back! Don’t you wémhear about that
stupid session you forced me to attend?”

“Kat, I'm really sorry. Can we talk about it late¥?hy don't you talk to Carol
about it? I'm sorry . . . | have to go now.”

“Sure,” Kat snapped back sarcastically as the door séhshut behind her dad.

The whir of Carol's wheelchair came from the kitahand she made her way to
the dining room, struggling to balance the pizza box ondper |

“Hey, | bet you're hungry,” Carol said kindly.

“Not really,” Kat replied.

Great. Dad’s not here to help me, so I'm stuck! | suppose | coulapgebie stairs

to my room if | really tried . . ., but not with her pathet&rstboring holes into me.
“So, how'd the session go?” Carol asked timidly.
“Fine.”

“You know, Kat, | know you don’t like me. You don’t dese what’s happened
to you, but I think 1 understand a little bit about what yaistibe feeling. | can't replace
your mother, | understand that, and | want you to knowlttmanot trying to do that. But
if you ever need anything, or want to just talk, | hope you kihavalways here for
you.”

Tears filled Kat's eyes. “Um, thanks . . . ,” Katimbled sincerely.

What's wrong with me? When did | start having any feelings other than atymos
for this woman?

But the longer she sat there, all she could feel warskthiness and understand-
ing, and what's that . . . a touch of sympathy? The iadrer eyes spilled over, flowing
silently down her cheeks. “I — | have to go upstains. pretty tired; all this rolling
around really wears me out, you know?” Kat said hagtyyng to hide her face.

Carol smiled over at Kat in an understanding way ard] $akay, if you get
hungry or need anything else, I'll be here. Not too manyeglémr me to go, you know,”
she chuckled shyly. “Your dad will be home late, so €ll him not to wake you. And
Kat, thanks for listening.” With that, Carol made hexywto the dining table with a piece
of pizza on her lap, a smile on her face, and a igw ih her eye.

Great, now I’'m sympathizing with her . . . way to go.

Kat hauled herself out of her wheelchair and with ge#fatt hoisted herself up
the stairs to her bedroom. Without even changing hénedo she plopped down on her
bed and began to think about all of the new emotions athexperienced that day and all
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of the memories and new feelings that had surfaced keti.t She drifted off to sleep,
tears still staining her face.

*k%k

Kat awoke to a crash and shouting.

What time is it? Is Dad home yet? What was that?

“Kat!” her father shouted up the stairs.

Kat sat up and tried to clear her groggy head.

What's going on?

She heard her father talking to someone in urgent toneshb couldn’t make
out what he was saying. Trying to haul herself out obee, she heard the faint sound
of a siren wailing in the distance. Kat couldn’t evenklaoherently.

What the heck is going on?

The siren got louder and louder, finally stopping in frortt@fhouse. The front
door crashed open, and she heard her father shout, “Ifi here

Kat sat on the edge of her bed, frozen in fear. H&agteps thundered up the
stairs, her door burst open, and her father’s figure wasiilated in the doorway by the
hall’s light.

“Kat, I've got to go to the hospital,” her father satide fear obvious in his voice.
“Something’s happened to Carol!”
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The bright, piercing lights of the waiting room penetildt@at’s eyes as the reek
of rubbing alcohol, medicine, and sickness burned her nuang her head throb. The
chilly waiting room was an eerie place to be, espgcal3 a.m. Hesitantly, she leaned
into her father’s side and let herself relax againstdmse arm.

| can’t believe | feel this way . . ., but | really hope Caloésn’'t—

Kat couldn’'t complete the sentence and shuddered atabght. Her father
shrugged out of his coat and placed it around Kat’s shoul@kesstole a look at his
eyes—worn, tired, and tear-stained. Feeling a pang ofreemiat took her father’s hand
on impulse and gave it a squeeze. She hadn't felt thae ¢dbhim since she was his little
princess.

“Dad ..., we cando this. . . together.”

“I know we can, Kat,” he said as he squeezed her hand.

With a moment of silence between them, Kat turnedatiention again to the
pain in her head.

My head’s pounding like someone’s slamming it with a sledge hammevh{But
Could it be my conscience?

Why is everything so mixed up and confusing?

Do | really care about Carol?

*k*

A doctor entered the waiting room and looked around untipb#exd Carol’s
family.

“Dr.Morelli, may | speak with you in private?”

“No, you can say it in front of both of us,” repliedr Hather, glancing into Kat’'s
eyes.

“Yes, of course. Carol's fine, but she needs to stay uatfor a few days to in-
sure that she has no further complications. She’s lsatzare related to her MS. You can
go back and visit her if you like. Family seems to bebd® medicine after this kind of
event.”

“You go ahead, Dad. I'll wait here,” replied Kat in a mtone voice.

With slanted lips of disappointment, her father glaineeher and asked, “Are you
sure?”

Kat nodded, then watched the doctor and her father exwé#iting room through
the double white doors. Alone, she pondered her relationsthipCarol.

Has she really been all that bad to me? | mean, she’s treatedmmlly since
my diagnosis.

No, she’s been—that freak has always been out to get me. She sits arolayd all
and takes all my dad’s time and money.

But aren’t | doing the same thing now?

No, no, she’s different.
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Or is she?
Why is this happening to me?

*k*

The next morning at breakfast, Kat's father said sbhimgtshe hadn’t expected to
come out of his mouth: “Would you like to go visit your imerttoday?”

Kat looked at him, one eyebrow slightly higher thaa other. “You know, |
wouldlike to do that.”

At a florist’s shop, they bought a bouquet of flowergnhat the cemetery they
slowly made their way to her mother’s headstone.

“I know you didn’t want this to happen, Kat, but there am@e things in life we
just can’t control.”

Kat saw a tear slide down her strong father’s sofekhe

“I know, Dad, and I’'m sorry for the way I've been actilately. | just, | just miss
Mom, and | don’t see Carol as my real mom, and sonesti don’t know how to handle
myself.”

“I've noticed that, and I'm sorry | wasn't always atuycswim meets. | haven't
always been the best dad, but no matter what, I'll ydviee your dad, and your mother
will always be your mother. | realize it's hard fayuyand Carol to understand each other,
but maybe you can try treating her like a friend, nobanmNo matter what happens,
though, you'll always be my sweet, precious daughter.”

There was a long pause until Kat broke the silenceu'té right. If Caro—when
Carol makes it out of this, | promise I'll treat her bettiepromise I'll be a better daugh-
ter.”

Suddenly, her dad’s pocket vibrated, and he pulled out hipluatie.

“Hello? Okay, we’re on our way.”

“Let’s go, Kat. That was the doctor. Carol’'s staldbe’s asking for us.”

Kat looked at her mom'’s headstone one last time, thige turned her wheels and
headed to the car.

*k*

Back at the hospital, Kat and her father stood beSatel, who was barely
awake. Kat’s father took Carol's hand in his and sighedhddy said anything. The heart
monitor was the only thing they needed to hear.

*k*
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The following day when Kat and her father arrived athbspital, Carol's doctor
greeted them in the waiting room, saying, “Carol's awake and seems to be improv-
ing, but we want to keep her another night for observétion.

“So, can we see her now?” Kat’s father asked.

“Yes, but she wants to see your daughter first,” theataaid, making eye con-
tact with Kat. Blinking uneasily at the doctor’s piegigaze, Kat slowly rolled after him
as he led her to Carol's room.

Why does she want to see me?

What will | say?

*k*

Looking lifeless, Carol lay on her bed, her skin asypastthe white walls.
Stunned, Kat stopped in the doorway. Flushed with a meafdhe last moment she had
seen her mother, Kat felt her throat tighten, and sladlaved the pain. The air tensed
around her as the beeping of the machines grew deafening.

“Carol?” Kat whispered.

“Hello, Kat.”

Carol weakly smiled as Kat rolled to her bedside. $hagaching out her hand,
Kat placed it on Carol's. Carol opened her mouth to sga#kiKat cut her off.

“So, are you okay?”

“Yes, I'll be okay. Seizures could happen from time neetnow. | just have to
live with them.”

Why is she so calm about all this?

I’d be freaking out. mfreaking out!

“Look, | know it seems that | don'’t like you, but | wayou to know that I'm here
for you just like you're here for me,” Kat said hesitantl know you said you would
listen, so | just want to say I'm sorry.”

Carol's eyes brightened.

A knock at the door interrupted the moment. Her fapieerked in, pausing for
recognition.

“Carol?” he called softly as he walked toward her bed.

“Um, you guys can talk,” Kat mumbled awkwardly, making Wway to the wait-
ing room.

*k*

Back home in her room again, Kat felt tears rolling ddwr cheeks.
I’'m really trying to work things out with Dad and Carol, but how can | loe to
them after everything they’ve put me through?
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Wait . . ., what reason do | have to blame them?
She lifted her hand to her bedside table, grabbed her phwhdjsded a number
written on a scrap of paper. Her hand shook as if ateDavin's problem.

*k*

“Take me to your leader!” an alien voice cried whet'&K&ther opened the door.
He stared at the boy on the other side.

“I'm from Kat’s therapy class,” Davin explained, chuokj a little. “She called
and commanded me to be her friend. I'm Davin, by the wdg.taised his hand in a
mock salute, his hand wobbling only a little.

Her father laughed. “That makes sense. Her Majestyiddesd need a friend.
She’s upstairs, first door on your left.”

Davin stumbled in, then paused. “Kat has only one legtblieher father, as if he
hadn’t noticed.

Dr. Morelli shrugged. “Yes, and she also has a hard head.”

Davin laughed and climbed the stairs, humming softly. Wieefoind the right
door, he knocked, calling, “Oh, mighty one, | am not worthwyt, might | ask an audi-
ence?”

“Cut that out. This isn’t funny.”

When Davin opened the door, Kat sat up. Her hair stoodaeifrem tossing and
turning, and her nose was runny, her eyes puffy and red.

“It looks pretty funny from here, Gimpy,” he winked befambling over to sit
where her leg should have been, ignoring her glare. “&/bp®”

Kat’s story flooded out—everything from all the past unlyapmonths. She cried
on his shoulder as he listened, humming and patting her back.

When she was done, she looked up at him, expecting tode fomraof and
laughed at.

The silence was deafening, and she suddenly missed his obnaxioosng.

“So what'’s the problem?” Davin asked when he realibedexpected him to
console her.

Kat groaned, “Ishis what friends are for?”

“I try,” Davin interrupted. “I heard you the first timKat. | just don’t think you
have a problem. Well, not a big problem anyway.”

She frowned at him.

He sighed. “Look, your father loves you. That’s vepparent because he tries so
hard for youand Carol. You shouldn’t be mad at him just because hd'pedect. The
only outcomes from that are a headache and a brokely.fam

“As for Carol, she’s not trying to take your mother’ag#. She just wants a place
in your life. Why don't you give it to her?

“And the whole make-fun-of-handicapped-people routinmmature. We're just
like you, and we’ll forgive you because you're one ofarg] we understand what you're
going through. So forget it, and be happy!”
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It wasn’t the most touching speech in history, and ldeshaitered a lot, but she
knew what he meant.

“l can’'t,” Kat mumbled, looking down at her hands.

“Why not?” Davin cooed gently. When she didn’t answergtiened. “I know
why. You're stubborn, and you can’t stand to be the opeitgyourself out there, but no
one is trying to shoot you down, Kat. Just go for it!”

She opened her mouth, forming a reply in her mind, hutatleer’s voice cut her
short.

“Kat!” he shouted from downstairs. “I’'m going to visiaf®l. She’s awake!”

A smile burst onto her face as she looked at Davin, wd®making shoo-ing
motions with his hands.

“Dad! Wait! | want to go, too!” she yelled, scooting tfe bed and hopping
around her room, quickly grabbing her hairbrush and shoe.

There was silence downstairs before her fathex,disbelieving voice, called
back, “Really?”

*k*

In his truck, Davin and Kat followed her father to tlwsital to see Carol. After
a silence, Davin asked shyly, “Maybe afterwards, do you twagb get some ice cream
or something?”

| used to make fun of this guy, and here he is asking me to ge ge¢an . . .,
and | want to say yes?!

“So, what do you think, Kat? Maybe while we have icanrewe can talk about
school? Are you ready for Monday?”

Kat didn’t answer, but her face revealed her anxiety.

Oh, school! | forgot!

What will people think when they see me?
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The applause that echoed in Kat's head brought a morgesmséle to her face be-
fore a sudden wave of laughter jolted her back to reality.

Suddenly someone yelled out, “Way to go, cripple!”

Kat looked down to hide her face flushed with embarrassm

“My God, is that Kat?” a familiar voice echoed acrdss hall.

How did this happen to me?

Breakfast trays were scattered everywhere. Kat lodk&dh to see bits of soggy
pancake lying in her lap and her hair doused with chocoldke &fie wiped her face of
food and tears. From the corner of her tear-glistenedstye saw Aiden wheeling over
with a handful of napkins.

“Looks like you missed your mouth,” Aiden said. His crookedle brought back
memories of their past friendship.

Kat took the napkins and chuckled, smiling for the firsietthat day. Skepti-
cally, Kat questioned, “Why are you being so nice to me?”

“Well, doesn't it suck?” Aiden asked.

“Thanks for the napkins,” Kat answered as she wipeddbeymess from her
shirt.

Minutes later, Traci appeared at her side and gently mediboward the door,
“Come on; let’s go get you cleaned up.”

“I think the nurse will have some extra clothes,” Aidaid sympathetically.

*k%k

Reaching the nurse’s office, Kat felt relief that tteres from the student body
had ceased.

Aiden asked, “You all right from here?

“Yeah, go ahead,” Kat nervously replied.

Aiden and Traci left Kat at the nurse’s doorway.

Entering the nurse’s office, Kat found a familiar féiogering inside.

Davin grinned at the sight of her and her new look. “Wiyoa sure look pretty
today,” he said. His tease didn't help the situatiarKiat one bit.

“Now is definitely not the time, Davin,” Kat sneeréblurse Betty, | need your
help!”

Nurse Betty's eyes widened to the size of apples asashéat smothered in the
aftermath from the cafeteria fiasco. “Oh my, le&t you cleaned up right away,” she
said, and then opened the infirmary’s storage closetreédheved sweat pants and a shirt
for Kat to change into.

Kat’s first reaction was to push the clothes away asti she’d rather have her
eyes poked out with needles than be caught dead in finliketthat. But, with a sigh,
she took the clothes and went to the bathroom to cleawhen she rolled out with her
new outfit, Davin was saying good-bye to the nurse. He saarftesmiled while hold-
ing the door open.
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*k%k

Davin rushed to catch up with Kat in the hallway. “Helgebrd about what hap-
pened in the cafeteria. Are you okay?” he said whilegryo catch his breath.

Kat looked up into Davin’s eyes with a glare. “I'm juseat,” she said and
wheeled down the hallway with Davin at her side. Frbenhurt look on Davin’s face,
Kat knew her attitude toward him had stung a bit, but shguwsaso embarrassed she
couldn’t help it.

Suddenly, Davin looked at her with an idea coming in heslhtHey, let me see
your schedule; maybe we have some classes togethesgiche

Kat made a face and handed over her schedule.

“Awesome! We have first period together.”

They entered the class as the teacher rushed in seoefods the tardy bell rang.
She immediately began going over rules and regulati@d<dt had already heard mul-
tiple times in years past and was sure to hear a fere times that day.

*k%k

Kat made her way out of fourth period, thankful thatasseshe had survived the
day. She looked down at her schedule to see what hetdas was when she saw the
letters pop out at her-

S-W-I-M-M-I-N-G.

| don’t think | can do this.

Anxious, she made her way to the place she missed the mth& natatorium.
She entered and rolled herself to the edge of the wégereflection stared up at her.
The face was not her own though, at least not the lemesed to recognize. Kat thought
back to all her swimming victories and her former life.

Everything was perfect then.

The rush of her classmates through the doors snappeahehédr thoughts.

“Okay, everyone gather over here please,” Coach Rayneice boomed. “To-
day we’re going to get in the water for the first pditthe class. Make sure you stay with
your buddy while you complete your warm-up laps. All righitls, go get changed and
meet me poolside in 10.”

Kat rolled off to the side to get out of the way.

“Kat, wait up!” Coach Rayner called.

“Yeah?”

“It's great to see you back at school. | understand hod tigs must be for you
to even look at a pool, much less this one,” he said.

Panic flashed across Kat's face. “I can't do this, Co@eln I, please, change my
schedule?”

Coach Rayner remained silent and gave Kat a quick nod.

Kat lowered her head and whispered, “Thanks.”
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Coach Rayner watched Kat turn her wheelchair anéwaly. After she disap-
peared through the natatorium doors, he exhaled, wiped fdesthe corner of his eye,
and muttered, “It's good to see you back, Kat. | am proydof courage.”

*k%k

Empty halls surrounded Kat as she arrived at the counsefice. She inhaled
deeply and opened the plain white door to the office.

The secretary watched her enter and immediately geesiat toward an open
door.

The counselor rose as Kat entered. “Well, hellogfig¢he counselor said.

Kat took a deep breath and exhaled slowly. “I wanted tdf $eeuld ...,”

The counselor interrupted Kat with a quick nod and theenebdd a new schedule
toward her.

Kat lifted her chin and forced a smile.

Coach must have called down.

“Good luck,” the counselor said.

Kat backed out of the office and headed for the front dsdhe bell rang. Stu-
dents immediately rushed the halls.

Kat wheeled herself out to the school foyer and wastatioocall her dad when
Davin rolled up in his car. He put down the window and wirdelder, “Hey Kitty Kat,
need a ride?”

She laughed, a little too loudly it seemed, and situatestfi@nto the passenger
seat. He grabbed her wheelchair and threw it in thke $2at, then hopped into the car
and sped off.

As Kat sat in Davin’s car, feeling the breeze brushidez, she contemplated tell-
ing him that she had quit swimming. For some reason she&raous about telling him.

“Hey, Davin?” she said quietly, her voice quivering.

“Yeah, Kat?” Davin said. He let out a shy half grin gtehced over at her.

“I changed my schedule today.”

“Uh-huh.”

“l quit swimming,” she told him and then turned towardsdapen window on her
side of the car.

“Oh, really? Hmm, | kinda thought you would at least givenother shot, Kat.”

“Are you disappointed or something?” she asked, anxiousbig@r scrunched.

“Naw, it’s your choice. | understand it could be kinda restimming again after
what happened to you.”

Kat smiled and stared out at the road ahead. The &eetes to push themselves
back towards the car as the wind shifted to a strong Gstslight silence was broken
by the sound of Davin clearing his throat.

“Um, Kat?” he slightly mumbled

“Yeah, what is it?” Kat stared at him. His face sedrto flush.

With hesitation in his voice, “Remember that ice cree@mever got? Are you
busy this weekend?”

Kat stared into Davin’s eyes. His face flushed a deepesbioharoon.
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Davin gulped and stared straight ahead.

“You know, Davin,” Kat said, “I think that would be realiyvesome.”

“Wow! Really? You'll go?”

“Of course, I'll go. It will be something to look forwato if the rest of the week
ends up anything like today.”

*k%k

“Thanks for the ride,” said Kat.

Davin helped her out of the car and walked with her towaditor. “I guess I'll
talk...,” he said and then stopped mid-sentence as Kat's dagapee door.

Dr. Morelli stood in the doorway and tossed a questioning dbdkavin. “|
thought you were riding the bus home?” he said to Kat.

Kat quickly responded, “Dad, don’t you remember Davin ftbarapy? Turns
out he goes to school with me, and he offered me éhade.”

Dr. Morelli nodded but narrowed his eyes in a skeptica.lo

Davin smiled and then turned to walk back to his car. Midwayndiwe sidewalk,
he turned back and said, “Nice to see you again, Dr. NMoBeke you tomorrow, Kat.”

Dr. Morelli watched Davin drive away and then looked datvKat. “I guess |
could have been more civilized,” he said.

A raindrop splattered on top of Kat's head. “Comeaw,” she said. “Let’s go
inside before we get soaked.”

Inside, Dr. Morelli grabbed two towels and handed oneab K

As they dried off, Kat glanced at her father, “Dad’'m sorry.”

“For what, Kat?”

“I'm sorry for how I've acted since Mom died. I'msg for not giving Carol a
chance. But I'm gonna be better. I'm gonna make things, rigitomise.”

43



10

San Angelo Lakeview High School
San Angelo, Texas
Sponsor: Miriam Hickey

Writers:

Marisa Alonso
Cathryn Anyon
Emily Bradley
Terry Campbell
Brandy Chappa
Stephanie Eckert
Keifer Fallin
Michael Felder
Mariah Fernandez
Joanna Gatlin
Cindy Gonzalez
Stephen Harding
Macy Harris
Andrew Healey
Tamara Madrid
Payton Madsen
Leroy Manivong
Justin McClure
Justine Monsivais
Jonathan Montana
Justin Montez
Christina Moses
Kwangmoon Park
Justin Parker
Maria Parras
Jordan Perez
Nancy Pineda
Heidi Prude
Courtney Pruitt
Jessica Ramirez
Britni Rutledge
Samantha Skare
Amanda Smith
Justin Smith
Douglas To



Kaytlin Whalen
Selena Zuniga

*k%k

Friday night seemed to come too slowly after the ematimeek Kat had en-
dured, but from the moment she and Davin parted after kasubh second began to pass
more quickly than the one before. Kat’'s nerves veeredge as the date, her first since
her surgery, grew closer.

Kat had spent the past few hours struggling with indecision.

Curly or straight hair?

Green or brown eyeshadow?

Jeans or capris?

Kat pulled her cashmere sweater over her head, admiengai it hugged her
waist. She knew that the green of the sweater would) lanit her eyes and would cer-
tainly turn Davin’s head. For a brief moment, she fiedt & normal girl, until a quick
glance in the mirror reminded her of what she had lost.

Confidence broken, Kat shrugged back into her wheelchairst&hed listlessly at
the phone on her night stand, tempted to call Davin artkxcuse for canceling. Her
doubt-filled trance was interrupted by a soft knock onbdegiroom door.

“Kat, Davin just got here,” Carol said. Her voice wadffifed by the door. “He’s
waiting in the living room with your dad, so you might wamturry before he pulls out
your baby pictures.”

A timid smile broke through Kat's tears at the thougtbavin being forced to
listen to her dad’s memories as he paraded through thiy fallmim. But even that
thought couldn’t give her the strength to answer Carol.

“Kat?” Carol called. The door cracked open, and she peekdutehd in the room.
Her forehead creased with worry when she saw Kats teder eyes, mindlessly fidget-
ing with her empty pant leg. “Are you okay?”

The sincerity in Carol’s voice brought her out of hararie. Kat slightly raised
her head. “Carol, | can’'t do this,” she confessed imesper of a voice. “Everyone looks
at me like I'm a freak.”

“Oh, Sweetie, | can’'t pretend to know exactly how yeel fbut there have been
so many times that I've felt like the whole world vaaring at me. But you figure out
sooner or later that the world won’t accept you until gocept yourself.” Carol said. She
laid her hand over Kat’s. “You're beautiful, Kat, and tiglow there is a handsome
young man waiting for you who thinks you're beautiful too.”

Kat sat in thoughtful silence. She was unable to lodkarol's eyes, and an
awkward moment lingered. Finally, Kat curled her fingemiad Carol's hand and
whispered, “I've never made life very easy for you,ene®’

“No, it hasn’t been easy for us. I'll admit there hdeen days that were worse
than others, and there have even been times thatottals you said broke my heart. But
each day hope survived, the hope that | could continue tptanyself and that, one day,
you would too.”
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Unsure of how to respond, Kat squeezed Carol's hand tigMlymascara must
be running by now. Will you help me touch it up?” she asked.

Smiling, Carol reached for the Kleenex on the nightstamtidabbed at the black
smudges streaking Kat's cheeks. “Okay, Sweetie, you lookegus!” she said with a
wide smile. “Are you ready to go rescue your date froor yiad? By now, he’s proba-
bly run out of baby stories and is bragging about eagbhwf swimming trophies.”

“Then we better hurry! Because once Dad starts dnlibavon’t stop for hours,
and by then, the ice cream shop will be closed,” Kak szhie and Carol shared a laugh at
her dad’s expense. Kat took one last look in the mireor her fingers through her hair,
then headed towards the living room.

As she entered the room, Kat chuckled as she heard BayifiOh, wow, Dr.
Morelli...lI never knew Kat had so many first place trophies

It was definitely time to set Davin free from her daalgkward rambling.

“All right, Dad, | think Davin’s heard enough,” Kat said ahermn rolled her eyes.

Dr. Morelli stopped mid sentence.

Davin turned his gaze on Kat. Redness rose from his neck ohéeks.
“Hey...um...hello...um, | mean you, um, look great, Kat, shattered. Davin's usual
confidence shrank in the shadow of Kat's beauty.

Kat offered a reassuring smile, charmed by Davin’s boyishriéhanks,

Davin. So do you."

Dr. Morelli nudged Davin’s shoulder. “Y’all have fun.”

Blushing, Davin inched towards Kat's wheelchair. He furdimath the chair’s
handles, but eventually managed to roll the wheelchdith® door under the cautious
gaze of Kat’'s dad.

“Davin, you be careful with my little girl.”

“Dad!” Kat strung out the word into three syllables.

Dr. Morelli chuckled at Kat’s embarrassment. He Wwatt Davin gently help Kat
into the truck and then softly close the door.

Davin folded up the wheelchair and tossed it into the beldeatrtick. He then
took a deep breath, composed himself, and climbed into itrex’drseat.

*k%k

The streets of Cedar Lake were empty except for theefitlarg the parking lot of
the Dairy Queen. As they pulled into the crowded lot, iéabgnized many of the cars,
some that belonged to her friends and others to héealdmates. Looking into the
brightly lit windows, she saw that the restaurant flkesi with lively teenagers, laughing
and joking so comfortably with one another. Uneasinesst up her spine. She used to
be one of them, but now...

Closing her eyes, Kat massaged her temples, and a daegssaped her lips.
Carol's words echoed in her mind: “The world won't acogpt until you accept your-
self.” But that advice seemed so much easier to foliothe shelter of her own home,
away from the judging eyes of her peers.

“Would you like to go somewhere else?” Davin asked.

Kat opened her eyes to see concern written across’Bdace. He always
seemed to understand her fears before she could putriteemards.
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“Well, maybe,” her voice trailed. Kat lifted her headd®ok once more at the
groups of familiar faces elbowing each other in the Imeldled around the soda foun-
tain, and crowded into the booths. Kat’s hand settleth@wdor handle; her heart
screamed at her to melt back into her seat, but hed orged her to move forward.

Movement out of the corner of her eye forced Katferdton to a corner booth.
Tracie, with camera in tow, was eagerly waving at Dawh lqat.

Davin placed a reassuring hand on Kat's shoulder, “Heye’'h&racie! It looks
like she saved us a seat. Kat, are you sure you wargve?e

Kat squared her shoulders, flashed a smile, and flungtbpearuck door. “Hurry
it up, Davin!” she said. “What are we waiting for...Chrisgfa

Davin erupted in laughter. “Now there’s the Kat | know® Harely had time to
unload the wheelchair before Kat had slid down from inektseat.

Kat flinched at the sound of the bell jingling over the da®she and Davin en-
tered the fast food establishment. She immediatetteddy dropping her chin to her
chest, hoping to avoid the inevitable stares of her claigsm

Davin gave Kat’s shoulder a reassuring squeeze, “Looksdik&eypopular to-
night!”

Confused, Kat lifted her gaze from her lap, and, instealeoéxpected glares,
she saw the welcoming smiles of her former teamm&tédswearing their sweats and
team shirts, the girls seemed to have come straigint firactice. Between bites of their
burgers and sips of their sodas, the girls callddy, Kat! We’ve missed you at practice
this week!”

Kat’s breath caught, and her eyes widened at the unexpeanhcern. She glanced
at Davin, unsure of what to say, and then turned bacletsviim team. “Um...well, |
had to quit the team. | didn’t want to hold you guys backd##@son.”

Mouths gaped around the booth. One girl almost spewedtaras she said,
“Kat! Don'’t you get it? Without you, we don't everefdike a complete team!”

Another teammate nodded in agreement and added, “No kiddatg,We need
you. We love Coach, but you're the one who's alwayssnhow to motivate us and
push us past our limits. Please, come back.”

There was a resounding, “Yeah, Kat!” when the new aagtaygested, “Even if
you’re not ready to give swimming a try, at least beelier us as our manager.”

The unexpected invitation flattered Kat, and a genuinkespread across her
face. “I don’t know, guys. But tell Coach I'll think abotioiver the weekend.”

Kat looked back at Davin.

Davin leaned over and whispered in her ear, “Now that tWssrbad, was it?”

A sarcastic response was on the tip of Kat’s tonguanshe heard someone re-
peating her name. Before she could shield her face fneraver-present yearbook
camera, a sudden bright flash went off in her face.difgt blurred, and Tracie’s face
swam behind the million tiny dots that exploded and dancexds&at’s field of vision.

“Geez, Tracie!” Kat snapped, “Do you ever stop with danhera?”

Tracie’s smile wavered, and her enthusiasm faded untibé@ed with a laugh,
“That picture better be on the front page of the yeakbio

“Well,” Davin suggested, “I bet you could put that picturevith the photos of
this year’s swim team.”
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Tracie’s eyes gleamed as she shrieked, “What? You'redrathke team?” she
asked. Tracie frantically searched the room looking fdeA She spotted him back in
their corner booth, watching them curiously.

“Come on, guys. We can'’t keep this to ourselves. lga’'sell Aiden!” Tracie
said. She spun on her heels and hurried toward Aiden, sgpt@Euess what!”

Kat rolled her eyes and sighed at Davin, “Thanks a latifd You wanna order
for me too?”

Davin shrugged innocently.

Kat reached up and gave him a playful slap on the shotiRemind me to never
tell you anything!” she teased. But inside, she was eqkill

With Davin at her side, Kat headed towards their wagitable. She locked eyes
with Aiden, remembering their childhood friendship and edgrg the torment she had
put him through over the past years. It surprised her, thawvafter all the time that had
passed, it was Aiden she first wanted to share heridleaisth.

Looking around the loud, crowded restaurant at her olddsi@amd her new ones,
Kat felt a wave of contentment.

She whispered to herself, “If you accept yourself, thedwwill too.”

Davin leaned down, “What was that, Kat?”

“Oh, nothing,” Kat replied with a knowing smile. “Nothing alt.”
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Afterword

Coordinator’'s Note: Marcus Parks is one of our 2010 collaborative novetssriMar-
cus also suffers from several disabilities. At our planning sessi8aptember 2009,
Marcus spoke to the attending schools and offered his insight on life eabtediper-
son. | asked Marcus to write this year’s afterword. | think ydufind it revealing and
inspiring.

MiKearby

My disability is called Arthrogryposis, which means thhave weak or nonexis-
tent muscles in the arms and legs. | also have M@&yudrome, severe nerve damage
which has completely paralyzed the left side of my faffecting my smile and my
speech. These disabilities have been a challenge ivb@mes to writing, eating, and
reaching things.

People think that because my arms look different, andpagch is slightly dif-
ferent, that | am mentally disabled. Sometimes edeittatalk down to me as if | don't
understand what they are saying. I've also been givendkeame “chicken boy” in my
high school because of my physical appearance. It maksadrend angry at the same
time. On the one hand, it makes me feel like doing &s¢ bcan is not good enough for
anyone. And on the other hand, it makes me wish that @&aplld just learn to grow up,
live and let live.

The only thing | ever have wanted is to be treated likecual. Having a physical
handicap does not deprive me of intelligence or sociié skcan read, write, and talk
just like any other person, and being treated as if | casnetry damaging to my self-
esteem. | see myself as a normal person. A veryesigdt person, but normal. | don't
want to be viewed as someone who can't do things. |tewd# viewed as someone who
is challenged to do things differently.

Just like Kat in the novella, handicapped teenagers strugtiieir lives every
day. Going an entire day without being picked on is a gogd@anot having to ask
someone for help with the smallest task is an acashpent. It's all a struggle that most
people can only imagine, but for handicapped people likelfnytss an everyday thing.

It's important for people to understand our struggle becatbéng can be done
by just one person; it takes many people to build a bridge.

- Mardearks



