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Her heart, as delicate as glass.  His love, as
strong as steel.  Can either survive life and death? 

 


Hardy Bradford is an eighteen year old football
phenomenon who has the girl, the school, the town and the future in
the palm of his hand.  His life is all mapped out for him,
right down to who he’ll marry and how he’ll become a professional
football player.  It doesn't seem to matter that Hardy
would’ve chosen a much different life if it was up to him. 
But it's not.  At least not until his miracle comes along.

 


The first time Hardy laid eyes on Miracle St. James,
he didn’t know who she was, but he knew she was something different
and that he’d never get her out of his head.  And he
didn’t.  Now, months later, Hardy’s world is turned upside
down when Miracle shows up in his class, stealing his heart and
forever changing the course of his life. 

 


Miracle’s sick.  Very sick.  And Hardy
might be losing the only thing in his life that has ever
mattered.  How much is too much to sacrifice for the one you
love?  For just a little more time?  For just one more
chance?  Can Hardy be the hero Miracle needs?  Or is it
Hardy that needs saving?

 


 



CHAPTER ONE

 


May

 


Hardy tried once more to block out the
incessant giggling of the cheerleaders, but again, it proved
impossible. Absently, he wondered how he’d been wrangled into
bringing his girlfriend to a photo shoot, but then he remembered
the tool of persuasion she’d used and he answered his own
question.

Just then, Cheyenne tossed a coy smile over
her shoulder, her sparkling blue eyes meeting his for the briefest
of moments before she turned her attention back to her cohorts.
Hardy knew she’d done it partly to tease him and partly to make
sure he was watching her. She was incredibly vain like that,
something he’d struggled to tolerate for three long years. Although
she was one of the most beautiful creatures he’d ever seen, it
never got any easier to endure Cheyenne and her abominable ego.

Gritting his teeth, Hardy forced his lips to
curve up into the fake smile he’d worn for going on six months,
ever since he realized how ill-suited he and Cheyenne really were.
Lately, he had to continually remind himself he could end things
with her after his senior football season.

Just a few more months, he
thought.

Until then, Hardy didn’t want to change
anything and risk throwing off his game. His entire future was
riding on his football scholarship to LSU, and never a day went by
that his father didn’t remind him there was nothing more important
in life at this point.

With that in mind, Hardy reassured himself
that he could put up with her unparalleled beauty, her insatiable
sex drive and her iron-clad ambition for one more year.

“Is there any way you girls could perform one
of your routines so I could get some good action shots?” the
photographer asked, directing his question to Cheyenne.

Hardy knew what her answer would be before
she gave it. Cheyenne loved performing even more than she loved
having her picture taken, which was a lot.

“Of course,” Cheyenne answered, waving her
hand dismissively, the gesture belying the excitement he knew she
felt at having more eyes trained on her. Whether there were two
people around or two hundred, nearly every eye within viewing
distance of Cheyenne found their way to her. Not only was she the
captain of the squad and the focal point of nearly every cheer and
dance they performed, Cheyenne was also drop-dead gorgeous. She was
always the center of attention and the majority of people were
instantly fascinated by her.

Hardy snickered inwardly. Most of them just
didn’t know what she was really like.

Hardy watched her hips sway inside her short
skirt as Cheyenne made her way to the iPod docking station she’d
brought. Her nimble fingers worked the lighted screen of her phone
for a few seconds before she bent over and dropped it into the
designated slot. She didn’t bother bending at the knees, happily
displaying her “reddies” as she called them to Hardy where he sat
in the grass behind her. When she straightened, she winked quickly
in his direction before scampering back to the pack of vicious
she-wolves she called cheerleaders.

Although his body twitched in response to the
display, Hardy still couldn’t bring himself to sit through another
of the routines he’d seen dozens of times already. Waiting for
Cheyenne to glance once more in his direction, Hardy signaled to
her that he’d be back and then moved quickly away. He couldn’t wait
to escape the area cordoned off for the squad and head for the
peace and quiet of the main park area.

When he’d walked far enough that he could no
longer hear the annoying thump of too-peppy music, Hardy slowed his
pace and looked for a tree that he could lean against and enjoy
some shade. Florida could be very warm in the winter, but the
spring and summer? Sometimes “sweltering” didn’t even touch it.

A huge oak near the outer edge of the park
drew his eye and Hardy headed that way. The fact that it was near
an empty bench only added to the appeal.

Hardy’s above-average height of 6’3”
necessitated that he duck beneath the low hanging branches of the
tree, which he did, before turning to lean against the trunk. To
his pleasant surprise, Hardy found himself basically obscured from
view of the casual observer.

Taking a deep breath, he relaxed against the
bark, drawing into his lungs air that was at least ten degrees
cooler. Hardy closed his eyes and let his head fall back, enjoying
the distant sounds of dogs barking enthusiastically and children
squealing excitedly.

“How about here?” Hardy heard a small, high
voice ask, presumably referring to the bench directly in front of
the tree. He swallowed the growl of displeasure at the unwanted
intrusion upon his oasis. He could only hope that whoever it was
would either move on to a more choice spot or keep quiet if they
decided to light on his bench.

Silence stretched on for so long, Hardy
thought he was once more alone. But then an answering voice dashed
his hopes.

And piqued his interest.

“It’s perfect,” the other voice—a softer,
older voice—responded.

Hardy’s eyes popped open at the sound, his
only thought of what the face that went with that voice might look
like. Unfortunately, his view was partially obscured. Moving his
head this way and that, he could still only see bits and pieces of
a feminine face that the shifting oak leaves revealed as they
danced on the light breeze.

“I love the smell of sunshine,” the voice
said.

Hardy thought that an odd thing to say, an
odd observation to make, and he found himself even more curious to
see what the owner of that voice looked like.

Carefully, quietly, Hardy straightened away
from the tree and moved his head, hoping to be able to see through
a gap in the branches. The only sight his new position provided was
the unobstructed view of a bright red balloon.

“Why is it you want to let it go again?” the
smaller of the two voices asked.

After another short pause, the deeper voice
answered. “I’ve just always wanted to see a balloon drift off into
a cloudless sky.”

“You’re so weird,” the child teased.

“I know,” the older voice agreed,
chuckling.

More intrigued by the older girl with every
word that was spoken, Hardy dropped into a squat to look
unabashedly at the bench in front of him. What he saw confused
him.

And enthralled him.

Two tiny wisps of girls sat on the wrought
iron seat. It was obvious by looking that one was much younger,
surely not more than twelve or thirteen years old. The other one,
though obviously older, was not much larger than the child. Beyond
those simple observations, about her size and her age, Hardy didn’t
give the younger girl a second glance. His gaze was riveted to the
older one.

He spared only a cursory glance at the
ill-fitting jeans and too-thick sweater she wore, and the camera
strap looped around her neck. He found her clothing odd considering
the warm temperatures, but gave it no more thought than that once
he saw her face.

Porcelain skin covered the most delicately
feminine features he’d ever seen. The sun had brought a flush of
color to the pale expanse of her cheeks, painting them a shade
lighter than the dark rose of her full lips. She was turned
slightly away from him, so he couldn’t see her eyes very clearly,
only her pert nose and the gentle curve of her chin. The shine of
the smooth skin atop her head drew his eye momentarily, distracting
him from the beauty of her face. Her scalp glistened in the sun and
she made no move to conceal it.

“I want one, Mommy! I want one!”

The cry of the child came from somewhere to
the left. Hardy’s eyes darted to a young boy and his mother for
only an instant before returning to the girl. She drew his eye like
the shore draws the ocean. Nothing seemed as interesting, as
captivating, as important as the face of that girl.

The girl had turned in the boy’s direction,
and from his peripheral vision Hardy could see the child dragging
his mother forward, toward the bench, his short arm raised to point
at the bright red balloon.

“Where did you get that, sweetie?” the mother
asked of the girl, her tone polite and gentle.

“I brought it with me,” the girl answered,
her voice like smooth, cool water.

“Did you bring more? I want one,” the boy
whined.

“Gabe, shh! Don’t be rude.”

“No, I didn’t,” the girl replied, her brow
wrinkling in shared disappointment. “I’m sorry.”

“It’s okay,” the boy said, his voice clearly
indicating that it was anything but okay.

“Come on, Gabe. We can get you a balloon
another day. How about some ice cream?” the mother bribed.

“I’ve already had ice cream,” he moaned. “And
I’m the only one at the party that didn’t get a balloon. Why can’t
I get one today?”

The heartbreak in the boy’s voice was so
evident, Hardy managed to drag his eyes away from the girl just
long enough to glance at Gabe; his face was nothing short of
crestfallen and his chin trembled with emotion.

“Did you go to a party today?” the girl
asked.

The boy nodded.

“But you didn’t get a balloon to take
home?”

He shook his head, one fat tear escaping to
roll slowly down his rounded cheek.

“Everyone else got one, but not me.”

The girl slid off the end of the bench to
kneel in front of the little boy. Pulling off the ribbon that was
tied around her wrist anchoring the balloon to her frail body, she
held it out toward Gabe. When he didn’t immediately step forward,
the girl nodded encouragingly and smiled. Hardy’s breath caught in
his chest. He was completely mesmerized by the simple gesture. In
the back of his mind, he was certain he’d never seen anything more
beautiful, more perfect than her smile.

“Here. Take mine. I can get another one,” she
assured.

“You don’t have to do that,” the mother
offered, grabbing Gabe’s hand when he reached to take the ribbon
from her grasp; he was anxious to get hold of the coveted
balloon.

“Please,” the girl said. “I want to. I want
him to have it.”

“Are you sure?”

She nodded again, her smile never faltering.
“I’m sure.”

Thrilled, Gabe snatched the balloon from the
girl’s hand, turning immediately to run excitedly toward an open
expanse of grass to play with his new toy.

“I’m sorry. He’s not usually that rude,” the
mother explained, visibly embarrassed. “But thank you. Really,” she
called behind her as she scurried off to catch up to her son.

Hardy’s gaze dropped once more to the girl.
She remained on her knees, her head turned toward the boy where he
ran in wide circles, the red balloon bobbing in the air above his
head.

“Why did you give it to him?” the younger
girl asked. “You’ve been talking about letting that balloon go for
months.”

Hardy saw the girl’s chest rise and fall on a
sigh.

“Because it made him smile, Mila. Look at
him.”

The younger girl, Mila, turned her head to
watch Gabe as he frolicked.

“But still,” she argued.

“No, no buts. He needed it more than I
do.”

Just then, a shrill voice broke into the
strangely poignant beauty of the moment, shaking Hardy from his
absorption. Reflexively, he looked to the left, in the same
direction from whence Gabe and his mother had come, and he saw his
girlfriend making her way across the grass to him. There was no
more hiding from her. And he’d never wanted to hide more.

“There you are!” Cheyenne exclaimed, picking
up her pace and jogging toward him.

Movement drew Hardy’s eye back to the girl
who knelt but a few feet from him. She had turned to look at him,
obviously surprised by his presence. He was immediately lost in the
most incredible emerald green eyes he’d ever seen.

They stared at one another for what seemed an
eternity before Cheyenne intruded once more on the perfection of
the moment.

“We’re done. Are you ready?”

The girl’s gaze swung toward Cheyenne before
she rose to her feet and moved back to sit on the bench. Cheyenne
glanced briefly at the duo, instantly dismissing them as
unimportant.

“Come on, babe. I’m hungry and we have to
drop Elise off before we can go to The Depot.”

Before he could think to stop himself,
Hardy’s eyes flickered to the girl. He found her watching him with
the most curious expression. If he hadn’t known better, he might’ve
thought it was pity. But why would she pity him?

Cheyenne cleared her throat, drawing his
attention back to her. There was a fair amount of agitation etched
on her face when he was finally able to actually concentrate on
her.

“What? Are you suddenly into bald chicks or
something?”

Hardy could feel the blood rush up his neck
and flood his cheeks. They burned in embarrassment. He looked
guiltily back at the girl, feeling a sickness in the pit of his
stomach that Cheyenne might’ve caused her some pain. But what he
found was an empty bench. She and the younger girl had quietly
moved off the seat and were walking slowly away.

Hardy watched them as they retreated. He saw
the girl pause for just a moment before they rounded one of the
decorative gazebos that dotted the park. His heart leapt in his
chest, thinking she was going to turn and look back at him. But she
didn’t. Instead, Hardy saw her tip her head back and let the sun
pour down over her face, as if she were enjoying the feel of the
heat on her skin.

The simple gesture stirred something inside
Hardy, making him suddenly ashamed of the company he kept, ashamed
of the way he lived his life, ashamed of the things he took for
granted. He had no idea how something so brief, so innocuous as
that gesture could have such a profound effect on him, but it did.
She did. It was undeniable.

As she disappeared behind the gazebo, Hardy
couldn’t help but wonder what had happened to her in her short life
to make her so appreciative of such mundane things as the sun and
the park and a balloon. He was surprised at how desperately he
wanted to know the answer to those questions, to know the answers
to her—her life, her mind, her heart. He knew there was nothing
that he wanted more than to know her.

Lost in thought, Hardy mused silently about
the girl as he mindlessly followed Cheyenne. By the time he came to
his senses, they were already back where they’d started and
Cheyenne was slapping her car keys into his hand.

“You drive. I need to change clothes,” she
stated, her tone indicating she was still irritated.

Deeply shaken by the girl with the red
balloon, Hardy stared blankly at Cheyenne for several long seconds.
He knew his hesitation had cost him—something wonderful most
likely.

In his mind, Hardy threw caution to the wind
and turned from Cheyenne to jog back to the tree, back to the
bench. Back to the girl. He knew she wouldn’t be there, so in his
head he scoured the park for her, his eyes scanning every head and
every face for hers. But she was nowhere to be found. He knew that
when he’d let Cheyenne lead him away, he’d lost his chance to find
out the name of the girl who, without a single word spoken to him,
had stolen his heart.


CHAPTER TWO

 


5 months later

 


For the first time he could remember, Hardy
was actually anxious to get to class. Normally, he dawdled as much
as he could, pushing his arrival to the outer limits of what his
teachers would tolerate. He’d learned many years ago that being the
star quarterback had its advantages.

On this day, however, Hardy was practically
pushing people out of the way to get to the Chemistry Lab. He
really couldn’t have cared less about being late; he just wanted
there to be a reason for Cheyenne to shut up.

For well over a week, she’d talked
incessantly about her upcoming birthday, dropping hints about what
she wanted. Only a complete idiot would fail to see that she wanted
a butterfly necklace. Her obsession with it had started wearing on
his nerves after about an hour. And that was over a week ago. She
was wrecking his patience and he was an exceedingly patient
guy.

Scrambling through the door to get to his
seat, Hardy paid little attention to the tiny brunette standing at
the front of the room talking to Mrs. Goodman. He just wanted to
put his head down for a minute or two before class started.
Cheyenne had given him the beginnings of a nasty headache.

When the bell rang, Hardy raised his head and
bent to retrieve his Chem Lab workbook from his backpack. When he
straightened, his eyes collided with the curious green eyes of the
girl sitting next to him.

Hardy was stunned. As he drank in her
delicate features, they all looked familiar but for the shoulder
length dark brown hair. When this girl had so mesmerized him
before, she’d been bald. Hardy still recognized her, though. He
would’ve recognized those eyes anywhere.

The corners of her mouth curved into a serene
smile. For some reason, the image of an angel popped into his head.
Hardy was certain if he ever got to see an angel smile, that’s what
it would look like.

And feel like. Being near the sun itself
couldn’t have made him feel any warmer.

Suddenly, Hardy was compelled beyond reason
to find out who the girl was. He didn’t know why it mattered so
much. He just knew it did.

He smiled back at her, but before he could
speak, a waspish voice cut into the moment.

“Stare much,” Cheyenne’s voice buzzed from
the seat in front of him. From the corner of his eye, he could see
that she’d turned her head to glare at the new girl.

Hardy cringed inwardly as blood rushed to his
cheeks. He was sure he’d only blushed twice in his life. Both times
had been in front of this girl and both times had been because of
Cheyenne.

“Just ignore her,” he said off-handedly,
rolling his grayish blue eyes.

The new girl smiled again, first at Hardy and
then, surprisingly, at Cheyenne. When Cheyenne snorted and turned
huffily back toward the front of the room, the girl looked back at
Hardy and winked.

Much to Hardy’s dismay, Mrs. Goodman chose
that exact moment to begin class. Hardy would’ve given anything to
talk with the new girl for just a few more minutes.

“Before we get started, I’d like for you all
to welcome our new student. Her name is Miracle St. James and she
comes to us from North Dakota. Welcome, Miracle.”

“Miracle,” Hardy said aloud. He hadn’t really
meant to. It just sort of slipped out. But it got her to turn in
his direction again, so he figured it was worth the embarrassment.
“Cool name,” he said casually, trying to play it off.

“What kind of name is Miracle?” Cheyenne
muttered from in front of him.

Miracle didn’t deign to answer, or even
really acknowledge her in any way other than to smile again. Her
lips curved peacefully, as if she were completely unruffled by
Cheyenne’s attitude.

Throughout the rest of class, Hardy stole
numerous glances in Miracle’s direction. He wasn’t sure why he
found her so fascinating, but he did. It only heightened his
curiosity that she paid no attention to him whatsoever.

At one point, Miracle appeared to lose
interest in what Mrs. Goodman was saying. He watched her turn
toward the window and stare out at the sunny day, absently tapping
her pen against her cheek. He found himself wondering what she was
thinking and if she was smiling. He imagined that she was. She
seemed always to be smiling.

At the end of class, Hardy purposely took his
time packing his things away. He was secretly hoping Cheyenne would
get frustrated and go ahead of him so he could have a few minutes
with Miracle. But she didn’t. In fact, Cheyenne quickly made it
impossible for him to linger once she started to antagonize
her.

“Can you believe that girl, just staring at
you like that? I mean, come on. Rude much?”

At least she was pretending to keep her voice
down. She was loud whispering in what Hardy knew was an attempt to
get her point across without seeming too venomous. Hardy was pretty
sure Miracle could hear her, even though she showed no outward
sign. She seemed pleasant and cool as a cucumber.

With a sigh so loud it bordered on a growl,
Hardy slung his bag over his shoulder and stalked out of the
Chemistry Lab ahead of Cheyenne. He could hear the clack of her
shoes as she scrambled to keep up.

“What is your deal?” she called from behind
him once they were in the hall.

When Hardy neither slowed nor acknowledged
her, Cheyenne lunged forward, grabbing his arm.

“Hey! What is your problem?”

When Hardy turned and saw her expression,
anger flew through him.

“You are so rude and obnoxious! Sometimes I
don’t know why I stay with you.”

Immediately, he regretted his words. Even
though they were true, he hadn’t intended to hurt her feelings,
which he knew he’d done when her eyes began to fill.

“I’m sorry,” she said in a small voice,
blinking her thick lashes to hold back the spillage of tears. “She
didn’t do anything wrong. I know she was just being nice, but I
can’t help but feel…”

She trailed off, sniffing pitifully, working
the one angle sure to get Hardy to calm down—guilt.

“Feel what?”

“Feel like I’m losing you,” she finished,
casting her eyes down. “You were distracted all summer. I was
hoping that would change once we started our senior year, but it
hasn’t.”

Hardy sighed, running his fingers through his
short, brown hair in frustration.

“You’re not losing me, I’m just…” Hardy
paused, feeling a sharp stab in the area of his conscience over the
lie. He consoled himself with the thought that she really wasn’t
losing him; he was already gone. It was just a matter of time
before she knew it. “I’m trying to focus on football, that’s all.
You know how important this year is for me. Dad’s trying to get
scouts to come out and watch me, and I have to keep my head in the
game. I’m sorry if I seem distant.”

Cheyenne reached for his hand, running her
fingers between his as she spoke. “I’d be devastated if something
happened to us. I love you. You know that.”

“I know,” Hardy said, pulling his fingers
from hers to wrap his arm around her neck and pull her along. For
some reason, he didn’t want Miracle to come out of class and see
them standing there. “We need to get a move on or we’ll be
late.”

“Since when is that a problem for you?” she
asked, looking up into his face like the sun rose and set at his
command.

“Good point,” Hardy teased as they turned the
corner to head to their lockers.

********

Lunch was always a production at Seminole
Senior High, at least if you ate third group with the members of
the football team. There were a handful of rowdy guys that served
as entertainment to any and all who sat near them. Being the
quarterback, Hardy seemed always to be in the center of everything,
including Charlie and Robert, two of the rowdiest.

Everyone at Hardy’s table had finished eating
and had congregated outside on the lawn. Currently, they were all
standing in a loose circle watching the disgusting escapades of
Charlie and Robert. They were hocking loogies into the air and
catching them as they came back down. Although fairly amusing, it
still made Hardy’s mouth water to watch the slime run down their
chins when they nearly missed.

The crowd was cheering them on between bouts
of laughter and groans of disgust. A couple of girls walked by
behind Charlie and one of them caught Hardy’s eye.

Wearing her trademark sweet smile, Miracle
was walking down the slope of the lawn with a girl he recognized
but didn’t know. He was pretty sure she was one of the art
students, the type that wasn’t very involved in sports or parties,
which were the activities Hardy’s crowd engaged in most often. The
only attention he paid her was to notice that she walked with
Miracle. Beyond that, she was immediately forgotten.

The couple stepped into the sunshine. The
golden light glinted off Miracle’s hair, highlighting an auburn
tone and slight wave he hadn’t noticed before. He’d seen enough of
Cheyenne’s magazines to know that girls would kill for hair like
Miracle’s. It was thick and rich, a far cry from the bald head he’d
seen once before.

“Da-yum!”

The explicative drew Hardy’s attention back
to Nate, whose head was turned watching Miracle as well.

“What?” Hardy asked, already feeling
defensive about what the answer likely was.

“Who is that?”

Although it made no sense, Hardy wanted to
punch his best friend right in the mouth. A notorious man whore,
Nate had a reputation for chasing anything in a skirt, and, even
though he was a nice guy deep down, Hardy had a big problem with
the way he was eyeing Miracle.

“She’s new. No one you’d be interested in,”
Hardy replied, trying to sound casual despite his prickling
ire.

“Why not, Hardy? She’d be ideal for Nate,”
Cheyenne piped up, making Hardy grit his teeth in frustration. “He
likes the skinny ones. Look, Nate,” she said, addressing Hardy’s
best friend. “She looks like a twelve year old boy. Perfect!”

“No, she doesn’t,” Hardy argued a bit
sharply.

“Yes, she does! Look at that. She’s straight
as a stick and has no boobs.”

“She’s just thin. And her clothes are
loose.”

“That’s not ‘just thin,’ Hardy.”

“I like her body,” Nate interjected.

“You would,” Cheyenne sneered.

“You know I like ‘em any way I can get ‘em,
don’t you, Cheyenne?” Nate’s barb effectively quieted Cheyenne, her
mouth snapping shut with a click of her teeth. She and Nate had a
history and he knew just how to push her buttons.

“I don’t think she’s your type anyway, Nate,”
Hardy said.

“Any girl is my type.”

“Any girl except nice girls.” Cheyenne took
offense at Hardy’s remark, huffing and smacking his arm in a fit of
pique. “You know I didn’t mean you,” Hardy clarified with a roll of
his eyes.

“How do you know she’s a nice girl anyway?”
Cheyenne asked. “You don’t even know her.”

Hardy had no response to that. Cheyenne was
right; he didn’t know Miracle. Not really. But, somehow, he felt
like he did. And he certainly wanted to.

Looking for any excuse to change the subject
and draw attention away from Miracle, Hardy put on his most
mischievous smile and teased Nate.

“You’d better put thoughts like that right
out of your head, Nate. You’ve got your hands full, remember?
Wasn’t Rena supposed to be the one you’d tag in a week? And what’s
it been now? Six?”

A couple other guys in the circle jumped in
to playfully harass Nate, effectively diverting attention away from
Miracle. All except Hardy’s, of course. He couldn’t stop his eyes
from straying toward the sunshine, from searching for her dark
head.

A sharp jab to his ribs pulled his attention
back to the girl at his side. When he turned to look at Cheyenne,
she was watching him carefully, frowning. Although he could see
some concern in her eyes, what he saw mostly was anger.

********

Sixth period—the last of the day and Hardy’s
favorite. It was photography. All seniors who took any kind of art
elective had it as their last class of the day. Most saw it as a
period to goof off and relax. Hardy saw it as the one hour he could
pursue his passion.

Strolling into class, Hardy placed his camera
bag in the floor beside his desk and slid into the chair. He was
already thinking ahead to the two major assignments of the first
semester—nature and people. Hardy hoped one day to make his living
as a sports photographer. Not that anyone in the world knew that or
would’ve cared if they did. His father and Cheyenne wanted him to
be a pro football player. His mother wanted him to be a dentist
like her father, although she went along with the football thing
out of fear. All his friends thought any kind of art was for
wusses, so Hardy kept his love of photography to himself.

He was staring dreamily out the window,
thinking of what he might like to photograph first, when a voice
like velvet had him jerking his head toward the front of the room.
His heart soared when he saw her. He couldn’t stop the dumb grin
that curved his lips when she turned and spotted him. She returned
his smile with one of her own. It made his palms sweaty. Hardy
watched as she made her way between the desks to the only empty
seat in the room—the one behind him in the very back of the
class.

Hardy gave Miracle a minute to get situated
before he turned to speak to her. His heart hammered as he thought
of what he would say. Never in his life had he been nervous to talk
to a girl.

I’m not really nervous per se,
he told himself. But he was. For the first time he could remember,
he actually cared what a girl thought of him, actually wanted to
make a good impression. Normally, they sought him out. He didn’t
even have to try. At all. Even though he’d been dating Cheyenne for
going on four years, he’d never lacked feminine attention.
Apparently girls didn’t care whether he was taken or not. They just
wanted him. Period.

Finally, clearing his throat, Hardy turned in
his seat, hanging his arm casually over the corner of Miracle’s
desk. “Miracle, right?”

Idiot! Hardy thought. She knows you
know her name. Now you just sound like a mental patient.

“Yes,” she said, her lips curving into that
angelic smile. “I didn’t catch your name.”

“Hardy,” he answered, bringing his right hand
around in offer of a handshake. “Hardy Bradford.”

Miracle glanced at Hardy’s hand and her smile
widened. He felt like kicking himself.

Dude! You’re offering her a handshake?
You’re offering a girl a handshake?

It was too late to rescind the gesture,
however, so Hardy held his position, praying she wouldn’t think him
a complete jackass and run as fast as she could in the other
direction. Slowly, much to Hardy’s relief, she slid her fingers
into his and clasped them for a surprisingly firm handshake.

The skin was cool and as soft as anything
he’d ever felt. Hardy wondered absently if her cheek felt the same
way. He imagined that it did.

“Nice to meet you, Hardy.”

They pumped each other’s hand, smiling into
each other’s eyes for several seconds before Miracle tugged as if
to pull her hand from his. When she did, Hardy squeezed for just a
moment, unwilling to let it go.

“Since you two have already made your own
introductions,” Mr. Gault said from right behind Hardy, causing him
to jump and release Miracle’s hand, “why don’t you help her catch
up with what she’s missed and show her around a little, Hardy?
We’re only discussing natural light this period anyway, and it
sounds like Miracle knows as much about it as you do. I doubt
either of you will miss much.”

Hardy cleared his throat again. “Yes,
sir.”

Hardy purposely held his lips in a neutral
line as he turned back around in his seat. It took quite a bit of
effort to suppress the bubble of goofy laughter he felt tickling in
his chest. He just couldn’t believe his luck!

After Mr. Gault went over announcements, he
nodded to Hardy. Reaching for his camera bag, Hardy turned quietly
to Miracle. “Let’s go. Time to get the tour.”

Hardy nearly held out his hand for Miracle to
take. Luckily, he realized it in the nick of time and stuffed that
hand in his pocket instead.

He had no idea what was wrong with him, why
he was reacting to Miracle like he was; he only knew he’d have to
mind his Ps and Qs. For some reason she was making him feel kind of
crazy, and of all the years Hardy could’ve afforded a little crazy,
this was not one of them.

The first place he took Miracle was the dark
room.

“This place is off limits to anyone not in a
photography class, but we still have a sign-up sheet since there
are quite a few of us. It’s set up for two people to develop in
here at a time, so you should always be able to get in,” Hardy
explained. “In fact, if you want, I could sign you up for a few of
my times. Just so you’ll be able to catch up and stuff. You
know…”

Miracle smiled her sweet, slightly sad smile
and Hardy’s stomach flipped over. “Thank you. I really appreciate
that. I don’t know how many times I’ll be able to come, but I’d
like to try and stay caught up.”

Miracle tilted her head to one side and let
out a small sigh, reaching forward to run one finger wistfully
along the edge of a tray. He wanted desperately to ask what she
meant by that, but something about her expression gave him
pause.

Uncertain of what to say and hesitant to
interrupt her thought, Hardy took the clip board down from the nail
on the wall. As he looked down the list of assigned times, he
cursed every person who had signed up to share time with him. There
were still a few open slots, however, so he scribbled Miracle
beside his name in every last one.

“So, I’m assuming you’ve developed your own
pictures before?”

Miracle nodded distractedly.

“Last year, we were allowed to use digital
cameras for a couple of projects, but for the most part he wants us
to stick with the old-school method in black and white.”

Again, she nodded.

“Okay, well, let me show you the
‘conservatory,’” Hardy said, using air quotes.

“There’s a conservatory here?”

Hardy hated to disappoint Miracle when she
seemed so impressed by that.

“Uh,” he chuckled. “No, not really. That’s
just what they call it. Come on. You’ll see.”

Hardy led Miracle out of the dark room, down
the hall and out into the afternoon sun. Even though he’d lived in
Florida his whole life, the late summer heat still struck him like
a slap in the face on occasion. He sucked in a breath.

“Oh my god, it’s so frickin’ hot!”

Miracle said nothing, simply followed him
along the paver path, past the horticulture building. Hardy rounded
the corner at the back of the brick structure and then veered left,
continuing along the trail down a slight incline to an ancient
greenhouse. He stopped a few feet in front of the door and swept
his arm out in a grand and dramatic gesture.

“The ‘conservatory,’” he announced with a
facetious flourish.

Removed from any other structure at the
school, the greenhouse was constructed of wrought iron ribs with
foggy, aged plexi-glass spanning the space between. The panes
toward the top were cracked open to allow for the release of hot
air, undoubtedly cooling the sweltering inside temperatures.

“The ‘conservatory’ is an old greenhouse?”
Miracle asked, the corners of her mouth twitching.

“And that’s not even the best part,” Hardy
declared, stepping forward to hold the door open for Miracle to
enter.

“Oh, there’s more?” she asked, playing along
in an excited voice.

“Think your heart can stand it?”

Miracle chuckled lightly and mumbled under
her breath, “My heart’s not the problem.”

Hardy wasn’t certain he’d heard her
correctly, but again, he was loathe to ask her any personal
questions. The image of her delicate face beneath a hairless scalp
still circled the outskirts of his mind, making him uneasy
broaching any sensitive subjects.

Letting the door close behind her, Hardy
directed Miracle’s attention to the green foliage that lined the
workbenches and multi-level shelves on the left and right.

“The horticulture classes use this to grow
plants and play with soil composition and all that stuff. I don’t
know much about it. It’s pretty boring,” Hardy said, moving slowly
down the narrow walkway that cut through the center of the
greenhouse. “There is one thing I think’s pretty cool, though.”

“What’s that?” Miracle asked, turning her
head this way and that to check out every plant they passed.

For a moment, Hardy was silent, feeling a
little bedazzled by the soft look of appreciation on her face.
Glancing quickly toward the nondescript green plants he’d seen
dozens of times, he wondered what she found so interesting,
wondered what she was thinking of as she looked at the foliage.

“It’s back here,” he said quietly, turning to
lead Miracle around the only corner in the greenhouse.

A small addition had been constructed off to
one side of the structure. The glass was clearer and the
temperature was slightly warmer in the tiny wing. The facilities
were discernibly newer and more high-tech, too. Those were the
things Hardy noticed normally and was prepared to comment on.

But not today. Today, he was only aware of
the girl in front of him and the expression of wonder she wore. For
the first time, he thought he might be seeing what she saw.

Orchids of every shade and hue lined the
metal benches on either side of the walkway. Compared to the fairly
monotone view in the larger room, this one looked alive with color,
with life. The floral scents of the different orchids
mingled, giving the air a sweet, seductive smell he’d never noticed
before.

But the most incredible thing of all was
Miracle. Her green eyes were round with amazement and her pouty
lips were slightly parted in awe. She moved her head slowly, taking
in every detail it seemed.

Compelled to photograph nature in a way he
never had been before, Hardy quietly unzipped his bag and removed
his camera. After he flipped off the lens cover and snapped a
couple shots of the beautiful flowers, Hardy found himself focusing
on a view of a different kind. A face—Miracle’s.

The bright afternoon sun poured onto the top
of her head. As she bent forward, cupping the delicate blossom of a
deep purple orchid and burying her nose in the center of its
petals, her face fell into shadow. Through the lens of his camera,
Hardy saw her eyes drift closed as she inhaled. He was captivated.
He took pictures as she sampled the delightful aromas of several
different orchids. Each time she raised her head, he fell a little
more in love with the sweetly sad smile that seemed ever
present.

Finally, Miracle turned to Hardy, tilting her
head to one side as if to say you’re in trouble, mister!
Hardy smiled, snapping photos for action shots as she smirked and
shook her head.

“I don’t remember telling you it was all
right to take my picture,” she scolded gently.

“Price of the tour, ma’am. Price of the
tour,” Hardy said from behind his camera.

“Is this why the ‘conservatory,’” she said,
holding up her fingers for air quotes as he had done, “is included
in the photography class tour?”

Hardy lowered his camera.

“Actually, it sort of is. Mr. Gault talked
them into letting us use this for some of our course requirements.
The light is so great, and the colors, back here especially. Plus,
when it rains, it’s hard to go outside and take pictures, and
that’s what one of our main focuses is this year—nature.”

“Well,” Miracle said, looking up into the sun
as she turned a complete circle. “There is definitely some very
nice nature in here.”

“That’s exactly what I was just thinking,”
Hardy murmured bemusedly.

Miracle’s head dropped back into place and
her eyes locked with his. For a few tense seconds she didn’t say or
do anything. Her expression was simply blank.

But then, slowly, as though someone were
painting them with brushstrokes from Heaven, her cheeks blossomed
with color and she smiled again. Hardy was positive he’d never seen
anything more haunting than her smile. It was radiant. It was
breathtaking. And it was heartbreaking.

Or heartbroken.

 



CHAPTER THREE

 


“What are those?” Miracle asked hurriedly, as
if anxious to change the subject. Her eyes had shifted and she was
looking past Hardy to the end of the short addition, to the back
wall where a row of pots lined a single shelf there. The flowers
emerging from them looked quite different than the other
orchids.

“I think they are night-blooming orchids. The
bloom only opens at night and then closes back up during the
day.”

“That’s amazing!” she exclaimed, slipping
past Hardy to further investigate the unassuming-looking flower. As
she passed, a light scent wafted up to envelop him. Unable to stop
himself, Hardy inhaled. Lavender. Somehow, the delicate aroma
suited Miracle perfectly.

“I love flowers almost as much as I love
photography,” Miracle mused softly, running a finger down one green
leaf. “There are few things that make me happier.” Hardy noticed
that, as she spoke, Miracle absently stroked the small black camera
bag that hung at her left side.

Much to Hardy’s dismay, the bell chose that
moment to ring. It didn’t seem possible that the period was already
over.

“Wow, that was fast,” Miracle observed,
turning back toward the exit.

Without a word, Hardy replaced his camera in
its bag and slung it over his shoulder. He motioned for Miracle to
precede him to the door, flexing his fingers to keep from placing
his hand on the small of her back as she passed. He’d never wanted
to touch another person so badly in all his life.

They were both silent as they made their way
back into the school. Hardy stole glances at Miracle as they
walked. Her eyes were trained on the ground. He couldn’t help
wonder what she was thinking,

All too soon, they were back at the door in
front of the photography lab and Hardy found himself at a loss for
something to say. He knew whatever he said would bring an end to
his time with Miracle, an occurrence he’d have done anything to
prevent.

“Well, thank you,” she said finally, smiling
shyly up at him. “I really appreciate—”

“There you are,” Cheyenne exclaimed as she
rounded the corner onto the hall. “I’ve been waiting at your
locker.” Making her way quickly to Hardy’s side, Cheyenne looped
her arm through his and smiled brightly at Miracle. “Hi! I’m
Cheyenne.”

“Hi,” Miracle said, a tolerant smile curving
her lips. “I’m Miracle.”

Forcing himself not to pull away from
Cheyenne as he so desperately wanted to do, Hardy watched Miracle’s
face. Although it was subtle, he thought he could detect a
difference in her smile. It seemed the tiniest bit cooler, though
not something he suspected anyone else would’ve noticed. He’d just
been paying an inordinate amount of attention to her smile. It was
starting to feel like something he couldn’t live without, which was
ridiculous. Ridiculous, but true.

“I’m sorry about before,” Cheyenne said,
wrinkling her nose. Hardy was surprised by the change in her
demeanor. She appeared to be almost…genuine. “PMS. It’s no excuse,
but at least it’s an explanation.”

Miracle’s smile warmed a bit, not at all to
Hardy’s surprise. He imagined she was the forgiving type. “I know
how that goes,” she sympathized.

“Are you in photography, too?”

“Yep.”

“Poor Hardy, he has to take a class like this
to make him the best candidate for the best schools, but he hates
every minute of it. He’s not exactly artistically inclined,”
Cheyenne teased, poking Hardy in the ribs.

Inwardly, Hardy rolled his eyes. Cheyenne
didn’t know him at all.

Miracle said nothing. Although she continued
to smile in her peaceful way, Hardy saw the skin between her brows
bunch. A tiny frown appeared there for the space of a heartbeat
before it disappeared as if it had never been.

Clearing her throat, Cheyenne quickly moved
on to another subject. “So, you’re from North Dakota, right?”

Miracle nodded.

“Then you need to come with us tomorrow for
Free Friday Afternoon. We almost always do something outside and
there’s nothing like Florida sunshine.”

Hardy saw Miracle’s eyes light up. They were
filled with such anticipation he felt a smile tug at the corners of
his mouth.

“Thank you! That sounds great, but what’s
Free Friday Afternoon?”

“Seniors get out of school after lunch on
Fridays. I guess they figure it keeps us from skipping school more
on Fridays. They started it a few years back. And for us,” Cheyenne
said, squeezing Hardy’s arm and bestowing a bright smile upon him,
“we always go do something fun before the game. It’s part of
Hardy’s ritual.”

“Ritual?” Miracle asked, her eyes bouncing
from Cheyenne to Hardy and back again.

“Yeah, Hardy’s got a big future in football
and we’re all doing our part to make sure nothing changes and that
he has the best year of his life.”

“Won’t it ruin it for him, then, if I
come?”

“Oh, no. As long as I’m there, he’ll be
fine,” Cheyenne boasted sweetly. Maybe a little too sweetly. “So
you’ll come?”

“Sure.”

“Good,” Cheyenne said with a nod. “So, we’ll
meet after lunch in the parking lot, k?”

“Do I need to bring anything?”

“Nope. If it turns out you need anything,
I’ll bring it.”

“Okay. Well, I guess I’ll see you tomorrow
then,” Miracle said, smiling politely before she turned to Hardy.
“Thanks again for showing me around.”

“No problem,” Hardy said, holding back all
the other things he wished he could say.

With that, Miracle walked off in one
direction and Cheyenne tugged Hardy down the hall in the other. It
was with increasing perplexity that he realized his mind—and his
heart—went with Miracle.

********

Hardy was more anxious than ever for Friday
afternoon to roll around. He was always a bundle of nervous energy
before a game, but this was something different. He found he was
more looking forward to spending Friday afternoon with Miracle than
performing well for the game. And that was a first.

After what felt like the longest morning in
the history of time, lunch was finally over and Hardy was making
his way to the parking lot to await Miracle. She’d been in
Chemistry Lab, although she’d merely smiled politely and then
turned to stare out the window for most of the class. And she’d
been at lunch; he’d seen her with the art student again. Lucy he
thought her name was. He’d watched her discreetly from the corner
of his eye, practically prancing by the time the last lunch bell
rang, officially signaling the end of the truncated school day.

And now he was waiting for her, anxiously
scanning every face that poured from the school’s front doors.
Cheyenne was chatting with her best friend, Elise, leaving Hardy to
his own thoughts, ones that seemed forever turned in Miracle’s
direction these days.

Hardy glanced at his watch. It was getting
late. Disappointment flooded him when he realized Miracle probably
wasn’t coming. It was enough to make him want to cancel. He turned
to Cheyenne to discuss just that when he caught sight of a dark
head popping through the doors. It was Miracle.

She hovered at shoulder height of most
everyone near her. Hardy straightened, watching her as she made her
way through the crowd to the edge of the parking lot.

She stopped to look around, shielding her
eyes from the bright sun as she scanned the cars in search of a
familiar face. When her gaze reached him, Hardy smiled widely and
waved. His stomach twitched in excitement when she returned his
smile and stepped off the curb.

He watched her as she walked toward him. Her
tiny body weaved around slower-moving ones. She smiled at and spoke
to each person. It was as though she couldn’t come into contact
with anyone or anything without imparting some of her goodness onto
them. He’d never met anyone like her.

When she finally reached them, Hardy saw her
look expectantly from him to Cheyenne and back again. It was then
that Hardy noticed how quiet his surroundings had become. Cheyenne
was no longer chattering. He glanced to his right to where she
stood, and saw that she was quietly watching him. She held his gaze
for several seconds before she turned to Miracle.

Much to Hardy’s relief, Cheyenne put on a
fake, too-bright smile. He didn’t think Miracle would notice. He
was just grateful Cheyenne was being pleasant. “Ready to go?”

“Whenever you are,” was Miracle’s
response.

“We’ll all ride together. Everyone else has
already left.”

“Where are we going?” Miracle asked as she
climbed into the back seat of Cheyenne’s convertible.

“Be patient,” Cheyenne scolded lightly with a
grin. “You’ll see.”

With that, Cheyenne started the engine and
sped out of the parking lot. Ten minutes later, she was pulling
into a private lot one street over from the beach.

Cutting the engine, Cheyenne jumped out of
the car. Elise quickly followed suit, leaving Hardy to raise his
seat and let Miracle out. He offered his hand and caught his breath
when she took it. He would never get over how soft her skin
was.

Once she was safely free of the back seat,
Hardy released his hold on her hand. He knew Cheyenne was watching
him; he could feel it. And he didn’t want to raise her ire. She
could ruin the day if he wasn’t careful.

Cheyenne rounded the car to the trunk where
she and Elise recovered two huge canvas bags. The foursome set off
to cross the street.

As they were making their way between two
hotels, the vast ocean came into view.

“We’re going to the beach?” Miracle asked.
Hardy forgot she probably wasn’t familiar with Middleton yet and
didn’t know where they were.

“We sure are,” Cheyenne answered happily.

“Um, I didn’t bring a suit.”

“I brought one for you,” Cheyenne informed
with a smile. “See? I told you not to worry anything.”

“I appreciate it, but I think I’ll just sit
this one out.”

“Don’t be ridiculous. You have to get some
sun. The weather is perfect this time of year.”

“I see that, but I can enjoy it without
changing clothes.”

“Seriously, Miracle, you’ll hurt my feelings
if you don’t at least get some sun and you’ll never be able to do
that with those clothes on.”

Hardy saw Miracle’s cheeks pink up as she
tugged self-consciously at the neckline of her lightweight,
long-sleeved sweater. He saw the indecision on her face and was
just about ready to step in when she agreed.

“All right.”

“Yay!” Cheyenne exclaimed, clapping her
hands.

With that, they made their way onto the sand
and to the cabana that Cheyenne’s family owned.

“Your trunks are still in your drawer,”
Cheyenne advised Hardy. “After he changes, you can change, Miracle.
I’ve got everything you’ll need in here.” Taking out a towel for
herself, Cheyenne handed Miracle the canvas bag.

“Where’s your suit?” Miracle asked.

“I’m wearing mine,” Cheyenne said, taking the
hem of her t-shirt and pulling it over her head to reveal a bright
red bikini top. She proceeded to unbutton and shimmy out of the
shorts she was wearing, standing proudly in front of the group.
Hardy had to admit she certainly could fill out a bikini.

Hardy glanced at Miracle, who was watching
Cheyenne with a troubled expression. Immediately, he saw Cheyenne’s
display in a totally different light. And he didn’t like it. “I’m
going to change,” he announced, irritated with Cheyenne’s
exhibition. For some reason, he felt she’d done it as a dig to
Miracle, even though she hadn’t said a single mean word.

Less than five minutes later, Hardy emerged
wearing his swim trunks. His other clothes were balled up in a
tight wad in his hand. Miracle was perched uncomfortably on the end
of a chaise, staring out at Cheyenne, chewing her bottom lip.

“It’s all yours,” he said, indicating the
small changing room.

With a tight smile, Miracle stood and walked
past him, closing the door snugly behind her. Out on the sand,
Hardy positioned himself where he could pretend to pay all his
attention to Cheyenne, but actually watch for Miracle to come out
of the cabana. With his sunglasses on, he didn’t have to worry
about Cheyenne noticing how often he glanced behind her.

When Miracle emerged, the first thing Hardy
noticed was that she had a towel wrapped around her and was
clutching it tightly to her chest. The only evidence he could see
of clothing was the coral-colored strap of her bathing suit where
it wound around her neck. She looked uneasy as she approached the
group and stopped.

Elise nodded toward Miracle and Cheyenne spun
in her direction.

“Did it fit?”

Miracle nodded.

“Good. I thought it would,” Cheyenne said,
seeming pleased with herself. “Come on. Let’s go find everyone
else.”

Cheyenne and Elise took the lead, leaving
Hardy and Miracle to walk behind them. Watching Cheyenne bounce and
priss in front of him left Hardy without doubt that she was doing
it on purpose. It wasn’t having the desired effect, though. Rather
than impressing Hardy, it only embarrassed him and made him feel
uncomfortable in front of Miracle. He couldn’t imagine her acting
that way under any circumstances and it made him wonder what he’d
ever seen in a girl like Cheyenne.

A large group of their friends were already
lounging on their towels down near the water. When Cheyenne stopped
in front of them, she unfolded her towel and spread it out on the
sand.

“Okay, who’s getting in?” she asked.

Several people hopped up and brushed sand off
their suits, ready to head for the ocean.

“Miracle?” Cheyenne asked pointedly.

“No, I think I’ll stay out here, but thanks.
You all go ahead.”

“Oh, come on! The water is warm this time of
year.”

“I’d rather not, but thanks.”

“You have to at least come down and get
splashed.”

“I think I’ll just stay up here. You go.”

“Oh, come on, Miracle!” Cheyenne said,
grabbing Miracle’s hand and tugging. “Just for a minute.”

Cheyenne pulled at Miracle, but Miracle dug
her feet into the sand and resisted.

“Really, I’d rather not.”

“Please. Come on,” Cheyenne begged, tugging
again.

“Seriously, you all go ahead.”

“Don’t make me get Hardy to carry you down
there,” Cheyenne threatened with a grin, grabbing at Miracle’s
other hand where it held her towel in place. Miracle clutched the
towel, almost frantically, backing away from Cheyenne.

“I’m not going. You guys go ahead. I’m
staying here.”

Giggling, Cheyenne quickly reached forward
and yanked at the tail of Miracle’s towel, surprising her and
pulling it away from her body. Miracle gasped, standing in
embarrassment and shock for several seconds before she moved her
arms to try and cover herself.

Hardy’s heart dropped into his toes. Although
on some level he did note that Miracle was much more voluptuous
than what she appeared to be in her too-baggy, overly-concealing
clothes, his pleasure at that took a back seat to the ache he felt
for her when he saw the scar.

Since seeing Miracle that day in the park,
Hardy had wondered why she’d been bald. He assumed it was something
health related, but one could never be too sure that it wasn’t some
sort of fashion statement or act of rebellion. He knew without a
doubt that Miracle’s bald head had been neither.

A long purplish scar marred Miracle’s
abdomen. It extended vertically from her ribs down her side at an
angle toward her hipbone. It stood out starkly against her pale
skin and she was obviously extremely self-conscious about it. She
tried to hide it beneath her hands, but they weren’t big enough to
cover the entire length of it.

Everyone in the group had stopped and turned
to stare, wide-eyed and gape-mouthed, at Miracle. Hardy watched her
silently take in every face, her gaze finally making its way back
to him. He saw the tears glistening in her eyes and what little
grip he had on his temper snapped.

Stepping toward Cheyenne, Hardy jerked the
towel from her lax fingers, daring her with his eyes to say
something. Shaking the sand from one end, Hardy walked slowly to
where Miracle stood and carefully wrapped the towel around her
shoulders, drawing it close around her.

When her enormous emerald eyes rose to his,
Hardy saw gratitude in the liquid depths. It was all he could do
not to bend down and pick her up to carry her away to safety, even
if it was just emotional safety. But that would only make it worse
for her, he knew. Instead, Hardy gently placed his palm between her
shoulder blades and nudged, urging her to turn around. When she
did, he led her across the hot sand back to the cabana.

“Sorry Miracle,” Cheyenne finally called when
they were nearly outside earshot.

Miracle said nothing, but Hardy felt her deep
inhalation beneath his hand and knew she was struggling with
emotion.

Once they’d arrived at the cabana, Hardy
stopped and took Miracle by the shoulders. They felt so thin and
frail beneath his hands. She was even tinier than what he’d
imagined. And now he knew why.

“Do you want me to take you home?”

Miracle swallowed hard. “No, you go and have
fun. I’ll just stay here until you’re ready to leave. It’s not a
big deal.”

Hardy couldn’t imagine what it cost her to be
so brave and so selfless. He realized that she was twice the person
he could ever hope to be.

“I’m ready to go. The beach has lost most of
its appeal. Why don’t I take you home?”

Relief flashed quickly across Miracle’s face
before she began to frown. “Are you sure? I don’t want to ruin your
afternoon. And this is important to you, to your game.”

Hardy nearly laughed. At that moment, nothing
was more important than Miracle.

“I’ll be fine. Seriously. Why don’t you
change clothes and I’ll take you as I go?”

Reluctantly, Miracle nodded, turning to grab
Cheyenne’s big canvas bag and head to the changing room. Hardy
slipped on his wrinkled t-shirt and his tennis shoes while he
waited, the sight of Miracle trying to cover herself playing over
and over on a loop through his mind. He couldn’t help thinking it
sad that when she looked in the mirror, she probably didn’t see
beyond that scar. He doubted she saw the beautiful girl staring
back at her.

When Miracle emerged, dressed once more in
her slightly ill-fitting clothes, Hardy’s heart squeezed inside his
chest to see that her eyes and nose were red. She’d been crying.
Silently.

Hardy took the bag from her fingers,
unzipping the outside pocket to bring out a set of keys. Palming
them, he held out his other hand to Miracle.

“Come on,” he said, not caring whether anyone
would see him holding her hand. In fact, he couldn’t have cared
less.

Hesitantly, Miracle slid her cool fingers
across his palm and he curled his larger ones around them,
marveling at her delicate bones. Neither of them said another word
as they made their way back to Cheyenne’s car.

After Hardy had stowed his shorts and socks
beneath the driver’s seat, he turned the ignition key and the
engine purred quickly to life. He turned to Miracle and smiled. He
was happy to see that she was smiling as well; it was a small,
mischievous one.

“Won’t Cheyenne get mad that you’re taking
her car without asking?”

Hardy shrugged, completely unconcerned.
“Don’t know. Don’t care.”

With a grin, he shifted into gear. Just
before his foot hit the gas pedal, he heard Miracle say in a quiet
voice, “I know she didn’t mean to do that.”

Hardy simply stared at Miracle. He knew she
thought Cheyenne didn’t purposely embarrass her that way; there was
no way she could’ve known about the scar. But Cheyenne had
tried to force Miracle into doing something she didn’t want to do.
So, whether her intentions were good or not, the fact that her
inconsiderate nature had caused Miracle such obvious humiliation
was enough to make Hardy see red. He wasn’t as kind and forgiving
as Miracle. He doubted anyone on the planet was.

“She still ruined your afternoon and I’m
really sorry about that.”

Miracle smiled her sad, sweet smile, reaching
out to lay her hand on top of Hardy’s. Hardy had to make himself
not turn his hand over to lace his fingers through hers.

“Don’t be,” she advised kindly. Her eyes
shone with something he’d never seen in another person, something
otherworldly, as if she’d seen things that most others hadn’t.
Hardy could only guess at what she’d had to suffer in order to get
a look like that, a world view like that. Miracle made his heart
hurt. But she also made it fly.

“Now,” Miracle said, closing her eyes and
leaning her head back against the headrest. “Let’s get some music
going and some wind in our hair!”

Hardy smiled, feeling more energized by her
presence than he had any right to feel. For a moment, he wasn’t
sure he’d be able to take his eyes off her long enough to drive.
She had tilted her head back just enough that the sun fell full on
her face. Her complexion was like rich cream, her lips pouty, and
her nose straight. It even bathed the gentle curve of her throat.
She was mesmerizing.

Finally, when she turned her head toward him
and cracked an eyelid, he looked down to turn on the radio and then
steer the car out of the parking lot.

“Where am I going?” he asked, hating to
disturb her.

“Do you know where Iron Street is?”

Hardy nodded and listened as Miracle told him
how to get to her house. What Hardy knew of Iron Street was that it
was fairly low income. Other than that, he knew very little, as
he’d never been there. But still, he knew where it was.

Miracle resumed her position and Hardy pulled
onto the road. He sneaked a glance in her direction every couple of
minutes, unable to help himself. She looked perfectly at peace. He
hoped she could just forget about today. Just not about him.

Miracle opened her eyes when he began making
the series of short turns that would bring them to her house.
Neither of them said anything. It wasn’t until he’d pulled to a
stop outside a tiny white house and put the car into park that she
even looked in his direction.

“Thank you so much for bringing me home.”

“My pleasure,” Hardy said simply, smiling and
hoping there would be no mention of Cheyenne or her antics.

Miracle watched him for several
seconds—seconds during which he concluded he’d never wanted to kiss
someone more—before she nodded once and reached for the door
handle.

“Miracle,” Hardy said, stopping her. She
turned back to him, an expectant look on her face. “Are you coming
to the game tonight?”

She made a face that gave him his answer
before she even opened her mouth. She wrinkled her nose and bit her
lip as if hesitant to tell him no, but planning on it nonetheless.
He’d known before he asked what her answer would be. But he had to
ask.

“I don’t think so.”

“It’s just…I thought…it’s just that I’d
really love for you to come.”

Hardy was silently telling himself to shut
up, not to pressure her. But something inside him wanted to see her
in the stands so badly, wanted to know she was there so much that
he couldn’t stop himself.

“I don’t really know many people yet and
after today…”

“Please don’t let that upset you,” Hardy
said, closing his eyes on the plea.

Miracle shrugged. “I just don’t know if it’s
a good idea.”

“Don’t know if what’s a good idea?” a small,
vaguely familiar voice asked from behind Miracle. Hardy had been so
absorbed he hadn’t even noticed the girl, Mila, come out of the
house.

Miracle turned toward her. “Going to the
football game tonight.”

Mila’s face lit up. “Oh, I wanna go!”

“Mila, I just said I don’t think it’s a good
idea.”

“But why?”

“I just…don’t.”

“Please, Miracle. Take me. Pleeeeeeease!”

Hardy watched Mila screw up her face as she
begged. Miracle sighed. They stared each other down, engaged in a
silent struggle Hardy found very interesting. It was obvious that
Mila knew exactly which buttons to push in order to get what she
wanted.

Finally, on a soul-weary sigh, Miracle turned
back to Hardy. “I guess I’ll be there.”

“We. We’ll be there,” Mila added with
a satisfied smile. Miracle rolled her eyes.

Hardy couldn’t contain his laugh. It was due
in part to their dynamic and Miracle’s frustration. But mostly, it
was because he couldn’t remember being so happy with any particular
person coming to watch him play football. Not even the scouts.

“Awesome. I’m sure I’ll see you in the
stands.”

“How? You’ll be playing.”

“I’ll find you. Trust me,” Hardy said with a
grin. Without another word, he shifted into drive and pulled away
from the curb. Better to make his exit while he still had a modicum
of dignity intact. He had no idea what had gotten into him, but he
knew he’d have to watch himself. Miracle could be dangerous.

********

“Who was that?” Mila asked as she
watched Hardy drive away.

“Hardy Bradford.”

“Hardy,” she repeated in a daze. “Sweet baby
Jesus, he’s hot!”

Miracle laughed. “You think?”

Mila turned to look at Miracle, her mouth
open and her eyes disbelieving. “You’re joking, right?”

Miracle said nothing, only laughed again.

“Let me put it this way, if you don’t kiss
him and give me every single sordid detail, I will fashion a noose
and hang myself from the ceiling fan in your room. And you know how
badly that could turn out. It took me years to learn to tie my
shoes.”

Miracle laughed again. Mila was fourteen and,
not surprisingly, prone to hyperbole and theatricality. Although
she was even more petite than Miracle, she was not to be
underestimated. She was mature, feisty and extremely intelligent
for her age.

“Maybe we can practice nooses in the coming
weeks then, because he’s dating the most gorgeous, vicious girl in
school.”

“Which is undoubtedly why he’s already fallen
in love with you.”

“That’s the most insane logic I’ve ever
heard.”

“Insanity is a requirement to live in our
house. You know that.”

“Good point.”

“So, you’re taking me to the game. What are
we gonna wear?”

“I don’t know about you, but I’m wearing
this.”

“Uh, no you’re not,” Mila snorted. “You’ll be
wearing something of mine. Something that fits.”

“And why would I want to do that when I can
be much more comfortable in my own clothes?”

“Because I want this for you,” Mila said in a
rare moment of sentimentality. “I want him for you.”

Miracle could feel her heart swell around
what her sister was implying and it brought a fresh wash of tears
to her eyes. If she died tomorrow, Miracle would die happy, knowing
that she was surrounded by the most incredible people the world had
to offer.

Miracle blinked her eyes several times before
she sighed and rolled them dramatically. “Fine. Let’s go play dress
up.”

Mila squealed, clapping her hands excitedly.
Miracle laughed as she watched her bounce down the walkway in front
of her. It was worth the next four hours of torture just to see
Mila so happy.

Miracle knew Mila needed things like
this—carefree times, sisterly times, normal times—to add to her
abundance of bad memories. There was always the hope that the good
would eventually outweigh and eclipse the bad. They all needed some
good times.

 



CHAPTER FOUR

 


Hardy had never been more nervous before a
game. Although he was nodding at all the right places as his dad
spoke, his mind was already wandering through the crowd, looking
for Miracle.

“Now, son, you know how important this is.
Your dream of playing college and professional football might very
well start tonight. Go out there and do your best. Make us proud,”
Hardy’s father was saying and, again, Hardy nodded. Wayne Bradford
grabbed Hardy by the back of the neck and brought his face in
close, searching his eyes. “Head in the game, Hardy. Head in the
game.”

With great difficulty, Hardy pulled his mind
back into the present, back into the locker room. “Yes, sir.”

Wayne gently slapped the side of Hardy’s
head. “That’s my boy,” he said, seemingly satisfied that Hardy was
paying attention. “Go out there and show ‘em how the Bradfords do
it.”

“Yes, sir.”

With that, Hardy’s father exited the locker
room to make his way into the stands with Hardy’s mother and much
younger brother, Clay, just like he did before every game. Everyone
in Hardy’s life stuck to the ritual. Everyone.

As the coach gave them his usual pep talk and
this could be the game that defines your life speech, Hardy
purposed to keep his mind on football and off Miracle. His father
was right. His entire academic and professional future could be
riding on his performance this year, maybe even this night. He’d
been groomed for this practically his whole life. There was nothing
more important to his family, to his father, than Hardy’s future
career as a professional football player. And Hardy had never felt
the weight of those expectations more than he did tonight.

As the Seminoles took the field, Hardy
struggled to keep his mind on the game, to keep his eyes out of the
stands. He concentrated with all his might. And it worked until the
coin toss was over. Then, as she had at the beginning of every game
for three years, Cheyenne bounced over to him, pressed her
fingertips to her lips and then pressed them to his through his
face mask. It was the switch that flipped his mind back over to
thoughts of Miracle.

After he’d dropped her off, Hardy had driven
Cheyenne’s car to school and left it parked so that he could drive
his own car home. He’d called her cell to tell her she’d need to
get a ride back to school with someone else. She’d been aggravated,
but not overly so. She knew he was still angry over what she’d done
to Miracle. Despite her apologies and assurances to the contrary,
Hardy still felt she’d been out to embarrass Miracle all along,
even though she’d had no idea about the scar. She’d have done
something else to humiliate her. That was just the way Cheyenne
was. And Hardy had had enough.

Cheyenne just didn’t know that yet. And
neither did his family.

Hardy stood still for her display, hating
himself for it. The instant she pulled her fingers out of his face
mask, he turned away from her, his eyes scanning the hundreds of
faces for one in particular. And he found it.

Sitting about halfway up, looking directly at
him, was Miracle. Her eyes were alight with the excitement of the
crowd and her cheeks were flushed with pleasure. He was certain
Cheyenne, arguably the most beautiful person he’d ever seen, had
ever looked so amazing.

Miracle smiled at him and waved shyly. As
always, he was spellbound, raising his hand to return her gesture
automatically. He didn’t realize that he’d tuned everything else
out until someone smacked the side of his helmet.

“Bradford, man you’re up.”

Reluctantly, Hardy pulled his eyes away from
Miracle and jogged to the huddle. They’d lost the coin toss and the
opposing team had opted for getting the ball first in the second
half, which meant that Hardy and his offense would have the first
opportunity to score. And he had to do exactly that.

It was under the watchful gaze of Miracle and
the rest of the town that Hardy had the best game of his life. His
stats were off the charts and the one time he’d glanced at the
scout his father had pointed out—the one time he’d glanced at
anyone other than Miracle for that matter—he’d seen him give a nod
of approval.

One down, six more to go, Hardy
thought, hoping he could perform so well in front of every scout
that was likely to visit. Football was the key to his future.

For Wayne Bradford, it was his chance to live
vicariously through his son, to live the life of a professional
football player. For Hardy, it was about going to a college that
would allow him to pursue his dreams, not everyone else’s.
But still, football was the vehicle that would get him there, so in
the end, he and his father shared the same goal—impress the scouts,
get the scholarship.

Hardy dawdled on the field longer than usual,
chatting with everyone who wanted to congratulate him. All the
while, he kept an eye surreptitiously trained on Miracle as she
descended the stands.

When she’d reached the bottom of the
bleachers and was making her way toward the exit, Hardy excused
himself and jogged to the fence ahead of her. She stopped when she
reached him, her eyes sparkling like the gemstone they so closely
resembled.

“You were incredible.”

Hardy was positive no one else’s praise had
ever made him feel more alive, more successful, more invincible,
more like a winner than Miracle’s. He beamed, not knowing what to
say; thank you seemed far too trite. So he just stood there smiling
like some sort of brain-dead imbecile.

Finally, Miracle chuckled and nodded. “Well,
I guess I’ll see you Monday.”

That jarred Hardy out of his stupor. “Wait.
What are you doing tonight?”

“Going home I guess. Why?”

“Do you want to come out with us? I mean, do
you want to come to a party that one of the other football players
is throwing?”

Again, Miracle made that face that said she
was going to say no even though she dreaded it. Hardy got the
feeling she didn’t like to say no. He didn’t think it was because
she was spineless. No, hardy fully suspected it was because she was
so concerned with other people’s feelings. Miracle was selfless and
he’d never met anyone like her.

“Um, I don’t think so, but thank you.”

“I promise you’ll have fun. It won’t be
anything like…” Hardy hesitated to bring up her earlier pain,
wishing he’d kept his mouth shut before he’d even alluded to it.
“It’ll be fun. Really,” he said, smiling broadly in hopes of
recovering his blunder.

Miracle smiled tolerantly. “I appreciate the
offer, and I’m sure it’ll be fun, but I think I’m just going to go
home.”

When Miracle began slowly inching her way
forward, Hardy knew there was no changing her mind. He searched for
something else to say, for some way of talking her into going, but
he couldn’t think of a single thing that might convince her. If
she’d suggested something else she’d rather do, he’d have jumped
all over it. If it meant spending time with Miracle, Hardy would’ve
gone anywhere she wanted to go.

But instead, he had to watch her walk
away.

“Congratulations,” she called back to him
before she and her sister disappeared into the crowd.

“Thanks,” Hardy said, doubting that she even
heard him. He had the ridiculous desire to chase after her, but
even as the thought skated tantalizingly through his mind, reality
intruded.

“You know, I’m beginning to think there’s
something going on between you two.”

Cheyenne stood behind Hardy, arms crossed
over her chest, chin set at an argumentative angle.

Hardy sighed, turning to walk away from her.
“There is nothing going on between us, Cheyenne. I just can’t be
rude and obnoxious to people the way you can.” He didn’t really
care if she heard the words he’d tossed over his shoulder or
not.

“I told you I didn’t know about the scar,
Hardy. I didn’t do it on purpose. I was trying to be nice by
inviting her, by including her.” Cheyenne was scrambling to keep up
with him.

“Yeah, right,” Hardy mumbled under this
breath. He didn’t doubt that Cheyenne didn’t know about the scar;
how could she? What he did doubt, however, was that she ever
had an altruistic motive for anything she did.

“Why are you acting like this?” she asked as
they neared the field house, her voice dropping into a hushed tone.
Hardy turned on her so quickly, she nearly bumped into him. “What
the—”

“Cheyenne, this was over a long time ago. I
think it’s time we make it official.”

Hardy was perversely pleased when he saw the
blood drain from Cheyenne’s face. He suspected this would be one of
the few times in her life she’d be dumped. Did he dread the fall
out? A little. Was he shamefully thrilled to get to do it, though?
Yes, he was. He wouldn’t have enjoyed it at all if he thought it
would actually hurt her, but he knew it wouldn’t. What it would
do was bring her down a peg or two, temporarily at least, which
was something he felt she and her monstrous ego were in desperate
need of.

“You can’t be serious.”

“Oh, but I am, Cheyenne. Very serious.”

“But…but what about your future? Our future?
What about this season?”

“I can win games without your help, Cheyenne.
And you and I both know we never really had a future.”

“How can you say that?”

“Because it’s true.”

“You don’t really believe that.”

“Actually, I do. I don’t know how we’ve
lasted this long. I guess I’m a lot more selfish than I
thought.”

“Do I need to tell you how much you’re going
to regret this?”

“No. Because I won’t. I feel better
already.”

Hardy felt his lips curve into a genuine
smile of relief and satisfaction. Cheyenne’s eyes narrowed and her
lips thinned as she watched him.

“This is about her, isn’t it?”

“Who?”

“Miracle.”

“No. It’s about the fact that I’ve hated
myself for dating you for almost a year now and I’m over it. I’m
done.”

“You just keep telling yourself that, Hardy,
but you’ll be back. I’m not worried.”

Even as the words left her lips, Hardy could
see that Cheyenne was very much worried. Unfortunately, he also saw
a dark spark of determination light her eyes and it was just enough
to give him pause.

“Goodbye, Cheyenne.”

With that, Hardy turned his back on her and
made his way into the field house to shower and change into his new
life.

********

Never had a party been less fun. As Hardy
wandered aimlessly through the tight crowd of bodies, speaking only
when spoken to, he realized that this scene was not one he’d ever
really preferred. He’d always gone to parties because Cheyenne
wanted to, because all his friends went and, well, because he’d
always done it. He’d never been willing to mess up the good thing
he had going in his life. The funny thing was, he had completely
deluded himself about the “good thing” part.

Hardy leaned against the front door jamb and
stared out into the night. He had no interest in being there—at the
party. He didn’t see one person he really wanted to talk to, one
person he really wanted to spend his Friday evening with. What he
really wanted was to see Miracle. And she wasn’t there.

As he was making up his mind to leave,
Cheyenne came sauntering up the front steps toward the door, toward
him. From the fingers of her left hand dangled a small black bag.
The smile she wore warned Hardy that she was up to something. She
looked far too pleased with herself.

When she stopped in front of him, she just
stood there swinging the bag. Hardy took the bait. “What’s
that?”
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