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Аннотация
The thirteen qualities of Robin�s Perfect Man range from the mildly important "Handsome"? to the all-important "Great taste in music."? After all, Westfield�s best high school folk musician can�t go out with some schmuck who only listens to top 40 crap. So when hot Carter Paulson walks in the door of Robin�s diner, it looks like the list may have come to life after all...until she realizes he�s profoundly deaf.
Carter isn�t looking for a girlfriend. Especially not a hearing one. Not that he has anything against hearing girls, they just don�t speak the same language. But when the cute waitress at Grape Country Dairy makes an effort to talk with him, he takes her out on his yellow Ducati motorcycle.
Music, language, and culture all take a backseat as love drives the bike. But how long can this summer really last?


Song of Summer

To Eric: You deserve much more than a book.
And to Westfield, NY: This one�s for you.


Seven Weeks of Summer Left


Chapter 1

Robin
�I just don�t see why you couldn�t make it work,� Violet rasps. She pours Jell-O with the precision of someone measuring liquid explosives. Her long plastic fingernails shine red, white, and blue, the commemorative paint chipping from last week�s holiday.
I smile and sigh. �It wasn�t my call, Vi,� I say. �I was all for making it work. He was not.� I spin the stool around and clunk another roll of silverware into the bucket on the counter, the hi-hat clank deadened by paper napkins. The brunch rush is over�two couples linger over coffee. Both are Violet�s tables. ��We�re in high school,� remember? �We�re not married.�� I laugh at the end of my bad Trent impression but it still smarts a little. My brain replays the rest of his breakup line. High school is about fun, Robin! I just can�t be tied down for our senior year. You�ll thank me for this later, I promise. I readjust my apron and start on the next silverware roll.
�Plus, he has a crooked smile,� pipes in Fannie�s voice from the grill. She pokes her rosy, round face into the pass-through window. �He�s a charmer for sure, but you can�t trust a boy with a crooked smile.�
�Exactly! Thank you, Fannie. See that, Vi? Crooked smile.�
The sun shines in through the huge front windows, illuminating the high-backed Amish-made wooden booths arranged around the outside and the flimsy, plastic-covered tables stranded in the middle. Classy black-and-white photographs hang on the walls in cheap plastic frames, and white Christmas lights decorate dusty plastic fake grape vines. The Byrds pipe in over the management-mandated oldies station, cutting through the greasy air better than any cleaning spray. My voice floats a descant atop their three-part harmony, and I dream of the Martin Dreadnought Junior Acoustic that awaits my tips at the end of the summer. Only eight more weeks and six hundred more dollars and the �Dread Pirate Martin� (as I like to call it) is mine.
�What was wrong with that boy from last week?� Violet asks.
I sigh. Violet is operating under the delusion that she and Fannie can help me find my one true love. After all, they found Violet�s now-husband, Rex, twentysomething years ago. They�re acting as if Trent�s absence left some gaping hole in my life. Really, I�m fine. All I need is my melody, not his harmony.
�He was�� He grunted when he ordered and spat in the flowerbed outside of the restaurant. He was covered in ATV-thrown dirt and he called me �Babe.� He tipped seventy-eight cents. �He was� something else.�
The concept of fairy godmothers is pleasing in theory. In practice, it�s turned out to be kind of a bust.
�Bad tipper! Remember?� Fannie pipes in.
�Right,� Violet says. �I remember now. You�re right, Robin, you don�t want to date a bad tipper. Shows a lack of generous spirit.�
�Amen,� I say.
�Good tipper. It�s on the list.� Fannie calls from the back. She�s holding a pen and a sheet of paper and is waiting expectantly. �What else?�
Oh geez. There�ll be a written record of this? �I dunno.�
�Come on, Robin. What�s your type?� Violet demands.
�Short, stubby, and ugly?� Fannie hollers.
I laugh. �Yes. That. That�s exactly what I want. How did you know?�
�No, he�s gotta be tall, dark, and handsome!� Violet corrects, missing the joke. �And good with kids. And rugged and interesting and funny. Am I right or am I right?�
�You�re right! Keep going!� I grin and let Violet describe my dream guy. Or her dream guy. Really, it�s everyone�s dream guy.
�Smart!� she continues. �And romantic.�
�And rich!� Fannie pitches in.
�Money isn�t everything.� Violet�s taking this way too seriously. �He has to have a good heart. Anything else, Robin?�
�Music,� I say without even thinking. �He has to love good music.�
If he�s going to tour with me after I graduate next year, he�s got to be good. I could never date a nonmusician. He would never understand practice hours, rehearsals, gig setup, music equipment, recording software�, the list goes on.
�Music. Got it,� says Fannie. After a dramatic dot, she shoves the list through the pass-through window to Violet, who grabs a thumbtack and sticks it to the bulletin board, right between the daily specials and the number for the pest-control guy. �ROBIN�S PERFECT MAN� it says, and all the qualities are listed with little check boxes: �Good Tipper,� �Tall,� �Dark,� �Handsome,� �Good with kids,� �Rugged,� �Interesting,� �Funny,� �Smart,� �Romantic,� �Rich,� and, �Good Heart.� �Loves good music� is crowded in at the bottom. I laugh.
�Right,� I say. �When you two find this guy, let me know. Because I�ll have to beat all the other girls off with many, many sticks.�
I go back to my silverware wrapping and smile to myself. Guys like that don�t exist. I mention Alison Krauss or Emmylou Harris to the guys around here and they space out immediately. Trent�s different, of course�looks so good behind his stand-up bass. My mind travels back to our breakup and I shake my head, mouthing his words, �It�s high school. We�re not married.� I guess it�s louder than I think.
�What was that, Robin?� Violet asks.
�No! Nothing! Sorry�� I just sometimes relive old conversations under my breath. That�s all. Can�t imagine why Trent didn�t want to make it work.
�Hey, can you take these back to the big cooler?� Violet says as she throws the empty Jell-O pitcher in a bus bin. �I need a smoke.�
I eye the big tray filled with fancy scrolling Jell-O glasses. I hate carrying ungelled Jell-Os to the big cooler. I just imagine tripping and red sugar-water going everywhere. Glass will be broken. It will be bad. But I know better than to interfere with Violet and her smoke break. �Yeah, sure,� I say. She leaves and I see her and Fannie out the plateglass window, smoking and chatting at the picnic table. She�s almost done with her cigarette when I carefully grasp both sides of the tray and ease it off the counter.
�Please, please, please, please� ,� comes unbidden from my mouth. I clamp my lips shut and hold the tray against my stomach like a seventeen-year-old female ring bearer with a very heavy, very fragile pillow. If it were food, I would swing it up to my shoulder�easier to carry and showier in general�but since it�s liquid, I want it somewhere I can keep an eye on it.
I�m inching down the hallway, almost to the big cooler, when the bell on the door rings and Violet�s voice calls out, loud and clear: �Anywhere ya want!� It�s supposed to tell customers that they can choose their table, but it mostly just confuses them. I ease the Jell-O tray onto an empty shelf do a little celebration jive down the long hallway, since I didn�t die. Violet waits at the end of the hall, a smile on her face, two menus in her hand.
�Robin? You have a table,� she purrs. Of course! They found Mr. Tall-dark-handsome-soft-heart-good-tipper-good-music already!
�No,� I mouth, afraid he�ll hear me. �You take him.�
She shakes her head and hands me the menus. Two? Great. He�s probably already on a date. This is perfect.
�You owe me,� I whisper as I snatch the menus out of her hand.
�Oh no, honey. You owe me,� she says, and I turn to look at the dining room. Sure enough, two guys are silhouetted against the huge plateglass windows. I can�t see at all what they look like. Just that they�re guys and they�re both texting on their phones. Great. Teenagers, myself excepted, never tip well.
As I get closer, I can see them a little better. The one facing me is strawberry blond. He�s wearing creased khakis and a Ralph Lauren polo, and I�ve only ever seen his phone on commercials. Rich kid. The Chautauqua pass hanging around his neck confirms it. He�s kind of average looking, with freckles scattered across his nose and gel in his hair. The guy with his back to me has his head down, texting intently. All I can see is dark hair in a neat, short haircut. The strawberry blond guy looks up when he hears me coming. I plaster on my best, �I�m-going-to-kill-you-Violet� smile and stride confidently up to the table. The strawberry blond taps the table in front of his friend and points at me as I approach.
The dark-haired guy turns to look at me and my breath catches in my throat.
He�s a model. He has to be a model.
Long black eyelashes set off dark-brown eyes. High cheekbones and a strong jawline frame his face. His lips are full, and there�s the slightest dimple in his chin. His hair is thick and wavy, like a nonmarble version of Michelangelo�s David. His skin is the color of coffee with tons of cream and just as smooth.
I, of course, trip over my own ridiculous feet and he smiles, revealing a bright white smile with one tooth just crooked enough to keep him from being a toothpaste model. It makes him more handsome, if that�s possible.
Suddenly, I realize that I�m at the table. They�re both staring at me. I still have their menus.
�Hi,� I say breathlessly, looking away from Mr. Perfect Guy in order to keep from blushing. It�s not working. �I�m Robin.� I slide their menus onto the table. �What can I��
�Two waters,� the strawberry blond interrupts.
�Sure!� I chirp. Give me a chance to finish my sentence, buddy. I venture a glance at Mr. Perfect Guy and he nods, his perfect lips still playing with a smile.
�Sounds good,� I say. �I�ll give you a minute with the menu.�
I turn toward the kitchen and give Violet bug eyes as I walk to the pop machine. �WHAT?!� I mouth. �WHAT?!�
She shrugs and smiles like the cat that caught the freakin� bird of paradise.
When I�m back at the counter, getting the guys� drinks, she sidles up to me. �I thought you didn�t want me to mess with your love life,� she says.
I snort. �I have no love life, Violet.�
�Well you might now.�
Ice clunks into the plastic cup. �That is a wonderful, delicious thought. But so far, he has only three qualifications out of the litany. He is, admittedly, tall, dark, and handsome. But kind heart? Good tipper? Music? Who knows! Admit it, Vi. You gave me a half hour of eye candy. Nothing more. Not that I don�t appreciate it. I surely appreciate it.�
She shakes her head, a twinkle in her eye. �I know a prize pig when I see one, Robin. I knew it the first time I saw Rex.� She points at the table. �That. Is a prize pig.�
I laugh full-out this time, shaking my head, a glass in each hand, and walk back to the table. Right before I reach it, I look back over my shoulder. Violet has bustled into the kitchen. Through the pass-through window, I see her and Fannie gossiping like sixth-grade girls. Fannie peeks through the window and I give her a don�t-you-start look. She grins and waggles her eyebrows before turning back to Violet.
I shake my head and plop the waters down, tossing a couple of straws from my apron pocket to the table.
�So, what can I get for you today?� I say, pen and paper ready.
�I�ll have a bacon cheeseburger with everything, and fries,� says the strawberry blond. He checks his phone and points at Mr. Perfect Guy. �He�ll have a bacon cheeseburger with pickles, no onion, and fries.�
�Okay�� So maybe this is a date, after all. Strawberry blond is ordering for both of them. I venture a glance at Mr. Perfect Guy. He�s wearing a fitted blue T-shirt, which tells me that he works out but says nothing about his sexual orientation. No Chautauqua pass. He glances up from his phone and gives a little nod and a closemouthed smile. I blush.
�Sounds good,� I say. �Anything else?�
�Nope,� says strawberry blond. His phone buzzes and he checks it. �Um, and a chocolate milkshake. After the meal.�
�Okay.� I force a smile.
Milkshakes are a pain. I have to make them myself and the milkshake spinner is so ancient it splashes everywhere. There�s a good chance that I�ll end up with as much milkshake on myself as in the glass.
Turning back toward the kitchen, I give a defeated look to Violet.
�What?� she says as I punch the order into the computer. (Grape Country Dairy is so small we don�t need one, but at least this way Fannie doesn�t have to read my writing.) �What? Does he have a girlfriend?�
�I think� ,� I say, finding the No Onion button, �he has a boyfriend.�
�Noooo!�
�Unfortunately, yes. The strawberry blond guy has been ordering for both of them. All the time. Mr. Perfect Guy hasn�t spoken once.�
�Oh, well. What can you do?� Violet says hopelessly.
�I know. Le sigh.�
�How�d it go?� hollers Fannie from the kitchen, over the kkssshhhh of frying bacon and burgers.
�He�s gay!� yells back Violet.
�Vi!� I glance back over my shoulder at the guys, all the way across the restaurant, to see if they heard. Strawberry blond is looking in our direction, but Mr. Perfect Guy is still bent over his phone.
�Figures,� yells back Fannie. �All the hot ones are.�
�Except Rex,� corrects Violet.
�Except Rex,� agrees Fannie.
�Will you two stop!�
�We�ll find him,� says Violet, affectionately patting the paper tacked to the wall. She plucks the pen from my hand and adds �Not gay� to the corner of the list.
�Thank you,� I say, taking my pen back. �Thanks for that.�
The front door swings open.
�Anywhere ya want!� Violet calls out, and grabs two menus as a new couple sits down.
Too soon the burgers are done and plated with their respective fries. I load a tray and strut, tray balanced on my hand and shoulder, to their table. I keep ketchup and mustard in my apron pockets. This time both guys are looking up at me, practically licking their lips.
I swing the tray down to the table and lift the plates off, sliding each one in front of the correct guy.
�Thanks,� says strawberry blond.
�No problem.� I grin. Our burgers rock. Especially with Fannie on grill. I glance over to Mr. Perfect Guy.
He smiles at me and nods.
�Anything else I can get?� I ask as I pull the ketchup and mustard bottles from my apron and set them in the middle of the table.
�Nope,� says strawberry blond.
I get another table as the guys chow on their burgers. It�s just the farmers, in for their afternoon coffee. They smell like manure but look like my grandpa, so it�s okay.
When I look over, the guys are almost done with their burgers.
Crap.
Milkshake.
I scuttle back to the ice-cream station and grab a milkshake tin, pile in three scoops, add milk, and squeeze in some chocolate. I hold a towel up like a shield in front of me as I slide the milkshake tin under the spindle and the machine whirs to life. After a few seconds, I check its progress. Bad idea. The spindle chooses that moment to catch a chunk of ice cream and splatter milk and chocolate across my face. I hastily shield myself with the towel once more, blinking milkshake out of my eyes.
Laugher erupts from the kitchen, which has a perfect view of the ice-cream station. �Thanks, Fannie,� I say. �When�s Trent getting here, again?� Yeah, that�s right�I got my now ex-boyfriend a job at my workplace. We used to wait the dinner service together. When we broke up he switched from waiter to cook and I switched from dinner to the brunch-lunch shift.
�Prob�ly never,� she calls back. He�s also perpetually late.
When the milkshake is done, I pour it into a pretty milkshake glass, top it with whipped cream, two cherries (�So you don�t have to fight over it,� I always say), and stick two straws into it (five-dollar tip every time).
I print out their ticket and sashay my way back to their table, placing the milkshake proudly in the middle of the table. I sneak the ticket onto the edge of the table and clear their plates.
�There you go!� I say, arms full of dirty dishes. �Anything else?�
Strawberry blond gives Mr. Perfect Guy a not-so-happy-couple look and Mr. Perfect Guy grins.
�Yeah,� strawberry blond says, picking up the check. �Can you split this?�
I startle. Mr. Perfect Guy is pulling the milkshake toward himself, turning both straws to his own side, shoulders shaking with silent laughter.
�He gets the milkshake,� strawberry blond says.
�I can see that,� I say before catching myself. �I mean� Yeah, sure, I can split it.�
I take one last look at Mr. Perfect Guy, who�s watching me, drinking his milkshake with eyebrows raised. His perfect lips drop the straw and he grins at me, crooking his finger like he wants to tell me a secret.
I bend in closer to hear what he has to say, but he doesn�t say anything at all. Instead, he picks up his napkin and brings it up to my forehead, wiping it right above my eyebrow. A lightly spiced cologne cuts through the greasy diner air and for a moment I�m disoriented. This newly not-gay gorgeous guy is touching my face, which is probably bright red. He pulls his napkin away and shows me: chocolate sauce. He tilts his head and smiles.
�Thanks,� I say.
He nods, not saying anything. Of course.
I almost run back to the bar, dishes threatening to spill out of my arms
�Not gay!� I whisper-yell to Violet. �Not gay! Or at least not on a date! Separate tabs! Separate!�
Her mouth makes an �o� and she claps twice. �Good, that�s good,� she says, trying to regain composure. �Not gay!� she yells back to Fannie, who squeals.
I take the newly separated checks back to the guys at their table. �There you go,� I say as nonchalantly as possible.
This time, strawberry blond is the one who nods as he picks up his check. And Mr. Perfect Guy does something totally unexpected:
He lifts his right hand to touch his dimpled chin. Then he arcs it down, like he�s blowing a kiss.
And it all makes sense.
He�s not gay.
He�s deaf.

Chapter 2

Carter
Usually, people realize I�m deaf when my back is turned; when I�m signing with a friend or with my family. They approach me carefully, if at all, and always after the fact.
This time, I see the realization hit her. It�s almost physical. It makes both her smile and her stance waver. She nods, unsure if she should talk.
I should have told her straight off the bat, but I didn�t. It�s a big deal, you know? It�s like telling somebody that you�re a Buddhist or that your mother died when you were a child or something. It makes me who I am, but it might be a game changer to somebody else.
Because I�ve found most hearing people are like Barry, my current illustrious companion. His knowledge of American Sign Language (ASL) extends to �bathroom� and �okay,� which doesn�t really count because it�s two letters. Seriously. I�ve seen him every summer since I was two, and this is the first time since middle school that we�ve hung out. And we�re only hanging out because my parents told his parents that I would tutor him in ASL. He obviously doesn�t really want to learn�we�ve been texting all through lunch.
Anyway, this hearing townie girl is just so cute. All bounce and smile. She�s wearing black pedal pushers and a white V-neck with black Vans sneakers. Her apron is wrapped twice around her little waist, and dark curls escape from her ponytail. Her eyes are the bluest I�ve seen.
She�s blushing and nodding too fast. Averting her eyes, like she doesn�t know where to look. Taking it well, I think.
I almost didn�t show her at all. I was happy when she thought we were gay. Barry? Not so much.
�U tell her or I tell her,� he texted after she left to split the check.
�We�ll never see her again,� I replied, typing with one hand and glancing at the little dab of chocolate still on my napkin. I�d never done anything like that before, but I couldn�t help myself. I guess I was feeling brave. Are gay people perpetually brave? Are deaf people, for that matter? The world seems to think so. I don�t think I�m brave. I�m just me.
�But I�M NOT GAY,� he sent. �Now tell her so she gets y I�m talking 4 u.�
�Fine,� I sent back.
So when she brought the check, I told her. In my language. By saying, �Thank you.�
More composed now, she can finally look at me.
A smile flickers around her lips. �You�re welcome,� she says. She�s speaking clearly through her smile, at normal speed, so I have no problem reading her lips. She gives two quick nods and turns her smile once more to Barry before turning on her heel and heading back toward the counter.
She knew my thank-you.
My phone vibrates and the screen flashes.
�About time. Let�s go,� says the text from Barry.
I turn over the bill. Eight dollars and fifty cents. Eight fifty for a bacon cheeseburger, fries, and a milkshake? Definitely not in the city anymore.
I dig twelve dollars out of my wallet and leave it on the table, peeking the corners out from under my plate. She can keep the change.
Barry counts out exactly six-fifty. He pauses, then adds two more quarters. I roll my eyes, smack his arm, and point to the pile.
He adds a dollar.
I jam my hands in my pockets (an unusual place for them to be) and walk toward the door. The older waitress is watching me with wide eyes. Our waitress must have told her.
Yup�the younger waitress walks up to the older one, grabs her arm, and pointedly leads her away, giving her an earful, from the look of it. She glances over her shoulder at me, ponytail bouncing, blue eyes apologetic.
�Sorry,� she mouths.
I shrug and smile and wave good-bye.
She blushes and waves back.
�Good-bye,� her mouth says, clear as day.
I push the door open with my shoulder and whip out my phone.
�Did she say her name?� I text Barry.
�Yeah,� he replies.
�. . .�
�I forget.�
He would.
What does it matter?
I�ll never see her again.
We climb into Barry�s Jeep and I buckle myself in. My hands are moving before I remember that he doesn�t speak my language.
�She�s cute, that�s all,� I sign.[1]
He looks at me, exasperated. �What?� his mouth says.
I dismiss his question with a wave of my hand and run the hand through my hair, feeling the rough edge of the scar behind my right ear, which reminds me that my life could be very different. Doesn�t matter. Can�t miss what you can�t have. Vineyards flash by, one long row after another, and I wish I�d brought my camera. Not my phone camera, which is good enough, I guess, but my Nikon. The good camera. My phone vibrates. It�s Barry. Texting and driving. Perfect.
�You wanna do anything else?�
I shake my head. I�ve fulfilled my obligatory �tutoring� hour. It�s not my fault he didn�t actually want to learn the language.
He looks at me. I shake my head again.
My phone is still for the rest of the drive.
After a twenty-minute drive, we park in the Chautauqua lot and approach the gate to have our passes scanned. Barry�s wearing his around his neck, but I took mine off before entering Grape Country Dairy. I don�t think the people here realize how pretentious it looks to wear something that proclaims their status to everybody. Here, it�s routine to wear Rolexes or carry Gucci bags.
Or drive Ducati motorcycles. Like I do.
Touch� me.
Pondering the dichotomy of my moral choices, I walk down the cobblestone streets, past manicured lawns, parks, pavilions, and amphitheaters, to my house. Chautauqua Institution, my summer home, is an interesting place. It�s a gated community on Chautauqua Lake that focuses on education, the arts, politics, and religion. Every summer, there are tons of concerts and lectures and performances. It�s like an intellectual summer camp for privileged adults. There really is no other place like it in the world.
Anyway, I�ve been coming since I was just a little kid. The house was passed down through my dad�s family, and he and my mom thought it was the perfect place to take their young family for the summer. There�s a wall around the town, after all, and the whole atmosphere is inclusive. It�s the perfect place for my deaf dad and CODA (child of deaf adult) mom to summer with their three adopted deaf kids. We�ve been coming for so long that we�re something of a staple here. Some of the snowbirds learn basic ASL simply so they can communicate with us. My mom does ASL interpreting at the morning lectures and my dad does some architectural consulting work out of his summer office.
�How�s Barry?� my mom signs as I walk into the kitchen. She�s up to her elbows in flour and her hands are covered in the stuff. My sister Trina is standing on a stool next to her. She�s nine, and she�s wearing a sparkly turquoise T-shirt and little black shorts. Her blond hair is pulled up into a ponytail, revealing her turquoise cochlear implant, or CI. To describe it very basically, a CI is a really complicated, high-tech, invasive device that enhances hearing ability. Part of it is permanent, implanted under the skin and attaching to the cochlea, and part of it is external, removable. I don�t have one and never will.
�Barry is fine,� I sign. I pull a stool up to the island, across from the two of them. �His horizons have not been broadened. He learned exactly zero ASL. Fancy college will have to wait.�
�Sorry,� my mom signs back. I shrug. I wasn�t expecting it to be a roaring success. I guess he�s failing Spanish. His parents think the brilliant way around this is to teach him ASL this summer so he can test out of any foreign language requirement. That in itself shows you how ignorant he is. There is no way he can learn an entire vocabulary and language structure in seven weeks. Maybe he can learn enough to hold basic conversation. Maybe he can learn enough to scrape by. But fluent? Ha.
I watch as my mom kneads a big loaf of bread and Trina kneads her own little loaf. It�s adorable.
�Looks good,� I sign, and try to snag a piece.
Trina slaps my hand away. �Mom!� her mouth says, and then she turns to Mom and I can�t see her face, but her mouth is still moving, since Mom can hear her. I take the opportunity to grab a piece of dough. You know how cookie dough tastes almost better than the cookies themselves? Bread dough is the opposite. Terrible. I choke it down.
�Manners,� my mom signs and says. She takes Trina�s face and turns it my way. Then takes her little hands out of the dough. �Use sign,� she signs.
Trina rolls her eyes. She�s had her CI since she was a little less than two years old; so long she�s practically hearing. She�s just begun to realize that the whole world doesn�t talk with their hands, and she likes to practice that freedom. It�s frustrating to my parents, who debated long and hard about getting her implanted so young. They like the independence her CI gives her, but it�s frustrating that she�s already using it against us.
�Carter is stealing!� her little hands say.
�Carter, don�t steal from your sister,� my mom admonishes.
I hold up my hands in surrender.
�How was your trip? Where�d you go?�
�A diner in Westfield,� I reply. �Grape Country Dairy.�
�What?� my sister asks.
I sign it again, carefully.
�That doesn�t make sense,� she signs and says.
�I know,� I sign. �But the food was good.�
And the server was pretty cute.
�What�d you get?�
�Bacon cheeseburger. A milkshake.�
A smile. A wave good-bye.
�Will you go back?�
Will I?
�Yeah.�

Chapter 3 

Robin
The music flows soft from my heart, liquid through my fingers, and hard against the guitar strings, into the ears of the congregation. I fingerpick slowly.
The choir comes in softly with the chorus of, �Awake, my soul!� Trent�s stand-up bass joins my guitar, rounding out the accompaniment and quickening my heartbeat. He winks at me while singing the verse and I almost forget to join him in the bridge, when the keyboard and second guitar add in. We let the last note of the bridge ring out for a minute in the big, old-fashioned church. This is the best part: the moment before a kiss, when you�re breathing the breath of the person you love. There�s a gleam in Trent�s eye as his fingers slide up the neck of his stand-up bass, pounding out a new rhythm.
My right hand begins a rollicking strum pattern, and I find that I�m smiling. These are the little kisses�the tentative, building nibbles. I glance at the congregation. Every foot in the building is tapping and every head is nodding. Some people have their eyes closed. I can practically see the song being played out around them�over their heads and under their feet and around their hearts.
The choir sings of awakening souls, and I can feel mine coming alive inside of me. Something rounded and lovely begins to blossom inside me and it bubbles out through my fingers and my follicles. This is the only time my soul awakens: when I�m in the middle of the music. And now the descant is coming.
I sing over top of the choir. My voice flies as my soul soars, peering down at the heads of the people in the crowd, joining their souls as they fly among the mahogany beams in the vaulted ceiling.
Too soon, the instruments cut out, one by one until just Trent and I are left. I�m fingerpicking again, and we sing out the last line, slow, in unison, but separated by an octave.
I end the song looking at the neck of my guitar and breathing a sigh, savoring the last notes as they echo above the heads of the listeners, finally fading away.
The congregation claps politely, a kiss on the nose after five minutes of passion. I set Bender, my good-enough-for-now guitar (Fender Bender is her full name) on her stand. I look and nod at them before going back to my seat in the hard pews, between my parents. It�s weird to be clapped at in church. I don�t mind, but somehow I don�t feel like I should take all the credit. The sermon is fine, I guess. Something about loving God and loving people. But my fingers twitch and my brain replays, and my heart can�t stop pumping out the beat of the song that just ended.
Church ends with the benediction. After the �Amen,� I go up to the stage to take care of Bender as the congregation mills around, exchanging good mornings and comments on the weather.
�Robin!� I hear, and I turn to see the crowd part, heads turning to let a gorgeous and determined redhead through. It�s my best friend, Jenni.
�Ooh, Robin! That was so good!�
Jenni catches me up in a hug, threatening to knock Bender out of my hands. I come up to her shoulders. A situation which is not helped by her three-inch heels and my ballet flats.
I laugh and untangle myself. �You came!�
�Of course, I came!� She flicks her long red hair over her shoulder. I catch this guy from out of town doing a double take and I smile to myself. Happens all the time. Jenni is, of course, oblivious. She looks over the crowd. �So this is church?�
I shrug. �Yup.� I�ve been coming here my whole life. It�s only recently, though, that we got the new worship pastor and he found out I can play guitar.
�Do I look okay?�
I give her a look. �Jenni. You are the most beautiful thing here. You could be wearing sweatpants and a poncho and you�d still be the most beautiful thing here.� We became friends sometime around middle school, before she got gorgeous. Our friendship has remained solid through her growth spurt and my growth sputter, her sleek red hair, and my frizz-prone brunette locks, her slim figure and my sturdy thighs. Sometimes I think she�d be higher on the popularity scale if it weren�t for me. But who needs a popularity scale when you have a best friend?
�So will you play again next week?� she asks.
�No� we rotate. It�ll be a while before I play again.�
�It�s tempting,� she says, looking around at the instruments, and I think of how her breathy alto would fit between my sweet soprano and Trent�s clear tenor.
�You�re welcome to join,� I say.
She shrugs. �I�ll see, but probably not. This is my last real summer before I�m an adult. I want to enjoy it.�
Suddenly, big hands cover my eyes. I recognize the calloused fingertips before I smell his Sunday cologne or peek through the fingers to see the look of disgust on Jenni�s face.
�Peek-a-boo, guess who?� says a disguised voice. My breath catches in my throat.
�Get off, Trent.� I step away and brush his hands from my eyes, kind of wishing I could just stay there, his hands on me again. I wonder if he knows how he affects me. My flushed face doesn�t do a whole lot to hide it.
He laughs in his natural tenor and shoves me lightly. �Just playin�, Robin egg,� he says, his voice back to normal now that his �disguise� is gone. His curly hair is parted on the side and gel attempts to hold it down. Gray-green eyes glint and the stubble on his face is already defying the morning�s shave.
�Maybe it�s a little too soon to play,� Jenni says tightly. She liked Trent well enough when we were dating but when we broke up he became the oil to her water.
He ignores her. �Good job up there, Robin,� he says.
�Thanks. You too.�
�Nah�� he waves me off. He never takes compliments well. �You gonna do the gig next month?�
�What gig?�
�You mean he hasn�t talked to you about it yet? You are in for a treat.� He winks at me and I look just in time to see Pastor Mark approaching.
�Robin!� he says. He�s a tall man, balding and bearded, but he has excellent taste in music, which goes a long way with me. When he became the worship pastor at our church, the music scene morphed from canned �90s praise songs to a mix of secular acoustic songs, old hymns, and original arrangements. The music is musty but fresh�new life breathed into old traditions and sentiments. Like today�s mash-up of �Awake My Soul,� and �I�ll Fly Away.� Brilliant. �Good job today, Trent. I�m glad you joined us.�
Trent nods and winks at me. �Thanks for letting me stay.�
Pastor Mark gives him a questioning look. Trent joined the church worship band around Christmas, by my invitation. Pastor Mark never knew that we were dating, much less that we broke up.
I roll my eyes and turn to the pastor. �So, Trent says something about a gig next month?�
Pastor Mark laughs and the corners of his eyes twinkle. �I guess you could call it that. I�d like you to do some special music. I�ve written an arrangement of an old folk hymn that has your name all over it.�
He hands me the music, titled, �What Wondrous Love Is This.� I�ve never heard of it. I flip through the old hymn, hearing it in my head. It starts out solo guitar and voice, then builds to the rest of a string band, finally involving the choir and ending with a solo again. It�s gorgeous. A showstopper. My mouth starts watering.
�What do you think?� he asks.
�It�s� awesome,� I say. �I�d love to play it.�
�What about sing?� he asks. �I�d like you to do both.�
I look up at him. �A solo?�
He nods. I gulp. Not my usual harmony or descant. Solos make my knees trembly. But I can�t pass this up.
�Sure,� I say. �Sure! I�d love to.�
He smiles. �Good. I�ll see you Tuesday night for rehearsal. It�s gonna take awhile to get this one on its feet. A lot of moving parts.�
He leaves me clutching the music, a ridiculous grin on my face. I turn slowly toward Jenni. �Jenni! Did you hear that! He wants me to do this song! This gorgeous song!�
She smiles. �Awesome! If you need help, let me know.�
Trent grabs the papers from me and starts flipping through them, humming. �Nice,� he says after a cursory look. �I didn�t know much about it�just that he wanted you to solo. But it�s gonna be good. Great bass part, too.� He mimics playing his stand-up. �Ba-domp-BOW!�
�Give that back.� Jenni snatches the music out of his hand, smooths it out, and gives it back to me.
�Thanks.� I smile up at Trent.
He raises his eyebrows and tilts his head toward Jenni, mouthing, �Crazy.�
I shake my head slowly in defense of my friend. The smile stays on my face, though. He�s just so cute.
�See ya later, Robin egg.� He winks at me and walks away, his broad back disappearing in the crowd of churchgoers.
�Bye.�
Trent is barely out of earshot when Jenni turns to me. �I don�t know why he feels the need to keep flirting after he broke up with you.�
�Jenni. He�s not flirting with me. He acts that way with everybody.�
�Then he�s flirting with everybody! Robin! Honestly! You have to stop letting him do this to you! He already took too much of your heart!�
I shrug. She�s right, of course. I�m about to admit it when my mom comes up to us. She throws her arm around me.
�You girls ready?� I look just like my mom�but about thirtysomething years younger and thirtysomething pounds lighter.
I nod. �Yeah. I think we�re ready.�
�You want a ride home, Jenni?� my mom asks.
�Sure, Mrs. Peters.� Jenni smiles politely at my mom but gives me a less tolerant look as we get in the back of my dad�s sedan. She makes her fingers into a heart, then breaks it in two and stomps on half under one heeled shoe. I stifle a giggle and turn my attention to my dad. He�s talking about the sermon and the music and how he wishes we could go back to the old days. He�s an English professor, wishing for hymnals and prayer books and recited creeds. This starts him on a rant about, �a return to decency.�
�You wouldn�t believe the kids in my classes,� he says. �Tattoos on their hands. That�s never going to come off. Just imagine when they�re my age with mustache tattoos on their fingers! Who will hire them?�
�I don�t know, dear,� Mom placates.
�Sleeping around, too. They�re all sleeping around! And their parents condone this, they tell me! Guess old-fashioned guest rooms are a thing of the past��
�Guess so,� I pipe up from the backseat. �We don�t even have one.�
Dad glares at me in the rearview mirror. �We have a basement. A nice basement with a nice couch.�
We pull up to Jenni�s house and she pats my back sympathetically before exiting the car. �See you tomorrow?� she calls over her shoulder as she walks up the stairs to her front door.
�Yes! Tomorrow!�

Chapter 4

Carter
The wind whips around me as I ride the New York State back roads early Sunday evening. I get lost in the trees and the woods and the farms. There are a few good things about getting away from civilization for the summer, and this is one of them. I ride under a canopy of trees and the road turns to gravel. I take a left by the Amish church and glance inside. A boy with a bowl cut is staring out the window. I wave to him and gun the motor up the hill, and the yellow Ducati rumbles beneath me.
Past a few ramshackle houses and farms, I find what I�m looking for�the parking lot for a park. There are a couple of picnic tables, a few charcoal grills, and a little pavilion. Families sit at tables or picnic blankets. But I didn�t come for a picnic. I came for the view. I get the Nikon out of my saddlebags and start snapping pictures.
The hill I�m standing on is blanketed in green grass and white clover, overlooking the entire town and the expanse of blue that is Lake Erie. I see the steeple of the church in Westfield�s park. I see little houses, like toys. White caps dot the waves of Lake Erie in the distance, and there are boats out�sailboats, barges� I can practically see to Canada. The sky is just beginning to turn colors.
Heaven. It looks like Heaven. Or at least what I think Heaven would look like. I don�t often think about it, really. I wasn�t brought up to follow any religion, but my parents encourage us to explore and try things out.
Sometimes I think that some people are born with a religious sense. And some aren�t. You know? Like a lot of people are born with a sense of hearing. And I was not. Maybe there�s some kind of a soul-sense that some people have, and I just don�t have it.
The colors in the sky grow more intense. I take shot after shot but I need to get back before dark. Because I�m eighteen, New York State says my motorcycle license has no restrictions. In spite of the fact that I�m eighteen, my parents beg to differ.
Putting my camera away, I turn back to the bike and find a little boy, maybe six years old, and his maybe ten-year-old brother gawking over it. The little boy has reached his hand out, running it from the pommel to the back without actually touching the bike.
I walk up to them heavily. Sure enough, my footsteps turn their heads and their eyes settle on the helmet under my arm. The older one snatches the little one�s hand back and both of their mouths start moving at once.
I think I see the older one say �sorry� in his blabber, and he starts to lead his little brother away.
I hold up a hand to stop him and mouth the words, �It�s okay.�
I kneel down in front of the bike, next to them. They�re standing, frozen, with big eyes. The younger one keeps glancing over at the bike. I put my finger to my ear and shake my head mouthing, �I�m deaf. No hear.�
The older one�s eyes get even bigger, if that�s possible. The little one takes it in stride. I hold out my hand as if to shake his. He looks at me and puts his hand in mine. I take his little hand and set it gently on the bright yellow pommel of my bike, right across the word, �Ducati.� His mouth makes an �o� as he pets it reverently.
Out of the corner of my eye, I see adult legs. It�s their mother, from the looks of it. Her mouth is going a mile a minute and the look on her face is a cross between panic and apology.
I stand up and hold a hand out to stop her. She stops talking and looks at me quizzically. I put a finger to my ear and shake my head, mouthing the words, �I�m deaf.�
�What?� her mouth says.
�I�m��I point to my chest��deaf.� I point to my ear. �No hear,� I mouth, shaking my head.
�You�re deaf?� her mouth says. Her foot starts tapping. �And you have a motorcycle?� She points at my bike. The younger boy is still petting it like it�s an exotic animal. The older one looks up at her and shrugs.
I sigh and reach into my wallet to get my motorcycle license. I have shown it to more hearing people than I care to think about. People who really have no business in my business. I�ve never had to show them to a cop�not once. Just curious hearing people who have to know that I�m legally allowed to drive my motorcycle. She examines the card and nods, handing it back.
While I�m in my wallet, I take out my family picture. I point to everybody� my parents, my older sister, my little sister, and me.
She catches my eye. �Your family?� she asks, her lips overenunciating every syllable. One eyebrow is arched.
I nod, but I can see why she�s skeptical: My dad is the quintessential white American male with graying hair. My mom�s brown hair is �blonding� instead of graying (with the help of some expensive salon) as she gets older. She has a beautiful smile and light skin that tans easily. My older sister is obviously Indian. We don�t really know what my origins are�probably South America, maybe Italy, maybe Greece�I guess there are DNA tests and stuff, so I could find out if I really wanted. But I�m okay�I have my culture. My little sister is blond haired and blue eyed. In short, we look nothing alike.
�Adopted,� I mouth and sign to the woman.
She nods and gives me a thumbs-up and a smile. I feel a tug on my shirt and look down to see the younger of the boys. He holds out his hand and points at the pad and pen. I dutifully hand it over and wait.
His mom settles a hand on his shoulder and reads as he writes. I zip the Nikon into my saddlebags and glance up at the darkening sky, trying not to look too impatient. The mom glances at me and holds up a finger, asking me to wait. I smile but can�t keep my foot from tapping. After a few more minutes, the mom smiles and shows me the paper. �Thanks,� wrote the kid in scrawly handwriting. �You have a nice motrsikl.� There is also a picture of what is supposed to be my bike.
My smile turns genuine. �You�re welcome,� I mouth, and sign. �And thank you.� I Instagram a picture of the paper before folding it up and shoving it in my pocket. Waving good-bye, I pull on my helmet and kick my bike into gear.
I ride out carefully. Downhill is tougher than uphill. Especially on gravel, with these turns. I finally ease out onto a paved road and gun it for home.
It�s a good half hour before I roll into the Chautauqua parking lot and park my bike, wiping it down and covering it before scanning in and walking to the house.
My sister�s playing some video game and my parents are out on a walk around the grounds. My phone buzzes. A text from Denise, my big sister who�s still in NYC: �VP?�
�Sure,� I text back. I head up to my room to chat with her on the video phone, stopping to wash the motorcycle sweat off my hands. Denise�s absence is most noticeable here in our �kids� bathroom,� an anomaly of our summer house, as we each have our own bathroom back in New York. I guess I never realized how many shampoo bottles, eye shadow compacts, and tampons she had until this summer when they�re gone and our bathroom seems twice as big. After washing my hands, I step into my room with just enough time to answer the VP.
Denise�s face is on the screen and I can see into the middle of her messy room way back in Manhattan. A pang of homesickness blindsides me.
�Hey little brother,� she signs, a smile lighting up her face.
�Hey.�
�Guess what?� She�s got a mischievous glint in her eye.
�What?� I ask. �Matt give you a ring?�
�No,� she signs, like I�m the dumbest. She got to skip this year�s summer in Chautauqua because she�s twenty and she had to �work,� which actually means �make out with her boyfriend.�
�I�m coming to visit!�
I give her mock applause and she rolls her eyes at me. �Great,� I sign. �What does that have to do with me?� As siblings go, we�re pretty close. She�s only two years older than me in our relatively small school, so we share a lot of the same friends.
�I was wondering if I could bring Jolene.�
I bristle, trying to keep the teasing attitude I had before. �Yeah, sure.�
�You know, girls� road trip,� Denise continues, too bright.
�Why not?� I sign. �Why would it bother me?�
�Carter,� she signs. �It obviously bothers you. You are so transparent.�
�Why can�t you bring Daniel?� I ask.
�Because then it wouldn�t be a girls� road trip and he�s not really my friend,� she answers. �Plus, isn�t he at some summer camp?�
I sigh. He is at some summer camp. �Yeah.�
�So can I bring Jolene? That thing between you two� it was a long time ago and��
�Bring whoever you want,� I sign, interrupting. �It�s fine.�
�Carter.�
�It�s fine! You�re right! It was a long time ago and I should just grow up and get over it.�
She sneaks a smile. �You said it, I didn�t,� she signs.
I mock applause again. �Very funny.�
�So I can bring Jolene?�
�You can bring Jolene. When are you coming?�
�In about a month�beginning of August.�
�Cool,� I sign, but, again, my face takes some convincing. Time to change the subject. �What have you been up to?�
�We�ve missed you! Saw the new superhero movie the today at Walter Reade,� she signs and I shake my head. There are no open-captioned theaters around here. Of course.
�Jealous,� I sign back to her.
�What did you do?�
�Hid in the house and played video games,� I sign. �Went for a bike ride. You know� Sunday. Chautauqua�s open to the public. People everywhere. Not really my scene.�
�Lots of people? Oh no! You poor baby. That�s nothing like New York,� she signs back sarcastically.
I give her a look.
�Anything else?�
�Saw some trees,� I answer. �And cows. Lakes. And� lectures. Pavilions. Amish.� I have to spell that last one. I don�t know if there�s even a sign for Amish. I pause for a minute, deciding whether I should say anything about the cute girl at the diner. I give in. �And a waitress.�
Her eyebrows shoot up to her hairline. �A waitress?�
Big mistake. I shrug, playing it off. �Yeah. A waitress.�
�A waitress� What kind of waitress� ?�
�Never mind. Forget I said anything. No waitress.�
�Doubt it.� She grins.
She turns her head from the screen and says something with her hands and her mouth to somebody who�s out of the frame.
�Sorry,� she signs, facing me again. �Gotta go. Matt.�
�Make good choices,� I sign, and she rolls her eyes at me.
�Good night,� she signs.
�Good night.�
I reach around and click off the computer. A waitress. I wonder if she works on Monday�
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Chapter 5

Robin
�Anywhere ya want!�
The door swings shut behind me, and once again I enter the restaurant at 11:00 a.m.
�Hey, Violet. It�s just me,� I say, sliding my purse into the cubby, pulling out my apron, and wrapping it twice around me so it skirts out over my hips.
I wave hi to Elsie, who helps with lunch on Mondays, since Violet gets out early. She�s twentysomething and going through a divorce. She waves back to me as she looks through Hair Weekly while making salads.
�Anything� interesting happen on Sunday?� I ask Violet as I write �ROBIN�S MARTIN DREADNOUGHT JUNIOR FUND� across a paper cup and set it on a shelf. Twenty bucks. Gunning for twenty bucks to put toward the guitar. It�s a Monday, so that�s ambitious.
She smiles at me. �No, he didn�t come back yesterday.�
I laugh. �That�s not what I was talking about.�
�It�s not?�
She shimmies her shoulders, making a kissy face at me before staring absentmindedly out the plate-glass windows, her hands wrapping silverware seemingly on their own. It�s second nature to her, like tying a shoe or typing. Her face lights up as Rex pulls up in their old Ford pickup. Mondays are date night- he has the day off from the factory and she gets off work early. He parks the truck and busts through the door, limping on his bad leg.
�Ready, babe?� he asks.
Her penciled-in eyebrows crinkle and her shoulders droop. �In a minute,� she says, nodding at the unfinished silverware.
�Gimme that. I�ll finish it,� I say. It�s not like I have anything better to do. Who am I to stand in the way of true love?
�Would you really?� It�s like she�s a 50s Disney movie.
I nod. �Yeah. Don�t worry about it. Go be in love.�
She unwraps her loaded apron and hands it to Rex, hefting her purse from the cubby under the counter.
�Thanks, sweetie! See ya tomorrow!�
�See ya!� I yell after her.
�Bye!� shouts Fannie from the grill. �I�ll call you later with that recipe!� She seems strangely incomplete without Violet.
�Hey.� Elsie sidles up to me after sliding the tray of salads into the cooler.
�Hey, what�s up?�
�Nothing. It�s dead.� She sighs and sits at the bar. Her limp blond hair hangs from its ponytail, brushing the bar. For somebody who wants to be a stylist, her own hair always looks a little lackluster.
Sometimes, on slow days, we just take a crossword and I sit at the bar and call out the clues: �six-letter word for nostalgia!� It�s not like we�ll get in trouble; there�s no prayer of seeing the boss. I�ve seen him exactly three times�once when I was hired, once when he wanted breadsticks, and once when he brought his girlfriend to lunch. They got lasagna.
But today I want to rush. I want excitement. Since �rush� and �excitement� aren�t possible on a Monday in Westfield, I take a rag and start going around the restaurant, dusting the Styrofoam-filled milk bottles, farming tchotchkes, and plastic-framed black-and-white photographs that cover the walls.
I sing along to the oldies with a porcelain cow as a microphone, upping Elsie�s tip as her one table smiles at me bemusedly. Then a noise stops me in my tracks.
I look at Elsie. She hears it too. In fact, I think everybody in Westfield hears it. It sounds� loud and expensive. Looking together, we see the source of the noise through the diner�s huge plateglass windows. It�s a motorcycle, but not like any I�ve ever seen in Westfield. It�s sleek and beautiful and tough. And bright, bright yellow and black. The rider is crouched low over the handlebars, not sitting up straight and tall like on a Harley. It�s the difference between a jockey on a racehorse and my uncle Jim on his Belgian horse. I can�t help it. My jaw drops.
That beautiful bike glides up our street and into our parking lot. Ever so slowly, I set the porcelain cow back on its shelf. Even Fannie peeks her head through the pass-through window to get a look.
The rider turns off the engine and dismounts, almost in slow motion. He kicks out the kick-stand and takes off his helmet, shaking his head to fix his hair. Which doesn�t need fixing because it�s perfect. Like his dark brown eyes. And his one crooked tooth. And everything else about him. I gulp.
�Holy hell,� says Elsie.
Holy hell, indeed.
From the ground up, Mr. Perfect Guy is wearing black leather boots, jeans, and a tight Italian leather jacket over a red T-shirt. The helmet is under his arm, and he�s taking off his motorcycle gloves as he walks down the sidewalk into the restaurant.
�Your table,� says Elsie wistfully as the bell dings, even though she�s too old for him and technically still married.
He looks at me and flashes a grin, waving hello.
�Hi,� I quaver, gesturing to all the tables. �Anywhere ya want.�
I close my eyes, face instantly red. I can�t believe I just said that. Thank God he can�t hear me.
He sits at a booth by one of the huge front windows and drums his fingers on the table. It�s not an impatient move, it�s an awkward one. It reminds me of the way somebody might say �um�� or �So�� I stash the dusting rag and get a menu and a roll of silverware.
�Hi,� I say again, setting the menu and silverware down on his table. His brown eyes look up through their lashes at me. I look away before I start blushing. �I�m Robin.�
What must my name look like to somebody who�s lip-reading? Crap, crap, crap. And suddenly, inspiration strikes. I pull out my waitress pad, ripping off the last order from yesterday.
�I�m Robin,� I write on it. I tear it off and put it on his table. He reads it and reaches into his back pocket, pulling out his own pen and small pad of paper.
�Hi, Robin,� he writes. �I�m Carter.�
Carter. Suave. Beautiful. Sophisticated.
�Hey,� I say, smiling. I give a little wave.
He waves back and smiles.
�Something to drink?� I ask out loud. I figure that�s easy enough to lip-read, right? My hands are still. I feel the urge to pretend that I�m drinking from one of them, but that�s probably wrong, so I feel stupid and don�t do anything. My fingers flex.
�Soda?� His handwriting is careless and seamless. My handwriting is chicken scratch. I�m surprised he could decipher my name.
I smile and write, �We don�t have soda.�
He tilts his head and points to the pop dispenser.
I finish the joke. �We have pop. You�re in western New York, buddy! Time to talk like a local!�
His mouth opens in a silent laugh. �Fine,� he writes. He x-es out �soda� and replaces it with �pop.�
I sigh and start writing out the list. This could take a while. �Pepsi, diet, Mountain Dew� halfway through the word, he inches his hand up to mine and drums his fingers. Just once. I stop writing and he points to Mountain Dew, tapping it twice.
He looks me in the eyes and it�s all I can do to nod instead of melt.
�Okay,� I say.
I write, �brb� on the paper and head to the counter to get his drink.
I chance a look back at him. He�s grinning at his menu.

Chapter 6

Carter
She�s funny.
I can�t stop smiling as I look through the menu. It�s typical diner fare, with a few oddballs thrown in. Surf �n� turf? I almost want to try the strip steak, just for kicks. New York is good for more than tall buildings, after all.
Robin. She�s a little bird.
She�s back before I know it, sliding the glass, which glows with electric green liquid behind my menu. I look up.
�You ready?� she writes on her little waitress paper. Her handwriting takes some time to figure out.
I shrug. �Maybe,� I sign before catching myself.
She looks surprised. Probably because she understands it. The sign for maybe just looks like you�re weighing things in your hands. She probably uses it all the time, in the correct manner, without knowing it.
�How�s the surf �n� turf?� I write.
A laugh bubbles through her body. She shakes her head while she writes, �Stick to burgers.�
�Just burgers?�
Her hands are worn and dry, probably from handling hot plates and washing tables. Her fingers are strong and calloused, and her nails are cut close on her left hand, longer on her right hand. She taps the pen on her neck as she thinks, then writes for a while. When she shows me, it says, �The Reuben�s good too, if Fannie�s working. Anything deep-fried. And the veggie lasagna, even though it�s Stouffer�s. Shhh, don�t tell.�
I smile and nod, almost writing, �I won�t say a word,� but I don�t want to weird her out. Sometimes hearing people are uncomfortable with deaf jokes.
�Couple minutes?� she writes.
I point to where it says �Reuben� in the menu and tap it twice.
�Reuben?� her mouth says.
I nod.
�Okay,� her mouth says, and she smiles. She goes back to the kitchen, punches the order into a computer, and starts to roll silverware into napkins.
�Come talk to me,� I want to say. Summer will be so long and boring. I am a Deaf island in this rural hearing ocean. The stores and restaurants near my school, and even near my home, know me. A lot of people know ASL or have learned little bits. Here? She�s the only one I�ve found who even tries to get me. I guess she�s the only one I�ve tried to get, too.
I want to catch her eye but I don�t want to bug her. She�s probably busy with that silverware. She�s working, after all. Getting paid.
So I look out the window at Westfield, aka: the Middle of Nowhere. The diner is on the town�s one main street, called, of course, �Main Street,� like from an old TV show. There�s a bed-and-breakfast on one side, a grocery store on the other, and a doctor�s office across the street. An antique car is parked on the expansive lawn in front of the diner with a for sale sign in the window.
I pull out my phone. There�s a text from Denise waiting for me. I must have missed it on the ride up here. �At Sal�s. Jolene says yes! It�s a go!�
Sal�s is this coffee shop/art gallery that we go to all the time. There are big, bright tables with good sightlines and elbow room. We go at least once a week. Our favorite barista, Tim, learned all the signs for the drinks we get, and he chats with us if he has time.
�Wish I could be at Sal�s,� I text back.
�What are you up to?� appears on my phone almost instantly. She must not be too busy.
I purse my lips. �Got the bike out,� I answer.
�Nice. Get home before dark!�
�Duh.�
My dad spent a ton of time with me getting me ready for my license. He has a BMW bike he rides all the time. I almost got one myself, but then I saw the Streetfighter and it was all over. Love at first sight.
�Where�d you go?� she asks.
�Diner a couple towns over,� I reply.
�Nice. A diner with A WAITRESS?!�
�Maybe.�
�I knew it. Have fun.�
I roll my eyes, pocket my phone, and look out the window again. My bike is shining in the parking lot. A local walks by and eyes it like it�s a magazine centerfold. Kind of is. He must feel me watching him because he looks straight at me. His eyes land on the helmet that sits on my table, and he jerks his head in a �what�s up,� pointing at the bike and giving it a thumbs-up. I smile tightly and nod once. He keeps on going, looking back at the bike from time to time.
I�m watching his retreating back when a plate slides into my peripheral vision. Robin. I look up at the smile on her face.
�Here you go!� is written on her paper. �Need anything?�
I look it over�looks good. Smells even better. I�m about to ask for ketchup when she pulls a bottle out of her apron pocket. I�m about to ask for a refill but she brought one of those too. Then an idea hits me.
�Company?� I write. I slide my helmet down the table and pat the place opposite me, where it used to sit. She turns pink, like the first day we met, and glances back at the kitchen. Then she holds up a finger, saying �wait,� and trots back to the counter to talk to the other waitress�a tired-looking, pear-shaped woman with a limp ponytail and big doe eyes. The older waitress looks at me, wide eyed, and I flash a hopeful smile. She turns red and looks back at Robin, who is still talking.
I zigzag ketchup across my fries, and when I look up, Robin�s there. She smiles, a little self-consciously, and slides in across from me, tucking one foot under her. �Sorry,� she writes. �Had to ask if she would take any tables.�
I look around the restaurant. It�s just me and the couple who was here when I got here. �I don�t know if she�ll be able to handle them all,� I write.
She reads it with her mouth open in a slight smile, then laughs and shakes her head.
�You�re right. It�s dead,� she writes.
I take a bite of my sandwich, and she looks out the window. We sit like that for a while until I hold a fry out to her, tempting her to take it.
She smiles and takes it, biting delicately as steam escapes. I gesture to the plate and she shakes her head halfheartedly. I give her a look and gesture again, and she laughs and takes a second fry.
We sit, eating fries for a while. I�m trying to think of something to say but conversation escapes me, so I watch out the window with her.
�Nice bike,� she writes. Again, a few curls are desperately trying to escape from her ponytail. I wish they would.
�Thanks,� I write. �It�s my baby. Got it a year ago, for my seventeenth birthday.�
�It�s pretty,� she writes.
�So are you,� I write back before I realize what I�m doing. She reads it and turns pink again. She smiles but looks away, like she doesn�t know what to say.
Idiot, idiot, idiot. Who says stuff like that? I reach for the pen and glance at her, hoping she stays long enough for me to write an apology.
She�s already looking at me with a shy smile. Once she catches my eye, her hand touches her chin. She arcs it down gracefully.
�Thank you,� she signs.
She�s speaking my language.
I could kiss her.

Chapter 7

Robin
I hope I got it right.
I swallow nervously. He looks like he�s seen a ghost. Ta-da! I probably got it wrong! And right after he called me pretty! I mean, he called me pretty! Me!
�I�m sorry,� I write hastily. No time to make my writing look good. �I hope I got it right. I didn�t mean to offend�� and he takes the pen right out of my hand.
�Don�t be sorry,� he writes. His fingers are strong and long and lean and about four shades darker than mine. His nails are short and neat. �You got it right,� he finishes. He looks at me and gives me a smile that is more than distracting. My heart is racing and my breath is shallow. I nod, hoping I�m still the color of a person and not the color of, say, a cartoon character.
�It means a lot,� he writes, and looks up to gauge my reaction.
He is so intense. Are all deaf people this intense? And gorgeous. Are they all this gorgeous? I�ve never met one before. I shrug off the compliment. I grab the pen out of his hand. �No biggie,� I write. He flexes his fingers once, like a cat stretching out its claws, as he watches.
�Robin!� Elsie�s shrill voice is about two seconds too late to interrupt the moment. �A little help?�
Ah yes, two tables came in at once. Call in the Coast Guard. I write as much on the paper and Carter laughs silently. �I�ll be back,� I promise.
He nods but I feel his eyes on me as I grab menus and head to my new table�an older couple who keeps changing their minds and asking for more rolls. Another table walks in and I take that one, too. At this rate I�ll never get back.
Sometimes when I glance over, Carter�s looking out the window. Sometimes he�s canoodling around on his phone. Sometimes he�s even looking at me. But from a distance, all we can do is wave, which feels a little silly after the third or fourth time.
He sits back and pushes his plate to the middle of his table, finished. I dig his check out from my apron pocket and unrumple it. He signs, �Thank you,� touching his fingertips to his chin, and I wave like it�s no big deal.
�You want anything else?� I write on my paper.
In answer, he pushes the pad of paper to the edge of the table. �When do you get off work?� it says in his neat, effortless handwriting.
My heart skips a beat. He did not just ask me out. Did he? �Four,� I write on his paper.
His face brightens and he begins to write something, but I keep writing. �But I have plans��
A frown creases his eyebrows.
�What about tomorrow?� he writes. I have to practice. My free night is for Jenni, and the rest are for piano and guitar, or even pennywhistle. I want to find and perfect a new fingerpicking pattern for the church performance. I glance at his hopeful puppy dog face.
With a gulp, I pick up the pen and circle �Four,� and write, �again.�
�Much better,� he writes. �Unless� if you don�t want to hang out or��
Screw practicing. This time I grab the pen out of his hand. He looks up at me through those eyelashes, and my breath catches in my throat.
I nod. �Sounds good,� I write. I put a smiley face next to it and immediately regret the decision. It looks silly. Plus, I�m standing right here. If he wants to see me smile, he just has to look up.
But he laughs, and I turn into a big pile of Robin mush.
He folds the paper, pushing it into his pocket as he stands up. He slides his helmet to the edge of the table and tucks it under his arm.
He�s tall, like on the �ROBIN�S PERFECT MAN� list. My head would rest perfectly on his chest, I think, and then I shake the thought out of my head and whisper, �Shut up, Robin,� under my breath.
He looks down at me quizzically.
Uh-oh. �Nothing,� I say clearly to him. �It was nothing.�
He nods, unsure. �Okay,� he mouths, still a little question behind his eyes.
I look at the ceiling and silently curse my whispering compulsion. Holding up a finger, I tell him to wait. He puts on his motorcycle gloves while I write, �I do this stupid thing where I sometimes mutter to myself under my breath. I am so sorry.�
I hang my head and show him the pad of paper.
He laughs again, takes the paper, and pauses for a minute before motioning for me to give him the pen.
�I didn�t hear anything,� he writes, grinning.
I�m beginning a chuckle when �MISS!� cuts into our moment. I turn my head to look. The old lady from table one is holding up the empty basket of rolls. �Bottomless rolls!� she calls. �I can see the bottom!�
I turn back to Carter, jerk my head in the direction of the most inconveniently demanding table in the world, and roll my eyes. �Duty calls,� I say. �Bye.�
He waves and turns toward the register, check in hand. Elsie waits there, all her weight on one hip, tapping her toe. She self-consciously runs her ponytail through her fingers and smiles as Carter approaches.
�MISS!� I hear over my shoulder. I turn my smile on, approaching the table.
�Oh no!� I say. �I can see the bottom, can�t I? I�ll be right back with more.� I take the basket back to the kitchen and throw it in the pass-through window.
�Fannie? Can I please have more rolls?�
�What are these people doing? Sticking them in their pockets?� she calls back.
�Probably.� Old people are notorious for stealing rolls. And steak knives.
The door slams and Carter strides across the parking lot, fastening his helmet and sliding on his jacket. He gets on the bike and it revs to life, coasting effortlessly out of the parking lot.
�Robin!�
�Not now, Elsie. Can�t you see I�m drooling? Let me bask in this moment for just a second.�
�Robin! Look!�
She�s holding Carter�s check and a wad of cash. �The bill was only seven bucks and he paid with a twenty! Then he just left! He gave you a thirteen-dollar tip, Robin! And look at the ticket, Robin! Look at the ticket!�
I take the ticket. �For Robin,� is written on the back. Then, �573-555-2934.�
�It�s his phone number!� Elsie sounds more excited than I am, and I�m pretty excited. �He wants you to call him!� And then her eyes widen and her face drops. Her eyebrows draw together in a worried crease. �How can you call him? How can he hear you? Maybe he�s not really� you know��
�Deaf,� I say. �He�s deaf, Elsie, not dying. You can say it. And we can text.�
I see it dawn on her. �Oh!� she says. �Texting. I�m such an idiot.�
�No you�re not.� I reach out an arm for a half hug. �You�re just excited.� I pause and give her a little squeeze. �And old.�
She pushes me away, pouty. �Robin Peters, I am not old!�
�Rolls up!� Fannie calls. I take the warm basket out of the window and back to my table, Carter�s number still in my pocket.
At four o�clock precisely, I pull out my phone and text Jenni.
�Off work!�
�I�ll be ready in five minutes,� I get back from her.
�Be there in six.�
I�m just cashing out my tips when calloused fingers cover my eyes, making me lose count. My heart dances to the tune of �Skip to My Lou.�
�Is this some hip new thing that all the kids are doing?� I say. �This whole eye-covering deal? Or have you just decided to completely weird out everybody you talk to?�
He laughs and uncovers my eyes and takes a step back, leaning on the counter. His stubble is there in all its two-day glory and he rubs it as I transfer all my money back into my left hand for a recount. Today, it�s a baseball cap that�s mashing his curls to his head. Last week it was a newsboy cap. It�s his compromise so he doesn�t have to wear a hairnet in the kitchen.
�You�re lucky I knew it was you. Anybody else would get an elbow in the gut.� I smile sweetly up at him then start to count again.
�Whoa�� He picks up Carter�s ten-dollar bill. �What�d you have to do to get that? Private lap dance?�
I snatch it out of his hand. �Ha-ha. Shut up.�
�You should see him!� Fannie calls from the kitchen, taking off her apron and her hairnet.
�I didn�t notice you there, Beautiful,� Trent calls to her, winking at me. I shake my head. He always calls Fannie �Beautiful,� and makes her blush. He was an excellent server before he became a cook: flirted his way into five-dollar tips all the time. �Who should I see?�
�The boy who left her the tip,� Fannie says.
�And it wasn�t just ten dollars,� Elsie cuts in. �It was thirteen.�
Trent�s posture stiffens and he looks down at me, the glint in his eyes a little sharper now. �A boy? Thirteen, eh? Maybe even more than a lap dance?� He pokes me in the ribs and I wiggle out of the way.
Fannie smacks him across the back of the head before getting her purse from the cubby. �Shut your filthy mouth, Trenton McGovern. That�s our Robin you�re talking about.�
�Thank you, Fannie,� I say. I turn to Trent after trading my ten and ones for a twenty. �And for your information, there was no lap dancing involved.�
�Just a phone number,� Elsie pipes up. Geez, Elsie can you keep your mouth shut once in a while?
He turns his gaze back to me. �A phone number, eh?�
�Yup!� I grab my purse and keys.
�You gonna call him?�
�Probably not.�
He smiles smugly.
�But I might text him.�
His expression turns harder and he opens his mouth to talk.
�See ya!� I bolt out the door before I hear what he has to say. Not like I should care. Not like he should care either.
I stuff the twenty in my wallet. Twenty more toward the Dread Pirate Martin.
I hop in my beautiful green Subaru station wagon. Technically, it�s my parents� car, but I�m the one who drives it the most. I slam the door behind me and the old boat coughs and sputters as it starts. �Come on, sweet baby,� I say, rubbing the dashboard. It works. The engine roars to life and the radio blares Nickel Creek. Mandolins and violins fill the air and I roll the windows down, singing the tenor part up an octave at the top of my lungs.
I�m at Jenni�s house in less than three minutes. Traffic-less travel is just one of the many perks of living in a town whose population is one-twentieth that of the seating capacity of a professional football stadium.
�Going to Robin�s! I�ll be back tomorrow sometime!� Jenni calls over her shoulder as she leaves. Her long red hair ripples down her back in waves and her giraffe legs trip gracefully down the stairs.
�Okay!� I hear her mom call from inside.
She folds herself into the car and throws her bag in the backseat.
�How goes the final summer of fun?� I ask, and pull away before she can shut the door. She wrestles with the door handle and clicks her seat belt on.
�Wonderful,� she says. �Lovely. Perfect. I�m getting into macram�.�
�Ha! Macram�? When did this happen?�
�Yesterday. After the church thing.� She holds a knotted bracelet out for me to examine. I glance down. It�s a little rough around the edges, but great for a first try.
�Cute!� You know who was cute? That guy. Carter.
�Thanks. I think I�m going to start selling them online or at our Arts Festival weekend yard sale or something.�
�Whoa, whoa, whoa! What about the final summer of fun?�
�It can be fun and moneymaking, right?�
I burst out laughing. �I wouldn�t know. I tend to think the two are mutually exclusive. I�m the one who smells like a deep fryer here.�
She inhales. �I love the way you smell,� she purrs, acting all fake seductive. �It makes me want� cheese sticks.�
�No. No no no! It doesn�t matter how hard you try. There will be no cheese sticks for you.� She is lactose intolerant and loves cheese. It�s a bad combination for those within a ten-foot radius.
�Fine, fine. Can�t blame a girl for trying.� I drive down the country roads to my house, my mind replaying the conversation with Carter. Jenni stares out the window.
�Something up?� she asks after a couple of minutes.
�No,� I say. Nothing�s up. I just love the way his whole face responded when I wrote something or said something, like I had all of his attention and he�d rather it was with me than anywhere else.
�Okay.� I take a breath. �So there�s this boy��
�I knew it! I knew you were acting weird! Tell me it�s not Trent!�
�It�s not Trent.�
She throws her hands up, hitting the roof of my Subaru. �Ow! Hallelujah. It�s summer! You�re single! What are you waiting for? Go after him!�
�I dunno, Jenni. He�s very perfect.�
Her tone turns serious. �Like my mom�s lasagna?�
�Exactly,� I say, my mood matching hers. �He is the guy version of your mom�s lasagna. And he has a motorcycle. Like a gorgeous bright-yellow and black motorcycle.�
She whistles low under her breath.
�But,� I say. �I can�t talk to him.�
�Honey, we�ve discussed this,� she says. �Just relax! Just because he is lasagna-level very perfect it doesn�t mean he doesn�t want to talk to you! Look him in the eye and say, �Hey, I�m Robin! I like your bike and your sexy, sexy ways.� Try it!�
�Ha-ha. It�s not like I�m scared to talk to him, I literally cannot speak his language.�
She drops her hands and changes her tone. �You mean he�s perfect AND foreign! Does he have an accent? That is� ! That is� !�
I cut her off before she can decide what �that is��. �No, he�s not foreign. He�s deaf.�
�What?�
�Not funny, Jenni. Acting like you can�t hear me. Not. Appreciated.�
�No! I seriously didn�t understand! He�s deaf?�
�Yes! And he speaks in sign language! So we�ve been writing notes.� I pull into my driveway and park in the little gravel space for my car, turning off the car, the music ending midmeasure. �He gave me his phone number�� I fish it out of my pocket and hand it to her as we walk into my house.
She takes it in careful concentration. �But how can he� ?�
�Texting, Jenni,� I call over my shoulder on my way up to my room. �It�s this thing where you type words to people��
�Text-ing?� she says slowly, following me up the stairs. �What kind of magic is this?�
I laugh. �I don�t know. But there must be some kind of magic involved, because he�s picking me up after work tomorrow for a date.�
�A date?� Her squeal invites another laugh.
�A date!� I reply. �But enough about me! Tell me more about macram�.�

Chapter 8

Carter
I glide into the parking lot, wiping down and covering my bike before heading across the street to the gatehouse, where I scan in and walk to the house. Even though I have a key (and nobody really locks things around here anyway), I ring the doorbell to flick the lights and let everyone know I�m home. My mom peeks her head around as I take my boots off at the door.
�Carter!� she signs. �Glad you�re back. Dinner�s almost ready. Fresh tomatoes from the farm stand down the road!�
She is too excited about those tomatoes. �Got it,� I sign with a smile. She�s got a love-hate relationship with our summers in the country. On one side of her mouth, she laments the lack of specialty food stores whereas on the other side she�s praising the size of our kitchen and the cheap, fresh produce. Sadly (for her), we leave before Labor Day, when harvest kicks into full gear.
I head up to my room and check my phone as I change into shorts. No text from Robin. I have a couple from my friends back home. Subway issues, Daniel�s house, Jolene� I read and reread every word, trying to imagine that I�m back in New York.
The lights flicker and I turn to the doorway. Trina�s there. �Dinner�s ready,� she signs and turns to skip back down the stairs.
Dinner smells like stir-fry. My mom�s been on this Asian kick lately. Evidently the combination of ginger and soy is supposed to slow the hands of time or something. I don�t know�she saw it on Doctor Something-or-Other�s TV show.
By the time I arrive, everyone else is sitting at the table. I slide into my seat and clasp my hands together like the rest of my family. It�s not really a prayer. It�s more of a moment of silence. A kind of signal that the meal has started. My parents are incredibly intentional people, as you can tell by our family�three deaf kids, all adopted far enough apart that each had time for a ton of attention while we were learning the important stuff. You know, like reading and writing and living with one foot in the hearing world and one in the Deaf world. So meals, like everything else, are intentional.
The moment of silence is supposed to be a moment to gather ourselves and reflect on the day, but we could use it to pray if we want, I guess. I don�t. I think about the overlook. Maybe I�ll take Robin there tomorrow. The overlook makes me think of the sunset, the pictures I took, the soul sense. What happens to those of us who don�t have a soul sense? Can we get a fake one? Like my sister�s fake sense of hearing? Or are we just fine without it? Like me.
As I open my eyes, I realize that I�m the last person to do so. Everybody else is passing food, and the stir-fry is sitting at my elbow.
I give myself a generous helping and lean back, ready to pack it in. The Reuben seems like a long time ago. Compulsively, I check my phone. Nothing from Robin. Still. Maybe it was a bad idea to give her my number. I look up to see my dad waiting for me to see him.
�You were gone for a long time,� he signs.
�Yeah,� I sign. �Took the bike out. It was beautiful.�
�The bike or the weather?� my dad signs, smiling. His bike is a BMW R 1200 R, and I think one of his proudest moments was when I got my motorcycle license. I think he hopes that I�ll follow in his footsteps and become an architect someday. Maybe I will. I don�t know what I want to do, though. Jolene once told me that I should be a model, which is stupid. That�s just something girls say.
�The bike and the weather,� I sign back, grinning.
Trina bumps my elbow. �Or was it a girl?� Her little fingers fly and she grins.
Crap.
I shrug.
My mom�s fork hangs in midair, not quite to her mouth. Trina realizes she struck gold.
�A girl?! A girl?!� Her hand fairly flies off her chin.
�I don�t know,� I sign weakly, avoiding eye contact. I suck at this. My face always gives away everything before I decide to say it.
�What�s she like?� my dad signs. He�s measured, as always, but smiling.
�Cute,� I sign. I try to be offhanded about it.
Trina claps her hands with a huge grin. My mom�s grimace tells me that my little sister is probably also squealing.
�Eeeee!� my mom signs in an arc, pointing at Trina and rolling her eyes, confirming my suspicion.
�What else?� Trina says. �Is she local? Is she hearing?�
�Yes,� I say, �and yes.�
Mom and Dad exchange a look. My dad flicks up his eyebrows and my mom cocks her head, and I see an entire conversation happen in that one look.
They�re shocked. Skeptical. Not because they don�t like hearing people.
Because I don�t.
And that sounds really trite and kind of elitist, but I just� Hearing people are always trying to fix me. They think everyone should be like them. Everyone should speak English and listen to music, and if I don�t want to, well, why wouldn�t I want to?
But I don�t. I don�t want to listen to music. I don�t want to speak English. I don�t want to dance. I don�t need any more people staring at me.
In middle school, I went through a phase where I tried to act hearing. I wore band T-shirts. I carried an iPod. I had my room wired up with a huge sound system. I had sub-woofers that would shake the apartment. I even got this fancy system that flashed lights in rhythm with the beat of the music. My friends and I went to concerts and screamed along with everybody else. My YouTube showed me music videos, with their crazy story lines and characters. It all seemed so forced. So� inauthentic. In about ninth grade, I just got sick of it.
Most deaf people aren�t as jaded as I am. I promise. And I try not to be a jerk about it. I really do. It�s just, I don�t need to be fixed. There are fewer and fewer of us left to �fix� anyway.
Thanks to the almighty CI.
I look at my plate to avoid any more conversation. I manage to find stir-fry interesting for about ninety seconds. When I do look up, though, everybody is still staring at me.
�More!� signs Trina.
I have a flashback of her as a baby, signing �More!� It was adorable. I shovel more food on her plate.
She gives me a withering look. She must be getting older�she�s getting really good at that. �More about the girl! What�s her name?�
�Robin,� I spell.
Trina clasps her hands over her heart. �Awww! So cute! Can I meet her?�
�No,� I sign.
She looks at Mom. �Mom!�
�Carter doesn�t have to introduce you to anybody he doesn�t want to.�
�Does she know ASL?� Trina asks.
I shrug, but I know the answer. No, she doesn�t.
�How will you talk?� Trina continues. �Bet you wish you had an implant now!�
�All right. That�s enough,� my dad breaks in. �Leave him alone.�
She rolls her eyes and settles back into her chair. �Fine,� she signs.
�Don�t worry,� Dad signs. �We�ll return the favor when you have a boyfriend.�
Trina�s face lights up. �Is she your girlfriend?!�
�No,� I sign. �She�s a girl. A nice girl.�
�A beautiful girl,� corrects Trina.
I look at my dad.
�Enough,� he signs. Again.
We all go back to eating.
Mom and Dad converse about work, weather, dinner, etc., etc. I space out until my mom points a question at me.
�What are you doing tomorrow?�
I shrug once more, but I�m not fooling anyone. Trina�s eyes light up.
�Bike ride,� I sign.
My dad raises an eyebrow. �Where and when?�
�Westfield. I�ll leave around 3:30 and get back before dark. Why?�
�Does she live in Westfield?� breaks in Trina before my parents can answer.
I roll my eyes. �Yes!� I say. That little girl has had nine years of practice in bugging a big brother; she�s an expert. �She lives in Westfield. She is about this tall,� I gesture to a spot right below my shoulders. �She has dark hair and blue eyes. She�s a waitress at this diner. We write notes. She likes my bike. She wears capri pants and her hair is in a ponytail. She can carry a tray by balancing it on her shoulder and her hand. She is funny. And smart. And probably about my age. Tomorrow, she gets off of work at four. You happy?�
�Very,� the cute little blond devil signs smugly.

Chapter 9

Robin
When four o�clock rolls around, I�m ready. Violet�s sitting at the counter, drinking coffee and reading the paper (which she never does) when she should be getting ready for her second job. Fannie is sticking around, too, pretending to clean something as she waits for Chuck, another night cook. Thankfully, Trent has the night off. I don�t have to worry about him coming in here when Carter shows up. Not like I should be worried about it, necessarily. But it sure simplifies things.
My tables are done. The last one, still lingering over coffee, is passed off to Elsie, who�s keeping the tip. Thankfully it�s been so slow I don�t smell too much like grease. This morning I put on makeup for pretty much the first time all summer. Not a lot. Just a little cover-up and lip gloss. I�m wrapping my tub of silverware when I hear a rumble, followed by Violet�s sharp intake of breath. Her newly manicured hand grabs the countertop.
�Lordy, Lordy.�
I already know what I�ll see when I look out the big front window. Sure enough, a bright-yellow motorcycle is turning down our road and coasting to a stop in the parking lot.
�Fannie, come look!� Violet calls, and Fannie bustles out from behind the grill.
�Didn�t I tell you? Dear God it�s beautiful,� the bigger woman says reverently, a dirty dish towel held over her heart.
I pretend that everything�s okay, but my heart is pounding and my palms are sweating. Jenni and I talked it over last night.
First, we stalked his phone number: New York City.
Next, we looked up some sign language (or ASL, since we�re in America). I learned how to spell my name. And I learned how to spell his name. I tried to learn the rest of the alphabet but I get mixed up around G and then again around P. I can say, �Hi,� �Thank you,� �Please,� �I�m sorry,� and �You�re welcome.� I�ll be the politest date ever. If this is a date.
I woke up at four a.m., realizing that I never texted him.
For a minute, I was afraid he wasn�t coming. But, as he dismounts the bike, taking off his helmet and unzipping that leather jacket, all my fear is replaced by breath-shaking, nose-sweating nervousness.
I push my hair behind my ear and look too hard at the silverware in my bucket. I hear him walk in so I look up, trying to look like this is my first time noticing him. I smile too big, I think. And my eyes are too wide. His helmet is tucked under his arm and he�s wearing jeans and a button-down with the sleeves rolled up. He looks like an Abercrombie ad. But with clothes on.
�Hi,� I sign, hoping that the lady on the video was right.
I guess she was.
His eyebrows raise as he signs �Hi� back to me and smiles.
I pat a seat at the counter, one away from Violet. I pull out my order pad. �I�ll be ready in a minute,� I write, as he sits down. �Gotta finish this bucket.�
He nods and leans forward on the counter, looking around the restaurant. Violet gives him a side-long glance and smiles, catching my eye. �Prize pig,� she mouths. She nods and indicates him with her head.
Good job, Vi. Because he can�t hear, but he can read lips. Good one.
He gives me a strange look. I pretend nothing happened.
I wrap silverware in silence for the next few minutes. There is a commercial on the radio, and some guy yelling about a mattress sale makes the seconds seem like hours. I glance at Carter. He�ll never know about that mattress sale. After rolling the last piece, I slide my full silverware bucket into the cubby under the counter and take off my apron. He stops jiggling his foot and starts to stand up, but I catch his attention and shake my head.
�I�m gonna change really quick,� I write.
He settles back onto the stool. �Okay,� he mouths, his right hand forming the two letters. I�m proud of myself for recognizing them. As I grab the tote bag that holds my clothes, he runs his hand through his hair and looks around the restaurant again, sighing.
I fake a happy skip into the dingy little bathroom and creak the door closed, leaning against it.
What was I thinking? What are we going to do? Go to frickin� McDonalds? Trent and I just went to each other�s houses and pretended to practice, but actually made out! I�ve only known Carter for two days! He could be an ax murderer for all I know! I don�t even know his last name! He probably doesn�t know a thing about Westfield. Can two people even fit on his motorcycle? Maybe he wants me to drive! I can�t put that beautiful person in my crappy car!
I grasp both sides of the sink and look into the dilapidated mirror. �Get a grip, Robin,� I command my reflection, forgoing the usual whisper. Who the heck cares? He can�t hear me anyway. I pull the band out of my hair and grab a brush from my bag, tugging the dark waves back into a neater ponytail. Once my hair has been ponytailed, there is no way to let it down without a nasty ponytail bump.
I pull off my diner clothes and slip into jeans and a loose-fitting white lace-back tank top layered over a bright-blue tank, fixing my boobs so the push-up bra does its darn job. I untie my Vans and exchange them for sandals, exposing my newly painted coral-colored toenails. And voila! The greasy diner waitress has been replaced by a somewhat cute (admittedly very pale) girl!
I do one last check (panty line, bra line, tags in), take a deep breath, and creak open the door. Carter is thumbing through his phone. I wipe my hands on my jeans, fix a smile on my face, and tap him on the shoulder.
He looks casually over his shoulder until he catches my eye. Then he spins the stool to face me, one eyebrow shoots up to his hairline, and his perfect lips part slightly. He stares and I smile for a second. Even though he�s sitting on a diner stool, he�s still taller than I am. He smells like oranges and motorcycle exhaust and light boy-sweat. It is divine. Finally, I reach past him for the paper.
�It�s a girl!� I write.
�I can see that,� he writes back. Music pipes over the radio: �One Fine Day.� The mattress sale is long gone.
�I�m ready,� I write. �You?�
�Yeah,� he writes. �You hungry?�
I must look surprised. Most people think that if you work at a restaurant, you eat all the time. The total opposite is true. I work when everybody else is eating. Because of that, I have a bizarre eating schedule. And I�m starving.
�Or maybe you�re not� ,� he writes.
�No! I am!� I take the pen before he can change his mind.
�Good,� he writes. �You ever ride a motorcycle before?�

Chapter 10

Carter
God, she�s beautiful.
I keep glancing over my shoulder as she follows me to the bike. She takes one little detour to toss her bag in an old Subaru station wagon.
When she joins me at the bike, she reaches out a tentative hand to touch the shiny metal and leather. Just before she touches it, she looks up at me.
�Can I?� her mouth says.
I nod and cover her delicate hand with my sweaty one. After making sure the metal isn�t too hot, I run her hand along the matte black and yellow. Her pulse beats under my hand, and I stifle a surprise impulse to turn her wrist over and kiss the soft underside. At that moment, she looks up at me and smiles. The impulse grows stronger. I swallow and let go of her hand, unhooking my leather jacket from the handgrips. I hold the jacket open for her and she gives me a look, so I pull out my notepad and write, �To protect your arms from all the bugs.� And road rash. But she doesn�t need to think about that.
She laughs and shrugs into it, letting the cuffs hang over those white wrists. I love it.
I look down at her feet and over at the foot pegs on the back of my bike. They�re right next to the tailpipe. Sandals, like the tank top, are another no-no. Maybe she�s just not meant to ride the bike. What was I thinking, that every girl would kill to be on this bike just because I like it? Too late now. I swallow and pick up the pen again.
�You have sneakers?� I write. �Or boots?�
She makes a face but I keep writing, �Your feet are by the tailpipe. Don�t want you to get burned.�
She goes back to her Subaru and digs the black Vans out of her backpack, lacing them up. As she ties her shoes, I write a few instructions:
�I�ll let you know when to get on the bike. Hang on to me around my chest. You�ll be perched up pretty high and leaning forward in order to hang on. Lean with me on the turns, but not too much. Keep your feet on the pegs. I�ll let you know when I�m about to go and when I�m about to make turns or stop. Don�t worry, I�ve carried passengers before. I�m a really safe driver.�
I look up and hand her the notepad, kind of digging the tank top/leather jacket/jeans/Vans look. It suits her. Her blue eyes grow steadily bigger as she reads the instructions. Finally, she looks up at me and gulps. I take the paper back from her limp hand.
�You don�t have to do this if you don�t want to!� I write hastily. �Your car will take us places just as well as my bike.�
�No!� she writes. �I want to do this!�
�You sure you�re okay?� I write. I sign it, too, when I show her the paper.
She nods confidently, then her whole face lightens and she signs yes with her right hand. She points at it with her left hand and I golf clap, impressed. She takes a deep breath and smiles as she lets it out through pursed lips.
I unhook her helmet from the back of the bike and give it to her. She slides it on, but I buckle it to make sure it�s snug. She puts her hands on her hips and cocks her head at me, then holds her hand out for the pad of paper.
�Hot stuff?� she writes, then strikes a pose.
I laugh and dig my phone out of my pocket to take a picture, flipping it around so she can see it�the full-coverage helmet (can�t mess up your face if something goes wrong) and the too-big jacket on her little body. As I�m holding my phone up, I notice two figures in the diner windows: the older waitress and the cook. I wave. They scurry away like they were never there.
I turn back to Robin. She�s shooing them away. She shakes her helmeted head and shrugs at me, holding out her hand for the pen and paper. I pass it over and she writes, �Let�s do this!�
I smile and pull on my own helmet and motorcycle gloves, then flip down the passenger foot pegs.
Swinging my leg over the bike, I start the engine. A little motion catches my eye�she�s jumped back a bit. �You okay?� I sign.
�Yes,� she signs back.
I do a half turn and pat the passenger�s seat behind me, if you can call it that. It�s perched way above the rear wheel. I point to my foot, then the foot peg. She shakes out her hands and puts them on the seat like she�s about to mount a horse. One, two, three bounces and she�s up in the seat, her feet firmly on the pegs. The bike settles a little under her weight. She leans forward in the seat and wraps her arms around me, loosely at first. I put my hand up and make a motion like I�m going to rev the bike. She tightens her grip and I kick off from the ground to glide out of the parking lot.
The bike and I take a little time to get used to having a passenger. By the time I�m out of town and on the winding country roads, though, the three of us are a well-oiled machine.
Once I�ve found our rhythm, I�m very aware of how tight she is against my back. Her thighs are pressing into my sides. I breathe in and out, once, and glance down. If I were to lean back, I could rest my arm on her leg like an armrest. It�s right there. Her hands tighten as we bank a corner and I feel her helmet against the back of mine. I glance in the mirrors and see that she�s watching the road.
�Okay?� I sign.
�Yes,� she signs back, into my chest, her right hand pressing into my button-down. I guess she doesn�t want to let go. I smile behind the wind visor.
When I was first allowed to carry passengers, I gave rides to each of my friends. I�ve taken a couple of girls out from my school this way, too. But dating is tough. Most of us grew up together. The Deaf community is a pretty small one, even in New York. The teen Deaf community? Even smaller. I can remember every embarrassing thing that all of them ever did. Every now and again, we get a new kid. Then it�s like a feeding frenzy and pretty soon they�re either hooked up or they just become part of the family.
This girl? She�s practically a stranger. It�s� thrilling. To say the least.
Her hands change their grip, opening so they hold on to my rib cage instead of curling into tight fists on my chest. Her fingers stretch and relax and my skin is suddenly extra-sensitive, tingling wherever she touches. She�s against my back, my legs, and around my ribs.
I�m driving.
I shouldn�t be this distractible.
I turn by the Amish school and then into the long driveway to the parking lot. After rolling to a stop I take off my helmet and look back at Robin. She takes her hands off my ribs and the shirt is sweaty and wrinkled where she was holding on. She sits up straight and takes her helmet off, like me.
Her cheeks flush and her eyes shine. Her hair is sticking out all over�little fuzzy curls all around her head like a dark halo. �Thank you,� she signs. �Thank you!� She shakes her head, grinning. �So much fun,� her mouth says clearly. �So much fun. Thank you,� she signs again.
I grin. �You�re welcome,� I sign back.
I feel her hands, small and warm, on my shoulders as she leans to swing her leg over and slide off the bike onto the gravel. Both feet on the ground now, she smiles and looks away, down the hill, over the town.
�Beautiful,� she says without remembering that I can�t hear her. But since I can�t take my eyes off her lips, I have a pretty good idea what she�s saying. She looks back at me.
I look out over the town, down the hill. �Beautiful,� I mouth, and sign. I look at her and she imitates my movement.
�Beautiful,� she signs, grinning.
I unhook the saddlebags and she looks at them, as though seeing them for the first time. There�s not much in them�just a picnic blanket and some food. Although plenty of tables are available, Robin finds a spot on the ground in the middle of the close-cut grass, and I approve. Eating on the grass is the whole point of a picnic, after all. I pick up one of the saddlebags and unbuckle it, pulling out the picnic blanket, tossing it to her. It billows like a photo-shoot fan is on, and she lays it gently on the grass as I pull out a few of cans of soda (sorry, �pop�) to weigh down the corners. Pulling off my boots and socks, I sit on the blanket and pour everything else out. There is a veritable smorgasbord of food�sandwiches, Cheetos, cheese, apples, chips, granola, crackers, cookies, chocolate� and there are gluten-free, nut-free, and meat-free options. A full-size notebook and two pens are mixed into everything.
She laughs and sprawls across the blanket to grab a pen. Still lying down, she writes, �This looks awesome.� She opens the bag of Cheetos and munches happily, looking out at the view. �Tell me about yourself,� she scrawls.
I take the pen and let her look over the whitecaps of Lake Erie as I write, �My name is Carter Paulson. I�m profoundly deaf, which basically means I can�t hear anything. Yes, that�s rare. In fact, my entire family (except my mom) is deaf. Yes, that�s rare, too. My dad�s an architect, my mom�s a stay-at-home and ASL interpreter. My older sister is twenty�she�s a live representative. Like you would chat with online for technical help. My little sister is nine. She has a CI (cochlear implant), so she�s practically hearing. Yes, this is a weird family in the Deaf community, too. My parents adopted us intentionally because they wanted to give us a good family. It worked. I have a great family.� I take the picture of my family out of my wallet to show her. I look up�she�s sitting with her legs to one side, eating an apple and watching some little kids play tag. I start a new paragraph.
�I play soccer and baseball. I like art. Especially photography. And I love steak. And lattes. And movies. I live in Manhattan but go to school in Queens. I�ve stayed at Chautauqua every summer as long as I can remember. I�m eighteen. I�ll be a senior at Lexington School for the Deaf. Go Blue Jays.�
I slide the notebook over to her, picture on top. She looks it all over, smiling. She picks up the pen as I spread peanut butter on an apple and enjoy at the view. And by �the view,� I mean the pretty girl who�s actually here to hang out with me. She is lying on her stomach, propped up on her elbows as she writes. Her Vans and socks are in a pile in the grass, and her toes wiggle among the clover, off the blanket. She glances up and I look away, pretending to watch trees or something. I�m such a sucky liar. Finally, she slides the notebook across to me.
�My name is Robin Peters. I am 100 percent hearing.� I laugh, and continue reading. �My dad is an English professor at the college in Fredonia. My mom is a Mary Kay rep. I am an only child. I have a great family, too. Even if they�re more boring than yours. Hehe.
�My favorite thing in my world is music. I play piano, pennywhistle, guitar, harmonica, and dabble in fiddle, harp, and hammered dulcimer. In the school band I rock out the marimba and other piano-looking things. I think I like art but I don�t get to see it much. I�ve lived in Westfield my whole life. My best friend is Jenni and she�s prettier than I am. I can carry six milkshakes on a tray and not spill a drop. Even harder�I can carry eight cups of black coffee. I like movies, too! I�m sixteen�I know, I know, young for my grade. I�ll be a senior at Westfield Academy and Central School.
�Your family sounds awesome. Your life sounds interesting and exotic.
�PS�I learned how to spell my name. Wanna see?�
I look at her. She�s waiting, right hand ready. As soon as she sees me looking, her hand forms a tentative �R,� then �O� �B� �I� �N.� I laugh and shake my hands in applause. She tilts her head. �Deaf applause,� I write.
She imitates my motion, smiling. The sun bounces off her shining dark hair. Her blue eyes are sparkling.
I want to kiss her more than I want to breathe.
But I don�t.

Chapter 11

Robin
Over the next hour, I replace the study of fingerpicking patterns with the study of Carter Paulson. He is, in fact, perfect. I ask him to list his flaws for me and he writes, I quote, �I have none.� Of course, then he laughs, scratches it out, and writes, �Just kidding. I am stubborn and opinionated. I don�t like parties. I am a terrible liar. I can be antisocial.�
�I don�t believe it,� I write.
�You are the first friend I�ve made here,� he writes, �and I�ve been coming here my whole life. That is, if we are friends��
�Of course we�re friends. What about strawberry blond guy?� I write.
�Barry. Childhood friend. He� hasn�t aged well,� he writes. �They pay me to hang out with him. Not joking.�
�Ah yes,� I write. �Well, we�ll have to fix the friend situation.�
He gives me a look. �We will?�
I nod. �There�s a craft fair at the end of next week��
He shrugs. �If you take me.�
�Of course I�ll take you! Like I would let anybody else take you.�
He smiles at me, then takes the pen and writes slowly, �Why didn�t you text me? When you had my number last night?�
I facepalm and give him a pained look. �I was busy.�
�With�� he starts to write, then scratches it out and writes, �Okay.�
�It�s embarrassing,� I write, �because I�m still so bad at it. But I had my friend over. And I was learning this.� And I show him: �Please,� I sign. �Sorry,� �You�re welcome,� and then I end with spelling his name, �C-A-R-T-E-R.� I look up at him and he�s smiling.
His left hand reaches and takes my spelling hand out of the air. His right hand says, �Thank you.� His left fingers interlock with my right fingers and our sweaty palms meet.
He sits up on his knees, so he�s tall, and he leans into me. But instead of kissing me, his eyes turn to the hand he holds. He gently pulls our interlocked hands toward his shoulder, so I�m up on my knees, too, and only my own arm�s length away. He turns his head in perfect profile and tilts it to kiss the back of my hand, like a crooner making love to a microphone. A pulse of electricity starts at that very spot and zings up my arm to the base of my neck, which sends it out to my whole body until the tips of my bare toes are singing.
I want to kiss him more than I want to breathe.
But I don�t.
�Robin!� It�s a loud voice. A male voice. Invasive yet charming.
Trent.
He�s jogging toward us in athletic shorts and a wrestler-cut T-shirt, holding a Frisbee under his arm. A couple of the soccer guys trail behind. Oh God no. They come here to play Ultimate sometimes.
Carter looks to see what got my attention and sets my hand gently on the picnic blanket. He sits back down. The moment is butchered.
�Hey, Robin,� says Trent, gleaming. �This the guy? Thirteen-dollar-tip guy?�
I nod once and stay outwardly composed but inside my gut is screaming, WHYYY????!!!! That was the most intimate moment of my LIFE!!!!! Everything with you pales in comparison! But the voice inside me that�s not screaming whispers, �See what you�re missing? Isn�t he awesome?�
�Hey, nice to meet you. Any friend of Robin�s is a friend of mine.� Trent holds out a hand to Carter and gives me a sidelong glance, winking at me.
I watch, frozen, as Carter stands up and takes Trent�s hand. Trent looks him up and down and tightens his grip as well as his smile. Straight guys always say that they can�t tell when another guy is hot. I call bull.
�This is Carter,� I say, gesturing weakly and apologizing to Carter with my eyes.
�Carter, this is Trent,� I say, feeling even more helpless. I can�t even introduce him properly. I suck I suck I suck until I think through the letters in Trent�s name.
�T,� I sign carefully, �R-E-N-T.� Trent. I look at Carter and he nods, his face frozen in a pleasant expression. He�s right�he�s a terrible liar. He looks like someone shoved a pistol in his back and told him to act natural.
Trent watches me for a minute, then looks at Carter again, his eyes narrowing. Suddenly, the lightbulb clicks on and he turns to me with a smile.
�Are you kidding?� he asks, the smile growing wider, one eyebrow arching.
I look away for a second, forcing my expression to stay amiable. I hope I�m succeeding a little more than Carter. �No. I�m not.�
Trent looks back at Carter, the smile taking over his whole face. He starts to pump Carter�s hand vigorously. �Seriously? You�re seriously deaf?�
Carter nods, the forced casual look replaced by a clenched jaw and tight lips.
�Ha!� Trent laughs to the skies. Then the handshake stops abruptly and he points at Carter in a �gotcha� kind of moment. �Then how did you know what I said?�
Carter indicates his own mouth. �Lip-reading,� he mouths, unfazed.
�Oh�� Trent nods, and the smile begins to creep back across his mouth.
�All right, well, you�re missing your game� ,� I try.
�Right. Frisbee,� says Trent. He looks over at me. �Just gotta say one thing.� He turns to Carter, talking clearly so Carter can catch every word. �This girl loves music more than she loves life. More than she loves chocolate. More than she�ll ever love any guy. Good. Luck.� The smile is, once again, stretched across his face. �And I mean it. You�re gonna need it.�
Carter�s expression stays the same but his eyes turn to steel. He nods once. �Thank you,� he mouths without signing.
Trent spins and flings the Frisbee across the field back to his friends, whooping as he jogs back to them.
I turn to Carter, helpless. Finally, I sign, �I�m sorry.�
He smiles warily and starts writing. �Boyfriend?� he shows me.
�Ha! No. Ex-boyfriend.� I think it�s the first time I�ve smiled while answering that question in the negative.
�I see,� he writes. �Sure know how to pick �em, don�t you?�
�He�s not usually like that,� I scrawl.
�Yeah, sorry,� Carter writes.
I sigh. �No, I�m sorry,� I write finally. �He was being a jerk. I don�t know what�s up with him.�
I leave Carter with the pad and paper and walk away, arms crossed, and look out over the trees. Of course this would happen. Of course. The one time I don�t want Trent to show up. Grass pricks my feet. I hear footsteps behind me, and after a second there�s a light tap on my shoulder. It�s Carter.
�You okay?� he signs.
I nod, then sign, �Yes.�
He holds up the notebook. �You still want to hang out with me? Even though I can�t hear music?� it says.
I smile. That�s silly. Of course I do. �Yes,� I sign. I sit down on the blanket, picking up the bag of Cheetos again. He remains standing for a minute and watches me until I look up at him and pat the blanket next to me.
�Okay,� he signs, taking a seat across the blanket and facing me.
�Sorry about that again,� I write. �Now what were we talking about� ?�
�I think you were showing me the signs you learned last night.�
�Ah. Well that show is over,� I write. �You�ve seen them all.�
�Too bad.�
�I know. I�m sorry.�
�Stop! Don�t feel sorry! It�s not your fault!�
But I can�t help it. Trent screwed with the mood of the whole thing. He�s right, after all. How could this work? Even if we worked around the music thing, he�s leaving at the end of the Chautauqua season. August twenty-eighth. That�s, what? Five weeks? Six? I look around the park with what I hope is a pleasant expression on my face, and Carter grabs the notebook and starts writing.
After a minute, the notebook slides across the picnic blanket, hitting me in the knee.
�Hey. Let�s do something right here, right now so this place isn�t ruined forever by The Ex. Here are you choices: (a) roll down the hill, despite the threat of bees in clover; (b) toss rocks into our helmets to see who�s got worse aim; (c ) try to do cartwheels. Just a warning: I suck at all of these, and the only reason I suggest them is to make you laugh.�
I grin and look up to him, adding my choice to the list: �(d) all of the above.�

Five Weeks of Summer Left


Chapter 12

Carter
�A,� says my hand.
�S,� says Barry�s.
I sigh and fix his thumb.
�B,� says my hand.
�Four,� says Barry�s.
I sigh and fix his fingers. This is going to be a long summer.
�C,� says my hand.
�C,� says Barry�s.
I nod and give him a thumbs-up, which he copies. I laugh and shake my head. After a second of hesitation his forehead, which has been wrinkled in concentration, relaxes and he smiles a little, shaking his head at his own mistake. I point to the handout I gave him and show him �D,� which he copies correctly.
By the end of our first official lesson we�ve finished the alphabet, a few manners, the question words, and a bag of baby carrots.
The lights in my room flicker and I turn to see my mom at the door. �You guys want dinner?� she asks. As always, she signs as she talks.
The tips of Barry�s ears turn pink and he shakes his head. �No thanks, Mrs. Paulson,� I see him say.
�Oh, why not?� my mom says. �I�ve already set your place and this would be a great way to practice your sign!�
�I think he�s probably tired of practicing his sign,� I sign back to my mom. �It�s been two hours.� My family is not a freak show. He doesn�t need to see our silent conversation. He doesn�t need to observe our redundant moment of silence.
Barry glances at me and looks back at my mom.
�Sure,� he says, to my surprise. �Smells good.�
And it does. Stir-fry always smells good.
We head down the stairs and I sit at my spot. Barry�s set up next to me and Trina is eyeing him in that way little sisters have. That I-want-everything-my-older-siblings-have-including-their-friends way.
All of us, including Barry, bow our heads. Personally, I don�t want to reflect or talk to an invisible god or even think about the way my summer has progressed. It�s been a week since my date with Robin. I had a good time, and I thought maybe it could go somewhere. But her ex-boyfriend�s probably right. She loves music more than anything else. She said so herself. I mean, she also said that she had a good time, too, but who really knows? She could have just been sparing my feelings�poor deaf kid, you know?
Suddenly I realize that, despite my best efforts, I have been reflecting. I am, once again, the last one to lift my head. All the food is piled at my elbow, waiting for me to pass it to Barry. I take some rice and give it to him.
�Sorry,� I sign.
�It�s okay,� he signs back to me. It catches me off guard. I flash a surprised smile.
I catch Trina giggling, her little shoulders shaking as her hand tries to cover her mouth.
It�s strange to have somebody eating with us. Of course, we have people over all the time back in New York�my school friends, my dad�s work friends, my mom�s yoga buddies, Trina�s and Denise�s friends�but it�s strange to have somebody here at our Chautauqua house. It�s been ages since Barry�s been over.
�So how�s your father doing?� my dad asks. He talks as he signs, and Barry leans in to hear, his eyes intently on my dad�s mouth. They say that deaf people�s voices sound different than hearing voices. I�ve never been able to hear a difference. My hearing aids, and the little good they did, went out the window in ninth grade.
�Good,� signs Barry. �My father�s good.� His dad�s in politics, and networking is the main reason that Barry�s spent every summer since I can remember at Chautauqua. Wealthy people from all over the states come here to listen to lectures and seminars or attend concerts. It really is the perfect place to hobnob with donors and keep a finger on the pulse of the educated elite.
Trina giggles again.
I give her a look. �What�s your problem?�
�He�s cute.� She�s talking only with her hands, of course.
I shake my head and smile. �You�re only nine! What do you care!�
�I can still think he�s cute!�
My mom gives me a look. �What?� I ask.
�Secrets don�t make friends,� my mom signs back.
�Fine,� I sign. �It�s not my secret!� I turn to Barry, pull a pen out of my pocket, and write �My little sister thinks you�re cute� on his napkin.
He laughs and turns red and looks like he wants to say something but he can�t figure out what it is or how to say it. Maybe he just wants to run.
Thankfully, he doesn�t have to wallow for long because Trina pipes up. �Well, Carter has a girlfriend!� Of course it�s voiced for Barry�s benefit. Nine-year-old revenge is so funny. �She�s cute and works at a diner!�
That may be a little too far, because Barry quirks his eyebrows and turns to me. �The waitress?� his mouth asks and I shake my head at Trina as she dissolves into giggles.
�Yes!� her little mouth says. �The waitress! Her name is Robin!�
�She�s not my girlfriend,� I sign, and mouth.
�You took her on a date!� says Trina.
�Yes,� I say. �One date. Last week. That�s it. She�s not my girlfriend.�
I give Trina a warning look and, thankfully, she drops the subject.
The rest of dinner is uneventful. We find out a little more about what Barry�s family is up to�his dad is managing some campaign and his mom is holding some charity event. His brother started West Point last year and Barry�s applied to a bunch of different schools.
After the dinner dishes are cleared, Barry heads to the living room and starts texting somebody as he plops down on the sofa.
My phone buzzes. �So what happened with the waitress?� I guess he�s texting me.
I sit in the seat across from him. With his shoes off and a soy sauce stain on his chinos, he�s a little easier to handle.
�I dunno,� I text back. �Had a good time. But I don�t really think I fit in her world.�
He gives me a confused look. �What do u mean?� appears on my phone.
I shrug. �She �loves music more than anything,� which is a direct quote.�
�Oh,� he types. �I guess if she had a bad time��
�She didn�t have a bad time,� I type. In fact, she texted me that night to tell me she had a great time. I didn�t answer, and I haven�t heard from her since.
�Then u had a bad time?� he asks.
�No.�
�Then y aren�t u seeing her again?�
The image of that guy, Trent, with the ripped shirt flashes through my mind�tall and laughing and glinting with an, �I-know-something-you-don�t-know,� look. He is the reason I stay away from hearing people. I�m sick of people knowing more than me, or thinking that they do. I look up to see Barry staring at me. His head is tilted and his eyebrows are raised.
I shrug.
�Why?� he signs, and I laugh as he gestures to his hand, showing off the sign he just made. He stares at me for another minute, waiting for an answer. When I don�t give one, he rolls his eyes, looks away, and shakes his head.
�What?� I sign to him.
He shakes his head again.
�What?� I text him.
�Why u gotta be such a jerk?� he texts back.
Whoa. What?
�What?� I text again.
�Like, she�s not good enough for you? Just because she�s a townie? I know ur probably used to dating supermodels or whatever but come on. She�s probably a nice girl.�
I have no idea what to say.
�Supermodels?� I text back. �What makes you think that?�
He gives me a look. �Looking the way u do. Always acting like ur better than everybody else. All quiet. And all the girls can�t stop talking about u. Don�t act like u don�t know.�
What?
�I don�t know!� I text.
�Christina Beasley? Margot Kingston? Alicia Melanowski?� he types back.
The names tug at my memory�girls from a few summers ago. I saw them hanging out with Barry when their families would come up for a week or so. I wasn�t really part of their group, though. The last time I remember hanging out with them was the summer after eighth grade. Barry and I were having ice cream with them at the Refectory. I had my hearing aids in, trying to catch everything that was going on, but there was too much chatter. Too much eating while they were talking to read lips. The conversation jumped from person to person and I didn�t catch any of it. I left with a headache and made excuses for the rest of summer.
�I couldn�t talk to them!� I text. �How did you feel at dinner, when Trina and I were talking without you? That�s how I felt around them.�
�Well can u talk to this girl?� he texts back.
I shrug. The notebook seemed to be working pretty well. She learned a few letters on her own. Her mouth is a lip-reader�s dream.
�I guess so,� I text.
�Then if u both had a good time and u can talk to her, y stop?�
I look up at him and laugh.
�Why are you so nosy?� I write.
�Maybe she has a cute friend.�
Didn�t she write something about that during our date? �Actually, I think she does.�

Chapter 13

Robin
�Shave and a haircut, two bits!� plays my phone in the middle of church music practice. Everybody looks at me. I turn red and fumble to put down good-enough Bender, wiggling off the stool.
�Sorry!� I say, holding up a hand and running to my stuff. �I totally forgot to turn it off!�
�We can hear that,� Pastor Mark says, and somebody snickers.
I take a peek at the screen before shutting it off, just in case it�s an emergency. It�s not. It�s a text: �Had a great time too. Sorry I�ve been quiet. Wanna hang out?�
It�s from Carter.
I fumble to turn off the ringer and make my way back to my spot, head spinning. Why now? It�s been an entire week! I thought everything went really well, except for that blip with Trent, but we recovered! It was the best date I�d ever been on. And then he disappeared behind the quaint brick walls of Chautauqua.
I get back to my stool and Trent leans over. �What was that about?� he whispers.
I shake my head and turn my attention toward Pastor Mark, who�s saying something about near silence in the second verse.
�It must have been something big,� Trent continues to whisper. �You turned bright red. Is everything okay?�
�Shut up!� I whisper back. �I�m trying to listen! Yes, everything�s okay.�
But instead of thinking about �Wondrous Love� and near silence and the mood blossoming, I mull over the words, �Sorry I�ve been quiet.� Is that a joke? He joked like that a few times. My new fingerpicking patterns are underpracticed, and I haven�t found the right one for this song yet. The music becomes rote, mechanical, going straight from my brain to my fingers without stopping by my heart. As soon as rehearsal is over I pack up Bender and rush to my bag to get my phone. There it is in all its glory: �Had a great time too. Sorry I�ve been quiet. Wanna hang out?� No other new messages�that�s it.
�Ooh, who�s that?� I hear over my shoulder. Trent.
�Nobody�� I try, unsuccessfully, to hide the phone as he grabs it out of my hand.
��Had a great time too. Sorry I�ve been quiet. Wanna hang out?�� he reads out loud.
I give him a tight-lipped smile and hold out my hand for my phone.
�Who sent you this?� he asks, waving the phone out of my reach. I cross my arms, refusing to play his little game.
�A person,� I say. �Now give it back.�
��Had a great time too�� Now could this be that deaf guy from the park?�
I shrug.
He laughs. �Could not. Believe that. Did you seriously tell him you had a good time? I can�t imagine Robin Peters having a good time that didn�t involve a guitar and three-part harmony. I guess people change, huh? Priorities change? What used to be the most important is no longer so important?�
It stings a little. I shrug again. �I guess so,� I say to his face. �Some people who used to be so important are no longer so important.�
�Sorry you feel that way. Some of us are coming over to my house to keep jamming. I was going to invite you, but it sounds like you might not be into that anymore.�
I give him a look. �The awesomeness of jamming will overshadow the suckiness of the ones I jam with.�
He gives my phone back, pressing it all warm into my hand and winking at me. �Everyone�ll probably be there until eleven, which is when my mom puts the kibosh on jamming. Come if you want.�
�Maybe,� I say. I stow my phone in my bag and walk out to the parking lot, cool as a cucumber.
Until I get to the car. Then I dig for the phone and call Jenni.
�Hey. You wanna go to a jam session?� I ask.
�No. Where?�
�Trent�s house.�
�Seriously, Robin? Definitely no. Why?�
�He invited me. And I thought maybe you could keep me from doing something stupid.� Jenni sighs, and for a minute I�m afraid she�s not going to say anything, which is worse than saying no. �Please, Jenni, please! I don�t want to go by myself! And it�s not like you have anything to get up for in the morning! We won�t even be out that late�we�re done at eleven!�
�Fine. I�ll go. But you owe me.�
�I owe you! I really do! I�ll be there in five minutes!�
I hang up and head over to Jenni�s house, listening to the first seven seconds of each song on Robin�s Best-Ever Mix VII and finger combing my hair. My heart beats out a staccato rhythm, which my fingers echo on the steering wheel.
Jenni slumps into the front seat and slams the door.
�Thank you so, so, so much! You really and truly are the best,� I say. �And that is the cutest bracelet. It�s new, isn�t it? New� colors?�
�Good try,� she replies. �I�m trying to think of what you owe me.�
�Anything within my power, up to half my kingdom.�
She smiles grudgingly. �You are so weird.�
We�re at Trent�s house in just a couple minutes. We head to the front door, Bender in hand, pennywhistle in pocket, and Mrs. McGovern opens the door. �Robin!� she says. �It�s good to see you again!�
�Hi, Mrs. M,� I say.
She�s soft and squishy, but with Trent�s green eyes. She squeezes me tight. I guess because it�s been a really long time since I�ve seen her. I used to be over almost every day.
�Everybody�s in the basement,� she says, and Jenni and I thank her and wind our way through the hallways to the basement. �Stairway to Heaven� floats up the stairs. It�s disconnected and repetitive. We walk down.
�Look who decided to grace us with her presence!� Trent says from his spot in the beanbag chair, guitar in his lap. The riffs had been coming from him. A couple of his friends are stuck around the room�John�s behind the drum set and Stumpy�s fooling around with Trent�s stand-up bass. A girl is impossibly perched on the back of the beanbag chair, draped across Trent�s shoulders. She holds a microphone loosely in her hand.
I run my hand over the garage-sale amp I found last summer and glance up at the acoustic tiles I spent hours installing. This was last summer�scouring classifieds and sweating and spending hours fixing up Trent�s basement, stopping to make out or get a drink of water. My eyes come to rest on the microphone the girl is holding: a Rode NT3 I researched, I saved for, I drove all the way to Erie to buy.
�Ana!� I say, throwing a look at Jenni. �Didn�t know you�d be here! Didn�t think you were into this kind of stuff.� She plays fiddle. Well, violin really. And I can tell you exactly what stuff she�s into. It has curly hair and rhymes with Brent.
Jenni elbows me and I switch my smile back on.
Ana bites her lip and digs her free hand into Trent�s hair, smiling up at me. �Trent�s teaching me how to play guitar,� she says. I grunt and look away. Maybe we won�t stay long, after all.
�Jen-ni, what did Robin have to promise to get you to come?� Trent asks, a lazy smile on his face.
�Up to half her kingdom,� Jenni says. �I�m here to make sure she doesn�t make any bad decisions.�
Everybody laughs and I turn red. �Like playing �Stairway to Heaven,� ad infinitum,� I say. �Too bad she wasn�t here earlier, Trent.�
Stumpy laughs and I kneel down to unzip Bender�s case.
I draw out Fender Bender and run a hand across some bumps and bruises from my less careful days. �Who wants to do this?� I ask.
Answer? Nobody. �Jamming� actually means lazing around Trent�s basement. His mom brings down some popcorn and John drags out a six-pack and we all just chill. I was promised a jam session and it turns out to be a do-nothing-but-watch-Ana-flirt-with-Trent session.
I bear it for about an hour. Then the conversation turns deadly.
�So this is the first time in I don�t know how long that I won�t be dragged to the craft fair!� Trent says.
The craft fair. I fingerpick �Walking in Memphis� absentmindedly and stew. The craft fair is my favorite thing of the whole summer. It�s fair food and local art and music and everything I love all in one place. I go every year at least twice. Until this year, I�d always gone with Trent. From when we were kids selling juice for the band, to when McClurg Street (the school folk band) played, to just wandering around holding hands.
�Aw� McClurg Street�s not playing this year?� Ana asks. She could be in it. She should be in it. But she plays �violin,� not �fiddle.� They�re the same instrument, just different music. It�s like the difference between running and jogging�they�re the same thing just at different speeds with different styles.
Trent shakes his head. �Not enough summer interest this year. I called a rehearsal but nobody came. Seems like some people are defecting�� he says, and glances at me. I roll my eyes. He called that rehearsal over text, two hours before it was supposed to start. I didn�t even get the message until it was over.
�I�m not defecting,� I say. �I�m busy. I�m doing this church band thing and working at Grape Country, saving up for the Dreadnought, learning new patterns��
�And having a �great time� with a deaf kid,� Trent finishes, putting the words in air quotes. �I�m sure that has nothing to do with skipping rehearsal.�
That�s it.
What am I doing here?
An hour ago, a charming, sweet, fun, hot-as-all-hell guy texted me, wanting to go on a date.
�Yup!� I say, standing up. �That�s right, Trent. I was having a great time with a deaf kid. Who has more class in his left pinky toe than you could ever hope to have in your entire body. So screw it. Screw your �jamming���I put the word in my own air quotes��and your flirting and your waste of talent. There�s someplace I�d rather be.�
I slide Bender back in its case and heft it to my shoulder. Jenni follows me, wide eyed and closemouthed, as I march up the basement stairs.
�Leaving so soon, Robin?� Mrs. McGovern asks from the kitchen. I force a smile.
�Sorry, Mrs. M,� I say. �Gotta go home. Work tomorrow, you know.� It�s a lie. I have tomorrow off. But I can�t tell her that her son�s a jerk and deserves the bimbo he�s probably making out with right now.
�Sorry to hear that,� she says. �You�re welcome back anytime!�
I nod as surprise tears spring to my eyes. �Thanks,� I say before heading out the door.
To her credit, Jenni has stayed quiet this whole time. She keeps stealing little sideways looks at me as I wipe hot tears from the corners of my eyes.
When we�re sitting in the car, buckled in and ready to go, I talk. �What the hell is wrong with me? Why did I drag you out here for that crap session? I am a sucky, sucky friend. You deserve much more than half my kingdom.�
She chuckles and hands me a tissue. �I dunno, Robin. You just got stuck on him, I guess.�
�No more,� I say. �I am no more stuck on him. He is a jerk and a creep and you can quote me on that.�
The car is silent for another second. We�re still sitting in Trent�s driveway. I turn the key.
Click.
�Nonononononono�� I turn the key again.
Click.
�God! Let this start!� I scream, and stomp on the gas. �I will not be stuck in this shit anymore!�
RumrumrumRUMMMM� The engine sputters to life and the radio blasts Robin�s Best-Ever Mix VII. I punch the Power button to kill it, preferring the music of my tires spinning in new gravel. The boat trundles up the driveway and down his country road. I keep an eye out for deer through my angry tears.
�In my bag,� I say after a minute, �is my phone. Can you get it?�
�Yeah,� says Jenni. She digs through my bag until she finds it. �What do you want me to do with it?�
�Go to the most recent text,� I say, �and text back. Say �What are you doing on Friday?� and �Remember that craft fair we talked about?��
She looks up at me. �Is this� ?�
�Yeah. It is. Let�s give it a shot.�

Chapter 14

Carter
The traffic in Westfield is terrible.
I think that�s the first time that sentence has ever been written.
I wait in a NYC-worthy line of cars. For once, I�m afraid I won�t find a place to park my bike.
Robin said she�d meet me on the steps of the Presbyterian church in the middle of the park. I squeeze my bike into an impossibly small spot and make my way towards the steeple- the tallest point in town. It�s not easy- there are people crowding the sidewalks and the park. On the way I run my fingers through my hair, my fingers brushing against the scar behind my right ear. My hair is sweaty and starting to curl but thankfully not squished to my head from the helmet. I flap my t-shirt a couple times to get some air under there. My leather jacket is stowed in the lockbox on the back of my bike.
I come down the sidewalk and look towards the doors of the big church. After a little searching, I find her. She�s sitting on the steps with a gorgeous redhead. Ah. Jenni. Barry will be thrilled. He made me promise a double-date if Robin said she�d hang out with me again. I think he called it a �finder�s fee.�
Robin looks up and I wave. A smile lights her face and she waves back.
�Hi!� she signs as she stands up. She looks around, avoiding uncomfortable eye contact as I walk the last fifty yards to the steps.
�Hi,� I sign. There�s an awkward moment when I feel like I should hug her or something but she�s just standing there with her hands in the back pockets of her cutoff jean shorts. Not the best hugging position, really. So I just shrug, feeling like a middle schooler at a dance.
�This is Jenni,� she introduces, slowly spelling Jenni�s name and indicating her gorgeous friend.
�Hi,� signs Jenni timidly. She flicks her hair like a shampoo commercial.
�Hi,� I sign back. I wonder if Jenni is going to hang out with us the whole time. Not that I mind, but I�d hoped it would just be me and Robin.
I take out my pad and paper. �So� this is a craft fair!� I write.
Robin nods and smiles. �It�s my favorite thing,� her mouth says. She signs, �Love.� So I guess she�s looked up a few more signs since the picnic on the hill.
�Let�s see it,� I sign. She nods and her smile sparkles up into my face. After a moment of hesitation, I reach for her hand. She takes it, her sweaty palm against mine. It�s nice.
Jenni takes that moment to tap me on the shoulder. �My family�s having a yard sale,� she writes. She makes an apologetic face but she�s hiding a smile. �Gotta help them. Sorry I can�t come with you guys.�
�It�s okay,� I write. Robin says something to her. I catch the words �See you at the� and �an hour,� but she�s half-turned away so I can�t see everything. We wave good-bye and head into the crowd.
It�s chaotic, to say the least. Kids, families, and middle-aged white ladies are everywhere. In fact, everybody�s white. I think there are three brown people in the whole place. It�s always a culture shock, coming from the city, where I am often the lightest-skinned person in the room, to coming out here to the country and being the darkest. I don�t think a single one of my friends from home even has blue eyes.
There are a million little tents with candles and fudge and pottery and photographs and knickknacks and everything has hearts or checks or plaid. It smells like sweat and sun and kettle corn. Robin obviously loves it.
Every time she sees something she likes, her whole body changes. She goes up on her toes and stretches out her neck like happiness is trying to lift her off the ground. When she likes one particular thing, she taps on my arm and shows it to me�a cream-and-sugar set, a beaded bracelet, a blown-glass paperweight. �Nice,� I sign, unable to suppress a smile. She doesn�t buy anything, and she doesn�t expect me to buy anything for her, she just wants me to see it. Crowds aren�t really my thing, and crafts aren�t really my bag, but she just glows. I�d come here every day if I could watch her like this.
One booth is entirely full of photographs, and I browse through a bin of pictures of Amish country. I imagine my life without my phone, without my videophone, without my bike� I wonder how the deaf Amish live. Robin�s hand slips out of mine after a few minutes. I glance up briefly and she just holds up a finger, telling me to wait, before she slips into the crowd.
I decide to buy a photograph that was taken from the same overlook where we had our picnic. This one was taken in the winter�in the snow, before the lake had frozen over. The sparkling snow contrasts with evergreen trees and the distant bright blue expanse of the lake. For once, I have something to show her instead of the other way around. The only problem is I can�t find her. When I finally spot her, she looks like she belongs to the booth she�s in. A white guy with dreadlocks and a modal T-shirt is nodding in rhythm from his spot in the booth, which sells handmade instruments.
She�s playing a kind of flute or something. It�s copper and it�s held out in front of her, more like a clarinet than a flute. I�ve never seen anything like it. Her fingers are flying and people in the crowded aisles are stopping to listen. A little boy grabs his sister and they dance around in a circle. People start clapping in unison and the man who owns the booth starts to tap one of his drums with a little wooden mallet. Somebody grabs wooden spoons off the display case and smacks them between his hand and his knee, like a hillbilly from a movie.
Robin�s eyes are focused down, on her fingers, but her smiling eyes flick up to the crowd from time to time. The wind blows her ponytail and her face is pink from sun and people watching. Finally, with a flourish, she finishes the song. The crowd breaks into applause, the little kids run back into the crowd, and the man with the spoons starts to inspect them like he might buy them.
Laughing, her eyes find mine. They are twinkling and crinkling and sparkling. More than the motorcycle. More than the picnic. More than me. The guy from the booth taps her on the shoulder and she turns to him, still laughing. She gives the flute back and he pushes it into her hands, trying to convince her to buy it. She shakes her head, ponytail swinging.
I pull the pad out of my pocket. �How much?� I write on it, and start to walk over. I intend to buy it for her. I really do. I could buy anything for her. But I shove the paper in my pocket. I don�t want to buy my replacement.

Chapter 15

Robin
�No really, I can�t afford it.�
I hand the pennywhistle back to the guy. A handmade pennywhistle? Awesomeness �instrumentified,� but costing way more than a penny, and I need to keep my money for the Dread Pirate Martin. Maybe at the end of the summer, I�ll have enough left over for a beautiful handmade pennywhistle, which I have already christened Francis Flute. From Midsummer Night�s Dream. Obviously. I look up to see Carter stepping across the aisle to me, hands in the air, parting the crowd like Moses parted the Red Sea. �Deaf applause� he called it on the hill, but something is wrong. He�s got that gun-to-his-back forced smile again.
I smile at him. �Thank you! Thank you!� I sign to my nonexistent audience, and when I look at him again, he�s smiling. Real smiling.
He shows me a picture he bought that was taken from the overlook. I�ve never seen it in winter�the park is closed then. �Beautiful,� I sign.
He nods.
I check my phone. Yup, it�s been an hour. I wipe off my sweaty hand and take his, weaving through the crowd. His hands are strong, but not farmer strong and not football strong. They�re strong in a classical pianist way. Or a surgeon. I pull him into a little booth and take out my waitressing pad.
�What are you doing after high school?� I write.
He pauses. �I don�t know,� he writes, then signs. He points at me. �You?�
Tour to coffee shops and colleges, playing my guitar.
I hesitate. �I don�t know either,� I write, then sign, copying his earlier movements. We leave the booth and I weave us through the crowd so we�re not too late.
He squeezes my hand and I look up at him. �Where� ?� he signs with his left hand, mouthing the word.
�You�ll see,� I say. He nods.
The crowd disperses, and there it is in all its glory: the hospital�s pie booth.
You want a boy to stay at a craft fair? Take him to the pie booth. A lesson learned from too many years of Trent.
I look back at Carter. His eyes are saucerlike, and with good reason. There are fruit pies and meringues and coolers with cream pies to be bought by the slice or the pie.
�A slice of coconut cream?� I write. We were playing favorites over text yesterday and he said that was his favorite.
�Just one?� he signs, eyes gleaming.
I nod, a mock-serious look on my face, and point to a big sign that proclaims, �Buy a slice and help the hospital! Buy too many and the hospital will help you!�
Carter laughs, signing, �Just one,� in agreement.
I turn to the booth. Mrs. Kelso is standing, waiting for me to order.
�Hi, Robin,� she says. Her son graduated last year, and he was in Westwinds, the select choir, with me.
�Hi, Mrs. Kelso,� I say.
�How�re things down at the Grape Country Dairy?� she asks.
�Good, good.�
�You get into some fancy music school yet?�
I shake my head. �Not yet�� I don�t know if school is really for me. I want to give it a year or two.
�Well you will. Who�s this with you?� Her round face smiles up at Carter, and then she raises her eyebrows at me like I have some explaining to do, bringing an Italian model into Westfield.
I look back at Carter. He waves. �This is Carter,� I say and sign. I practiced this particular phrase last night, along with my numbers. �He�s my friend, here for the summer.�
Carter looks at me, shocked. Sure beats �Please,� �Thank you,� �Yes,� and �No.� I shoot him a proud grin, wiggling my eyebrows, and look back to Mrs. Kelso. She looks worried.
�Oh, honey, I�m sorry� We don�t have any Braille menus.�
What?
�Um, he doesn�t� he doesn�t need a Braille menu,� I say. My hands don�t move. Thank God Carter can�t hear this conversation. I flash a nervous smile at him and turn back to Mrs. Kelso. �He�s deaf, not blind. He can� he can read. And� well, you don�t have menus anyway. You just have pies. He can see which pie he wants.�
�Oh! Right. That�s silly of me. I�m sorry,� Mrs. Kelso says. She turns to Carter. �HI, DEAR!� she yells. The whole crowd turns to look at us. �WHAT KIND OF PIE DO YOU WANT?�
Carter calmly points to the pie he wants�coconut cream meringue�and steps back to look at me. He points at me and gestures for me to order as he hides a little smile. I�m turning bright red.
�Sorry,� I sign to him. He shrugs, the little smile still teasing me. He�s acting like this is nothing out of the ordinary. And he really can�t lie. I don�t know if I could ever get used to this. It�s� embarrassing. �I�ll� I�ll have cherry,� I say. July is peak cherry season.
�How nice of you to take him out,� Mrs. Kelso says as she gets our pie, like he�s a puppy or a child or something.
�I�m not taking him out,� I say, taking the pie and nodding at Carter who�s pulling a folded piece of paper out of his wallet.
�How much?� it says. He slides it toward her.
�He�s taking me out.�
Mrs. Kelso looks up at him, astonished. �Four dollars,� she says.
Carter opens his Italian leather wallet and slides a five across the counter.
�Keep it,� he signs, and mouths. Mrs. Kelso smiles her thanks and arranges the money in the cash box.
We take our slices to the playground by the church and Jenni materializes out of the crowd, sitting on the grass beside us. She doesn�t have pie, but she did manage to scrounge up a funnel cake somewhere. I�ll have to get one of those before we leave.
�Everybody�s talking about him,� she says.
�I thought you had a yard sale,� I say.
�Fine. Everybody�s talking about him at our yard sale.�
�And speaking of yard sale, how is the macram� selling?�
She sighs. �Fine? I sold three bracelets and five keychains.�
�Nice!�
�Here�give me that,� she says, gesturing to the pad of paper.
I laugh and slide it across the grass to her. She writes, �Everybody�s talking about you,� and shows it to Carter.
He shrugs and smiles easily. �Comes with the territory,� he writes. �I don�t know if you�ve noticed, but I�m not like everybody else.�
�Who?� I write, and circle her �everybody.�
�Kari, Ana, Callie��
Whoa. That�s, like, upper-echelon people. Yeah, small towns have popular kids, too. There are a lot of factors that go into the deciding of Westfieldian popular kids�looks, music, money, sports, brains�no one thing is more important than the others. And, of course, you have to be friends or frenemies of all the other popular kids.
�Whoa. Popular kids,� I write for Carter�s benefit. A thought strikes me. �Do you have popular kids at your school?�
He shrugs. �I don�t know,� he writes.
�That means yes,� Jenni says, grinning. Carter looks at me and shakes his head, but we all know the truth here. Of course he�s one of the popular kids. It would be impossible to look like that and NOT be a popular kid. Of course, Jenni�s gorgeous and she�s not really a popular kid. But that�s small towns for you: everybody remembers when you ate crayons.
�What are they saying?� I ask.
�Good stuff!� Jenni writes enthusiastically. �He�s so hot, blah-blah-blah� Callie wanted his number.�
Carter gives her a look. �You didn�t give it to her, did you?� he writes.
�Of course not!� The sun is bouncing off of Jenni�s hair, and her teeth are gleaming at him. �I don�t even have your number.�
�Good,� Carter writes. �Next time just tell them I�m off-limits.�
�Why?� Jenni writes. �You got a girlfriend back in New York you�re not telling us about?�
I give her a look.
Carter shakes his head. �NO!� he signs emphatically at me.
�Then why?� Jenni asks.
He takes up the pen and looks at me. �I�m interested in someone else.�

Chapter 16

Carter
Jenni raises her eyebrows and pokes Robin in the leg, and Robin rolls her eyes and smiles into her slice of pie. The red of the cherries makes her lips even redder and her tongue sneaks out between her smile to clean them off. Her eyes glance into mine and I shrug. It�s true, after all. I am interested in someone else.
After pie, Jenni pretends that she has to go back to her yard sale. I follow my nose and Robin follows me to a shish kebab place. The booth is sponsored by a therapeutic riding stable for the handicapped, and they�re pretty excited to meet me. A few people know a couple words in ASL, and we chat long enough for them to find out that I�m from the city and don�t know too much about horses. The shish kebabs, though, are tremendous. I make sure they know that.
Weaving in and among the booths, we look at stained glass, doll clothes, pottery, wooden signs� In New York this would only be for, like, middle-aged women. Here? Seems like three or four entire towns came. I spot a few people our age, and they�re staring at us. I wonder if Robin�s popular. She talked like she wasn�t, but how couldn�t she be? She�s so funny and confident and interesting. And beautiful. She picks up a delicate piece of glassware and my eyes wander from her long, dark eyelashes to her rose-colored lips, down the curve of her neck and I look away, over the crowd.
Glancing behind, I see that the instrument booth Robin loved is behind us. Making sure that she�s engrossed in the glass, I turn to the booth and take a card off his counter. �Asaph the Flutecrafter,� it says, with his website and street address. He looks at me and I hold the card up. �Thanks,� I mouth. I put the card in my pocket.
He nods. �You�re welcome,� his mouth says.
I rejoin Robin and she looks up at me.
�Pretty,� she signs, and points to the glass.
�You want it?� I sign.
She shakes her head and places it back on its stand.
�You sure?� I write.
�Yes,� she signs
�Okay,� I sign. I look at her again�she doesn�t seem to linger over the glass or even miss it as she walks away. Instead, her eyes find Asaph the Flutecrafter�s booth. The dreadlocks guy (Asaph, I guess) catches her eye and holds out the flute to tempt her. She shakes her head and smiles. We walk through the aisles one last time and I can almost see her pine for the flute. I feel guilty for not buying it for her. You took a card, I tell myself. Just wait until she knows you better.
We�re almost to my bike when I squeeze her hand. I don�t want to let her go. I had such a wonderful time seeing her, spending time with her, talking with her. She looks up at me, a question in her eyes.
�You want dinner?� I write.
�We just ate,� she says.
�Tonight,� I write. �At my house. Meet my family?�
She looks up at me, eyes wide. �I don�t know�� she says.
�Please?� I sign.
I pout my lip, draw in my eyebrows, and give her my best puppy-dog face. It works. She bursts out laughing.
�Okay,� she signs.
�Good,� I sign. I pull out my phone to text them.
She grabs the pen and paper out of my pocket and starts writing. After a minute, she shows it to me: �You mean you didn�t even ask them yet?!�
I shrug and grin. �It�ll be okay,� I sign.
I�m right. It is okay. I write my address down for her and she assures me that she�ll be able to find my house. I give her forty bucks for the gatehouse.
�You shouldn�t have to pay to come to my house,� I write when she tries to reject it. �It�s a lot of money. If I had a guest pass I�d give you that instead, but I don�t have one on me. Please.�
She accepts it gingerly. �What should I wear?� she writes.
�Clothes,� I write in reply. �Unless� well that�d be an interesting dinner.�
�Ha-ha,� she writes. �Seriously.� And she circles the question, then adds, �I�ve never been in a house at Chautauqua. For all I know, you have butlers and maids and a dress code or something.�
�We don�t have a butler,� I write back, laughing. �We don�t even have a cleaning lady! And we don�t wear suits or anything special to dinner, if that�s what you mean. Just look like you. You always look good.�
�Sure,� she writes. �Okay. See you tonight?�
�Tonight,� I sign.
�Bye,� she signs.
I put on my helmet. �Bye. Tonight!�
Kicking my bike into gear, I drive off.

Chapter 17

Robin
�Jenni!� I text. �I need you! Now! I�m by the church! Where we met up with Carter!�
Jenni is there in two seconds. She�s out of breath. �Robin! Are you okay? Is everything okay?�
�Um� ,� I say. The grass seems to be spinning and the sound of Carter�s bike echoes in my ears.
�Robin!� She shakes my arms but my right hand flies up to my head, where it likes to go when I�m overwhelmed.
�Um� I�m going to his house. For dinner. With his family. I don�t know what to do! I won�t be able to talk to anyone! I�ve never been in a house at Chautauqua! I�ve only been there for All-County Concerts! All I know is the ice-cream shop!� I hold the two twenties he gave me out in front of me. �Look! This is to pay the people at the gate! Because you have to pay people to walk into his neighborhood!�
�Is that all! I thought you were in trouble!� Jenni laughs and sits on the steps, dragging me with her.
She ends the laugh in a big sigh and turns to face me on the steps. �Well,� she says, �we knew this day was coming-�
�We did?!� I explode. �Why didn�t somebody tell me this day was coming!�
�Okay I knew this day was coming,� Jenni says. �And I have thought about it for you, even if you haven�t. First things first.� She stands and helps me up. �You need to decide what to wear.�
�First things first I need to figure out what to say!� I correct her. �And how to say it!�
�No no no.� Jenni says. �First things first, you decide what to wear. Talking is just talking. But clothes speak louder than words, and his first language is seeing. So we are getting you dressed.�
I let her lead me back to my car, and we both get in, heading out to my house.
Upon walking in the door, I realize that I should probably ask my parents about this. They let me use the car if I tell them where I�m going and who I�m hanging out with. It�s not a bad system, really, but I do actually have to tell them where I�m going and who I�m hanging out with. �Just a minute Jenni,� I say, and poke my head in my mom�s office. She�s sitting at her desk, unpacking her latest order and parceling it for customers. �Hey, Mom?� I say, standing in the doorway. �You know that boy I told you about? The one I took to the craft fair today?�
�The deaf one?� she says.
I gulp. You see, I�ve given my parents� less than full disclosure about Carter. This is what she knows about him: He�s about my age, deaf, from New York City, and living at Chautauqua for the summer. I hung out with him at the overlook and we�ve been texting a lot over the past couple days.
�Yeah� ,� I say. �He invited to me to his house for dinner.�
�Oh,� she says. �Well, I don�t see any problem with that.� This is what she doesn�t know about Carter: He is gorgeous. He has a ridiculously sexy motorcycle (which I�ve ridden.) He as good as told me he was interested in me today. �Just make sure your phone�s on and that there�s gas in the car,� she continues.
�Okay,� I say, about to head for the stairs.
�But you tell him that we�d like to meet him, too!� she calls after me. �Dinner at our house! Soon!�
�Sure!� I say, glad that I�m not as transparent as Carter. �He�d love that!�
I run upstairs to find Jenni rooting through my closet.
�Go shower.� She waves me off with her free hand, her nose stuck among my clothes.
I grab my robe off the back of the door and shower off all the craft fair grime. My memory wanders and I smile as I remember the pennywhistle and the little kids dancing and the man with the spoons� That. That is music. It brings people together. It breaks them down and connects their hearts. But seeing Carter�s face� I never thought music could be exclusive. I always thought it was for everyone. If only there was a way he could someday hear it. He doesn�t even know how empty his life is without it.
I wring out my hair, towel off, and put on my robe. When I get back to my room, Jenni is rooting through my underwear drawer.
�Excuse me!� I say.
�You have nothing good in here!� she laments, holding up a pair of striped cotton undies.
�I have no reason to have anything good in there!� I say, throwing my dirty clothes in the hamper. This will be my third time seeing this guy. There is no reason for him to see my underwear. Trent never did and we dated for years.
�Just because he won�t be taking it off doesn�t mean he won�t see it!� Jenni says.
�So I should tease him in front of his family with an oh-so-classy G-string sticking out from my jeans? That is exactly the message I�d like to give his family.� I throw boring underwear at Jenni and she stuffs it back in my drawer. �I want to date this guy, not torture him!�
Jenni stops rooting through my drawer and looks up at me. �You want to date this guy?�
I collapse onto my bed. �I don�t know� ,� I moan.
�Well, thankfully, you don�t have to know that now!� she says brightly. �Let me ask an easier question: Do you want to make a good first impression?�
�Yes!� I say, sitting up, leaving a wet-hair imprint on the bed.
�Then we will get you ready to make a good first impression!�
By the end of our fussing, I am dressed in jeans, flats, and a classy black tank top, so you can�t really tell if I�m dressed up or dressed down. My hair is down for the first time pretty much all summer. I�m wearing it long and parted on the side, the natural waves enhanced into curls with the help of a curling iron and a little mousse. I�m wearing black eyeliner and mascara. There is the slightest bit of rosy lipstick. Even I have to admit I look pretty good.
And that�s good, because it�s about time to leave. Jenni and I pound down the stairs and I have a mini panic attack, turning to her. �I spent the whole afternoon getting ready and none learning ASL. None. At all. I still get confused around �P� and �Q� in the alphabet! I don�t even know how to say, �Nice to meet you!��
Jenni turns me back around and faces me toward the hall. �You�ll do fine,� she says. �I�m sure they�ve talked to hearing people before. I don�t know if you�ve noticed this, but there are a lot of us.�
I laugh weakly as we stop by my mom�s office.
�Ooh! So pretty!� my mom says. She�s just finishing up her Mary Kay parcels.
I do a turn for her and she applauds lightly. �All right,� she says. �Do you have your phone?�
�Yep.�
�Gas in the station wagon?�
�Yes ma�am.
�Then have fun! Be home by midnight!�
�Will do! Love you!�
�Bye, Mrs. Peters,� Jenni calls.
�Bye, Jenni. Come over any time!� my mom calls after her.
�Your mom is so nice,� Jenni says as we walk out the door.
�Yeah� ,� I say.
�I can�t believe she just let you go off to his house, never meeting him or his parents or anything. She�s usually really strict about stuff like that.�
�Yeah� ,� I must sound guilty.
Jenni stops. �She doesn�t know that this boy�s the sexiest thing under heaven, does she?�
�No . . .�
My guilt is replaced by laughter.
We hop in the Subaru and I take her home on my way to Carter�s house. Once I get to Chautauqua Institution (the town�s full name), I know enough to pull into the parking lot instead of the gates�cars aren�t allowed on the grounds unless they�re dropping something off. I spot a row of covered motorcycles in a far corner. One of the covers says �Ducati� in yellow writing. I smile. Before getting out of the old Subaru, I pull the mirror down and fix split ends for far too long. I check my back pocket for my waitress pad and little pen, as though there will be no pen or paper in their entire house, and before I shut the car door, I grab my All-State select choir sweatshirt. It doesn�t really go with my outfit, but it can get chilly at night by the lake. Halfway across the parking lot, I feel like I should have brought something�some kind of gift for his mom or something. Isn�t that what rich people do? It�s too late now.
Taking a deep breath, I walk up to the gate, pay my entrance fee with shaky hands, and receive my ticket. It�s time-stamped and the lady tells me to keep it with me to verify the fact that I�m allowed to be there at all. I smile and thank her. I still can�t believe this. I grab a little map and follow the signs to Carter�s house.
Carter�s house looks like most of the other houses at Chautauqua�a traditional two-story house with painted wooden siding. There�s a stone path leading up to the front door and well-manicured bushes in full bloom under the big picture window. The window is covered with a lace curtain but there�s a friendly glow coming from inside.
I raise my hand to knock, and am confronted with my first conundrum of the night�there is a doorbell and a knocker. Neither of which Carter can hear. Well crap. The second my finger hits the doorbell, I realize that I could have just texted him. Crap. Oh, well. I�m sure it won�t be my last mistake.
When my finger presses the doorbell, the front window goes dark for a second, then flashes back on. So that�s how it works. Sure enough, in seconds, Carter is at the door.
He is grinning and beautiful, wearing jeans and a white T-shirt and socks on his feet. He looks softer in socks. Huggable.
�Hi,� he signs.
�Hi,� I sign back, shyly. I peek around him, expecting a barrage of people, which is silly, but it�s what I�m expecting.
�Come in,� he signs, stepping back.
I walk into the light of their living room and I�m blown away by how modern the inside is compared with the very traditional outside. All the lines are clean and shiny. The lights are bright and warm and inviting.
�Beautiful,� I sign, and point around the room.
�Thanks,� he signs back, smiling. �Want to see my room?� He mouths the words and signs slowly so I know what he�s saying. I have to admit, it�s easier than the writing thing.
�Yeah,� I sign. I take off my shoes and line them up with the rest of the family�s. Farther into the house, I catch a whiff of Asian food.
Carter�s mom is at the stove. She, of course, looks nothing like Carter, but she�s still beautiful, like she spends her days doing Pilates and her nights wrapped in seaweed.
�You must be Robin!� she says and signs. �It�s nice to meet you!�
�Nice to meet you too,� I say, and I immediately feel bad that I don�t know how to say that in ASL. Carter�s mom looks at him and she signs while saying, �She said, �Nice to meet you, too.�� I watch her hands closely.
�Thanks,� I say. �I wish I knew more sign.�
She smiles, �Don�t worry,� she says and signs. �I don�t judge! I�m so glad you�ve been kind enough to hang out with Carter.�
I look over at Carter, who gives his mother a pained look. �Mom,� he signs, and then his hands move too fast for me to understand.
She laughs and turns to me. �He says, �I�m not a charity case.��
I laugh. But it�s funny to see somebody understand him so easily, when it�s always such a struggle for me. Like I have any claim on him anyway�I�ve known him for just a few days, and that�s his mom! Of course she understands him better than I do! Still, I can feel it cheapening my smile.
Carter turns toward the stairs and motions for me to follow him. �We�re going to my bedroom,� he signs to his mom, who raises her eyebrows.
�Your bedroom? Dinner will be ready in ten minutes.�
He signs something too fast for me to understand.
His mom gives him a warning look and he laughs as she signs something about a door.
�What did you say?� I ask as we walk up the stairs.
�I just told her we�d see her in the morning,� he writes back. �She said to leave the door open.�
Remembering my boring cotton underwear, I fake a laugh, just to be polite. Then realize that he can�t hear it, so I start laughing for real. He looks over in time for that one and grins at me, reaching for the door handle.
His room is unspectacular. Pretty much a regular guy room, if you forget that it�s his summer bedroom, and the technology is waaaayyyy more current than anything I�ve ever seen in real life. There�s a big-screen TV and a high-end desktop. A digital SLR camera sits on the desk next to it. His queen-size bed is covered with neat-as-a-pin white sheets and a puffy comforter, and it matches the rest of his dark, manly furniture. The walls are light green printed wallpaper and the floor is hardwood and scattered with area rugs.
�Nice,� I sign.
�I spent all day cleaning,� he writes.
�Ya done good,� I write back, smiling up at him.
He looks down at me and I swallow hard. This is the first time we�ve been alone together. Ever. He takes a step closer, his eyes lingering on my lips, and runs the back of his hand up the back of my arm, sending shivers all down my spine like a piano glissando. My mouth waters.
I�m unconsciously stepping in closer and tilting my head up when a loud little voice says, �Oh my God!� from the direction of Carter�s doorway. I turn. A little blond girl is standing there, hanging on the doorjamb.
�My sister,� Carter signs, sighing and pursing his lips. �T-R-I-N-A,� he spells slowly.
�Robin! Are you Robin? OMG I didn�t know you were here already!� The girl dances around me. Her speech! It�s nearly perfect. I thought that, even with the implant, she would sound� well� deaf. Like deaf people sound on TV. I�ve never heard Carter say anything, come to think of it. He doesn�t even laugh out loud. At least not around me. But Trina sounds like a nine-year-old girl who�s been hearing her whole life.
�Hi,� I say, signing.
�OMG, did you teach her to sign?� Trina says and signs to Carter, who�s glaring daggers at her, his knee jiggling.
�I didn�t teach her,� he signs, mouthing the words.
�I learned some online,� I say. �I don�t know much. Like that. I don�t know how to say that.�
�OMG, I�ll teach you everything!� Trina says. She slows down her signs and teaches me how to say �I don�t know much,� as Carter writes something down.
When he shows me the paper, it says, �Sorry. She just got a phone. �OMG� is currently her favorite phrase. And she�s valedictorian of the school of bad timing.�
I smile.
�What? What did you say?� Trina tries to peek around the paper, but Carter rips off the top page and stuffs it in his pocket.
He signs it to her with a satisfied look on his face and she sticks her tongue out at him. My brain does a little happy dance. Universal sibling language! No translation necessary!
The lights flicker and Carter turns to me. �Dinnertime,� he signs.
�Okay,� I sign back and take a deep breath. This shouldn�t be hard. I only have his dad left to meet, right?
We�ve just entered the dining room when I see his dad come up from some stairs that must lead to a basement or a garage or something. He�s a well-dressed, handsome man with carefully parted silver hair. He smiles, waving �Hi� and holding out his hand.
I smile and wave �Hi� and accept the handshake, feeling my face grow red. He�s handsome in an old-guy way.
�Nice to meet you,� he signs, and I return his greeting.
The table is set and the dishes gleam in the bright light. The Asian food smells make my stomach growl. I haven�t eaten anything since pie that afternoon.
Carter pulls a chair out and motions for me to sit down. I do, and he pushes it in for me.
�Thanks,� I say and sign. So fancy! Trent never did that. Carter sits next to me.
�You okay?� he signs.
�Yeah,� I sign. I set my waitress notepad in between us and catch Carter�s dad signing something to his mom across the table.
She looks at me and says, �Chris is saying that I should tell you about our family�s tradition. We take a moment of reflection before we eat. If you�re a religious person, you�re welcome to pray, or you can just reflect on the day and prepare for the meal, as we do.�
�Okay,� I sign and say.
Then the whole family bows their head and closes their eyes, folding their hands, like they�re praying. Is Carter religious? I hadn�t even thought about it before. I follow suit, thinking, �For what we are about to receive, may the Lord make us truly grateful.� It�s the prayer my dad says before every meal.
I�m the first one to look up. One by one, the rest of the family joins me. Carter glances over at me and rests his left hand on my knee under the table. Warmth spreads over my entire body and up to my cheeks which threaten to stay permanently pink. I give him a smile.
�You don�t have to act like that was normal,� Trina pipes up from across the table, her hands flying as she speaks. �It�s not a Deaf thing. And it�s not normal. We�re the only family in the whole world who does it.�
I smile at her. �I like it,� I sign and say.
�Thank you,� Carter�s mom signs. She starts to pass food around the table, and the rest of dinner is just like a family dinner from a sitcom�people eating, compliments on the food, conversations about people�s days. Carter�s mom is the unofficial translator and Carter writes me a few private notes, but if anybody asks what they say, he tells them. We all laugh as people tell stories�funny stories of the day or embarrassing stories of Carter�s childhood. Their faces and bodies are all involved and after I give it to her she writes,. I can see why Carter is such a bad liar: his face is a receptor to the conversation around him, open, unselfconscious. He relies on it to share the tone of his conversation, the same way tempo and dynamic convey the message of a song better than the lyrics do.
Carter�s dad continues to offer me food long after I�m done. �You need to eat!� he signs as I laugh and refuse.
�I really am full!� I write. �My skinny jeans are feeling skinnier and skinnier!� and Carter laughs. For real.
I�ve never heard him laugh before. He�s always done this thing where he looks like he�s laughing�his eyes are shining and his mouth is open and his chest even bounces�but he�s never made noise. I don�t know how to describe his real laugh. I guess it just sounds like laughter. Not like the �ha-ha� laughter of somebody who�s spent their whole life listening to laugh tracks. It sounds� pure. Like music. I look at him, surprised. He puts a hand up to his throat and turns red.
He translates for his family and smiles politely while doing it, but then studies his stir-fry remnants like they hold the secret to the meaning of life.
�It�s okay!� I write. �I like to hear you laugh!� but I tear it up before he reads it. This is the first time I�ve seen him embarrassed, too, even after the park and the craft fair. I just want it to end as soon as possible.
�Too bad!� his mom says. �I really think you need more lo mein!� She passes the noodles and smiles at me like I�m the president or something. The conversation starts up again, but Carter doesn�t laugh. Not with his voice anyway.
He�s so alive here, and I love being a part of it. After seeing him handle awkward social situations with grace but no pleasure, it�s fun to see him in his element. Dishes sit half-empty on the table as conversation lasts far beyond the end of the meal.
Finally, dishes empty and conversation petering, Carter writes, �Wanna go for a walk?� on the paper.
I look up at him and look away. His eyes� gorgeous. I write, �Yeah,� and smile. Carter signs something about the walk to his parents, who nod their assent.
We tie on our shoes and are outside in minutes. Everything smells like summer and flowers and light humidity. Notes from a concert bounce down the hill from the amphitheater in the middle of the little village. Something classical. Baroque maybe? An opera? Baroque operas are so interesting in the execution�all these complicated, showy runs that threaten to overshadow the emotion of the scene. Not like I love opera, but I�d much rather listen to a modern or even Romantic opera�something that ditches the rules and leads from the heart. I look over at Carter to ask him which concert was scheduled, but he probably doesn�t pay attention to the concerts here at Chautauqua. Plus, he�s writing on his pad of paper, so I wait.
�You ever been here before?� he shows me.
I nod. �For a music festival,� I write back. The All-County music festival, to be exact. Where the best student musicians in the county perform.
�So you know the amphitheater?�
�And the ice-cream store. And the bookstore. But that�s about it.�
He smiles. �Then let me show you the lake.�
I�ve seen the lake, too. But I�ve never seen Carter Paulson show me the lake. I take his hand.
It�s not dark yet; the sun is low in the sky and casting long shadows all down the road. Yards are impeccable, with little tiny parks and arches and benches. Sidewalks are well lit and people walk boldly in the middle of the road. I don�t see a single car. It�s chilly, but I left my sweatshirt at his house. I shiver and he puts his arm around me, snuggling me into his side.
We keep heading downhill and we�re at the lake in under ten minutes. It is gorgeous�the boats, the sun setting, a huge old-fashioned hotel looming over the water. I look across the expanse of lawn in front of the giant wooden hotel, which is elaborately and intricately painted. Carter turns toward me, licks his lips, and opens his mouth like he�s about to say something, but, of course, says nothing. Instead, he takes my hand. He�s drawing it slowly up to his heart when, looking past me, his eyes widen and he yanks my hand, hard, tumbling me into him. Two bicycles zoom through the space where I was just standing, and little bicycle bells ching-ching into the distance as the bikes speed away.
My free hand is braced against his chest and my heart is racing. As the adrenaline releases my body from shock, I realize that my cheek is resting against him so I feel his heartbeat. It�s fast, like mine. The scents of flowers and the lake are replaced by his scent: spiced oranges and dinner and boy sweat. One of his hands still holds mine and the other one cradles my head. He lays his cheek against my forehead, and we stand like that for not long enough. Finally, his hand slides from the back of my head to just under my chin. The gentlest pressure tilts my chin up to him and his eyes tell me his concern.
�You okay?� he signs.
I nod, managing a small smile.
He nods and his hand strokes from my ear to the tip of my chin once more. The crook of his finger draws my face to his. His long eyelashes brush against his cheeks and his perfect mouth reaches for mine and we�re kissing.
It feels like breathing.

Chapter 18

Carter
She is impossibly soft.
She is impossibly beautiful.
I have had first kisses before. They are awkward and fumbling and over before they start.
This is like a movie. There�s a camera spinning around us, showing the world every angle of this kiss as my hand moves across her neck to the back of her head, tangling in her hair; as her hand pushes flat against my chest and up to my collarbone; as our clasped hands intertwine and hold tight, afraid that if they let go, the moment will be over and gone.
I never want to stop. I want to stay like this, here in this place, forever. I want to take her home with me.
I pull away to see her face. Her hair is loose around her shoulders and her cheeks are flushed. Her lips are parted slightly and her big blue eyes stare into mine like she�s never seen anything so magnificent. I don�t know what to do, so I untangle my hand from her hair and sign once more, �You okay?�
She takes a huge, shuddering breath and nods. She points to me. Her perfect lips say, �You?�
I nod and run my hand back over her face. It is still impossibly soft. Looking up, I realize that we�re still in the middle of a sidewalk. Still in between the Athenaeum and the lake. An old man catches my stunned gaze and looks away, a gleam in his eye. Maybe he�s remembering his young life, or his young love.
I kiss the back of the hand I�m already holding, and walk Robin over to a bench by the lake. The wind blows her hair as she runs her fingers through it and follows me, facing the sunset. I sit sideways against the arm of the bench, one leg crooked up along its back, one still on the ground. I wave her over and she sits in the space I�ve created for her, resting her back against my chest and sending bolts of lightning through my veins. I take a deep breath and run baseball stats through my head to keep calm as I pull the notepad and pen out of my pocket, wrapping my arms around her and writing, �You okay?� She must think it�s the only question I know.
She laughs, sending little jolts of pleasure through my body. She signs yes and turns her face to look at mine. I kiss her on the cheek and she turns back out to watch the sunset.
And it�s perfect.
There is no reason for this to be perfect. We are in high school. First love should be messy and awkward and sloppy. But it�s not. She fits just right, her head on my chest, staring out at the water and the pinks and blues and oranges. My arms fit perfectly around her waist, resting on her hips. The bench is not comfortable, but I don�t care. Because her hair smells like some kind of flower and her arms are bare and beautiful and the tiniest bit of lace peeks out from under her tank top. I hold her until the sun goes down. We don�t need to talk. We don�t need to fill any silence. Finally, she turns to me.
�Beautiful,� she signs.
I nod.
A streetlight and the lingering sunlight cast a glow across our bench. I can�t resist�I kiss her again. And again. And again. Finally, I take the pad of paper and pen out of my back pocket. �So what now?� I write by the light of the streetlamp.
She takes the pen out of my hands. �We figure it out,� she answers.
�Good,� I write. �And on August twenty-eighth?�
�We don�t think about August twenty-eighth.�
�I can do that,� I write. �Can you?�
She nods and the pen is still.

Chapter 19

Robin
�So after the sunset, what then?�
Violet and Fannie are hanging on my every word as I roll silverware after the lunch rush and recount my date with Carter.
�Well, the sky got darker and the wind off the lake started to get chilly.�
�So he had to keep you warm?� Violet says.
�Maybe�� A smile plays around my lips.
�That means yes!� Fannie pipes up.
I laugh. �We walked back to his house and ate some kind of chocolate thing. Then he showed me some of his photography stuff and some pictures from New York, and I went home!� Before Violet can latch onto the details of the evening, I brandish my Chautauqua Guest Pass. �But not before securing� this.�
They ooh and aah over it, like they�d never seen anything like it before (which they probably haven�t), and I laugh.
What I don�t tell them is that I tingled the whole way home, like life had spiked my drink. He walked me all the way out to my car and kissed me good night and I didn�t want to leave. I didn�t want to do anything but kiss him for the rest of my life. Unfortunately, that wasn�t an option. So I drove home and made my curfew and lay in bed, texting him until we both fell asleep.
We decided not to see each other today, just to take a break and make sure we don�t overdo it or anything. Because no matter how much you love ice cream, if you eat it every day, you�re gonna get sick of it. But I don�t know about this boy: what boys are to ice cream, this boy is to cr�me br�l�e. Or filet mignon. Or cr�pes suzette. Or something foreign and delicious.
Tips were ridiculously fabulous today. At least a five from every table.
�I am on my game today,� I say, leafing through them. Thirty more dollars toward the Dread Pirate Martin.
�Or maybe people just like to see a girl in love!� Violet corrects, slicing up a chocolate cream pie into six giant slices.
I give her a look.
�What? This is love! You wanna know what love is? This!� she says, licking whipped cream off her fingers. �You were done the minute he walked in this door. Only now it�s bad. Real bad.�
Fannie walks around to the coffee counter with me and Violet, grabbing the �ROBIN�S PERFECT MAN� list off the bulletin board. She starts going through check boxes with a Grape Country Dairy pen. �All right, Robin,� she says, �tall, dark, and handsome are already checked off. Let�s see about the rest: Not gay?�
We all laugh.
�Let�s just skip to the next,� Fannie continues. �Good tipper?�
�Check,� calls Violet.
�Good with kids?�
The look on Trina�s face when he teased her. �Check.�
�Rugged?�
�Motorcycle!� calls out Violet. �That�s rugged!�
�Interesting?�
�Definitely,� says Violet.
�Funny?�
Snide jokes at the dinner table. �Yes. Funny.�
�Smart?�
�Check!� calls Violet.
�Romantic? Oh I don�t even need to ask about that one. We just got the play-by-play,� Fannie mutters under her breath.
�Rich?�
�One word: house in Chautauqua,� Violet says.
�That�s not one word, Violet.�
�Might as well be.�
�Good heart?� Fannie breaks back in.
�Yes!� we chorus.
�Last one: Good taste in music?�
There�s a pause.
�Sorry,� Fannie mutters, turning pink, �I don�t� I, well��
�It doesn�t matter!� Violet declares. �Scratch it off due to unforeseen circumst��
�Wait, no!� I interrupt. �It�s my list. Don�t scratch it off.�
Violet turns to look at me. One penciled-in eyebrow is arched and she has a mom look on her face. �If you�re going to write him off, honey, because he can�t hear music, then your priorities have got to be put in check. This boy is a once-in-a-lifetime! They don�t make �em like him!�
�I know� ,� I say. There�s just something about scratching it off. About giving up just like that. I can�t do it. Maybe my dad�s love of tradition is genetic. Maybe something inside of me thinks that this already written list is better than a living, breathing list that changes and grows and evolves. I shrug. �Just leave it on. For now.�
Violet shakes her head. A warning sign. �Honey, you can�t love a deaf boy hoping that someday he�ll hear music. You�re setting yourself up for disappointment.�
�Well, I did see this thing once�� Fannie trails off. She tacks the list back on the bulletin board and turns around. Seeing that she has both Violet�s and my full attention, she continues: �. . . on The Ellen DeGeneres Show. I DVR it. You know, there�s a device now, that lets deaf people hear! This woman had a YouTube video of when she heard for the first time. She started crying and carrying on� they had an update show, and she can listen to music now. Sings and everything!�
�It�s called a cochlear implant,� I say. I remember Trina�s chirpy little voice. I wonder if she ever sings. �I thought they could only be used in children. Babies, you know? Because� I dunno. Because their brains are still developing or something.�
�Well this woman on The Ellen Show had never heard a day in her life till they turned that thing on. She started just sobbing!�
�The day I see Carter sobbing about anything�� I try to laugh it off, but I can�t stop the wheels in my head from turning.
The idea of Carter actually hearing my music distracts me so much that I forget about my last table. Disgruntled, they finally come up to the register without their check. I apologize profusely, but it�s too late: my five-dollar-tip streak is broken.
I pick up Jenni on my way home from work. Some news just has to be given in person. One more night of missed practice won�t hurt. It�s just one night.
�Thank God you�re here!� she says as she climbs into my car. �I think I�m going nuts. I thought, �One last summer of freedom. That�s what I need. One last summer with no job, no commitments�� Bad, bad idea, girlie. That was a bad idea. I�m sick of daytime TV followed by afternoon TV followed by primetime and then late night. I�m getting a job.�
I roll my eyes. �Jenni. The summer is half over. Where in the world can you work now?�
Her eyes travel innocently up to the roof of the car. �Um� I dunno� maybe Chautauqua� ?�
�Seriously!�
�The ice-cream shop is hiring��
�So you want to serve ice cream to creepy rich people who probably want soy-based, nonfat ice-cream-free ice cream?�
�Hey, watch what you�re saying. Your boyfriend is one of those creepy rich people.�
Wow. Yeah, I guess he is. Only without the creepy.
�Robin� ? You didn�t correct me.�
It was a trap�I should�ve known it. I shrug.
�Robin! You didn�t say, �Jenni, he�s not my boyfriend!��
I shrug and smile.
�Oh my God, Robin Peters, are you dating that guy?!�
I nod, grinning like a freakin� hyena.
�What?! No! Tell me everything!�
So as we drive back to my house, I tell her about dinner and his room and his sister and his parents. I tell her about the little thoughtful silent time before the meal. As we walk into the house I tell her about how strange it was to have his words translated by his mom. And how much the whole family talks about everything�like nothing�s off-limits. In my room I tell her about the walk and the bikes and the kiss and the cuddling and the sunset and the notes and the kissing and the walk back and dessert and the kiss good night.
It�s like I�m feeding her.
�Oh. My God.� She sighs. �I think you wrote the gospel of romance.� She gets up, hands waving. �That�s it! I�ll never be able to compare with that! Nothing will! My life is no good anymore. I want what she has.�
I smile. It may be the first time she�s been the one who wants what I have, instead of the other way around.
�God, Robin!� She throws herself on my bed. �It is perfect! It is all just perfect!�
�Except� ,� I venture. I take a deep breath and dive in. �Except he can�t hear.�
She turns abruptly to face me. �What� ?!� she says in mock surprise and starts laughing. She stops when I don�t join in. �Big deal,� she says. �You�ve always known that.�
�Yeah, I know�� I trail off. �Never mind. I feel like a jerk. That was a jerky thing to say. You�re right. It was perfect. It is perfect. He is just right for me.� But the words sound sad as they come out of my mouth.
She shrugs and looks back at the ceiling. �It�s okay to wish he could hear. Your favorite thing in the world, besides me of course, is music. It�s totally natural that you wish he could share it with you.�
�Yeah� ,� I say, trying to convince myself. It doesn�t feel like an okay thing to wish.
�So tell me again about the sunset,� Jenni bursts into my thoughts.
I relax once more and smile as I tell her about how we cuddled and watched the sunset and wrote little notes to each other. About his arms around mine and the way he would lay his head on mine. About the colors stretching out across the lake and the lap of the lake on the shore and the melody of the concert floating from the amphitheater and everything.
�Girls! Dinner!� Mom calls up the stairs. Jenni and I come down to the table with my mom and dad.
Dad says the prayer and my mom starts to pass food around.
�So what do you think about all this?� Jenni asks my parents out of the blue, who, in turn, look a little surprised.
I kick Jenni under the table.
�All what?� Dad asks.
�Um� you� know� the, uh� dinner?� she fumbles. I guess all of my friends are terrible liars. I give in.
�I was planning on telling you during dinner anyway,� I say as I blast Jenni the evil eye and she pretends not to see it, �but, you know that deaf kid I�ve been hanging out with� ?�
Mom nods as Dad shakes his head. She gives him a look. �You know, Gary. The deaf boy? They went to the craft fair?�
Dad still looks confused but he nods and says, �Oh yes! The, uh, the deaf boy.� I�m not surprised�I�ve really only hung out with Carter a few times, and my dad�s brain has a tendency to stay stuck in the classical literature he loves so much.
�Um, well, we�re kind of dating.�
My dad nods and continues with dinner, completely unfazed. My mom, however, puts down her fork and questions me with her eyes.
�I� just� well, I really like him. And he likes me. And� so we�re dating.� I go back to eating, like everything�s totally normal.
When I started dating Trent, my parents had already seen him around the town, the school, even the house. So when I told them we were dating, it was an off-the-cuff, �Oh yeah, and Trent and I are dating now,� kind of thing. They were indifferent either way. I mean, Mom was appropriately happy when we got together and sympathetic when we broke up. Dad distantly approved of everything. They were always nice to him and stuff, but I guess they knew it wasn�t forever. Wish they�d told me.
�I�d like to meet him,� Dad says between bites of meat loaf.
�I�m sorry,� Mom says, picking her way through her words. �I thought it was kind of� kind of a community service thing or something like that� you know, volunteer hours for graduation or something.�
Jenni snorts and covers her mouth.
�Nope!� I say. �I just really liked him so I hung out with him. And now we�re dating.�
Mom stays quiet, but I can see her working it out in her head. �Well, how do you� communicate? And things?�
�I�ve learned a little bit of sign,� I say. �From the Internet mostly. And we write notes.�
Awkward silence.
�And he�s really good at lip-reading.�
Dad looks up at me, meat loaf halfway to his mouth.
Mom breaks in. �Isn�t he a Chautauqua boy? Like, leaving at the end of��
�Yeah,� I break in.
She digs deeper. �And that doesn�t��
�Nope!� Before I can think about it too much, I pass the conversational baton.
�Jenni�s met him.�
Jenni nods. �He�s super nice. Totally hot.�
I kick her under the table. I should�ve kept the baton.
Mom turns to look at me, eyebrows raised, setting her fork back down on her plate.
I shrug and give a little smile. �It�s not like I�ve been hiding him from you!� I say (although I surely haven�t made any attempts to introduce them). �I�m sure he�d be glad to meet you!�
�Good!� Dad says, going back to his meat loaf. �We�d like to meet him, too. Let�s have him to dinner tomorrow.�
~
Yesterday�s tomorrow is now today and the time is 5:00 p.m. My mom keeps checking the windows by the front door and pacing back and forth.
�You�ll know when he�s here,� I say, playing a middle school recital piece on the piano in the living room. �And he�ll be here soon. He�s always on time.�
��You�ll know when he�s here,�� Mom says in what is supposed to be an imitation of my voice. �I don�t even know what that means!�
�It probably means that his arrival will be unmistakable,� Dad offers from his place behind a book.
�Thank you, Gary,� Mom says, and the lineage of my sense of humor proves itself once more. She checks the window again. I�ve chosen to keep the motorcycle a secret. And Jenni�s description of �totally hot� is the only one I�ve given them. What can I say? I like drama.
Less than thirty seconds later, I hear his motorcycle. Mom raises an eyebrow at me and I nod.
�That�s him.�
Mom and I peek out the window in time to see his bike glide into the driveway. The sun glares off the yellow and black and glints off his helmet as he dismounts. He�s wearing his tight Italian leather jacket over his white button-down. The toes of black boots stick out from the cuffs of expensive jeans. With his back to us, he takes his helmet off and shakes his head, fixing his hair before laying his helmet carefully on the seat and turning toward the house. It�s not until Mom sees his face, with the perfect cheekbones, dimpled chin, and pouty lips, that she turns to me.
�Robin Peters,� she says, �you have a lot of explaining to do.�
I grin.

Chapter 20 

Carter
I think I�ve overused the expression �the middle of nowhere,� because until seeing Robin�s house, I had not yet experienced its true meaning. Her house is situated between a cornfield and a vineyard with no other houses in sight. The driveway is long and tree lined. I park in the middle of it, next to Robin�s Subaru.
I wish I hadn�t worn my jacket. It�s hot and sunny and the last thing I need is to sweat all through dinner. But I didn�t want to get my shirt dirty as I rode over here. If there�s one thing my dad taught me, it�s that first impressions are important. I start to take off the jacket and realize that I�m still wearing my motorcycle gloves. Crap. I take them off and am faced with a decision: Do I take the walk to the front door or the side door? Most people in this area use the side door exclusively, and the front door is just for show, so I decide to begin the trek to the side door. This cobblestone walkway seems ten miles long.
The jam! I brought jam and it�s back in my saddlebags with the Nikon. I turn and jog lightly back to the bike, hoping nobody�s watching and the jam isn�t broken. It�s my mom�s favorite, from some Amish lady in a nearby town. I got a sampler of apricot, raspberry, and strawberry. It�s all supposed to be grown locally, but I can tell you I�ve never seen an apricot tree here before.
I pull the little sampler out and, other than being a little warm, the jam seems fine. I toss my jacket over the pommel of my bike and smooth out my shirt, starting the long walk back to the side of the house.
Just as I�m halfway to the side door, a woman flings open the front door. This must be Robin�s mom. She has the same blue eyes, same perfect eyebrows, and same heart-shaped face.
�Hi!� she signs crisply, stepping out onto the porch. She holds the front door open and gestures for me to join her. I backtrack and take the steps up onto the porch as she holds the door open, waving me into the foyer. �I�m Robin�s mom,� she signs. I instantly like this Robin-at-age-fortysomething.
�Nice to meet you,� I sign. �I�m Carter.�
She reaches out to shake my hand and I give her the jam.
�Ooh!� her mouth says. �Thank you!� she signs.
�You�re welcome,� I sign back. I reach into my back pocket and pull out my trusty pad of paper. �My mom loves it.�
She holds out her hands for the pad and pen, and after I give them to her she writes, �I�m sure I�ll love it, too.�
She calls something over her shoulder and Robin comes in from a different room.
�Hi,� she signs, smiling. She�s wearing jeans and a T-shirt, her hair in a loose ponytail. Her feet are bare. She looks like heaven.
�Hi,� I sign.
My feelings are written all over my face, as they always are. This fact is confirmed when I sneak a look back at Robin�s mom. She�s gone bright red and is studying her own wallpaper.
Robin sidles up to me. �You want to see the house?� she signs.
I nod and she takes my hand, lacing her fingers in mine.
I turn around to say good-bye to her mom, and she�s gone. Probably back to the kitchen. Something is making the whole house smell delicious. It is distinctly not stir-fry.
Robin tugs me down the hallway into the living room. It�s a comfortable, homey affair with a couch, a TV, and a fireplace. There are huge bookshelves lining the walls. A man is sitting in an easy chair, reading.
�Carter, this is my dad,� Robin signs and says.
He stands up and I see that he�s about my height and balding, with a hooked nose. He looks almost nothing like Robin except for his chin.
He smiles and holds out a hand. �Nice to meet you,� his mouth says, and his smile looks something like Robin�s, too. It�s honest and intelligent.
�Nice to meet you,� I sign, mouthing the words like I do for Robin.
Robin translates and her dad nods at me, giving an appraising look. He reaches down for a pad of paper that�s sitting on the table next to him. I realize that he put it there on purpose, for when he met me.
�I hear you�ve been spending some time with my daughter,� he writes. His handwriting is neat and uniform, every �i� dotted, every �t� crossed.
�Yes, sir,� I write. I can�t think of what else to say for a minute. But he seems to be waiting, so I continue writing, �She is one of the loveliest people I�ve ever met. Thank you for letting me hang out with her. And thanks for inviting me to dinner.�
He looks back at me and nods, smiling back into his book.
�I�m going to show Carter the rest of the house before dinner,� Robin writes.
Her dad looks up at her. �Okay,� his mouth says and he nods.
She leads me back through the hallway, and I let the breath escape from being trapped in my lungs. Laughing, she looks up at me.
�He�s not that scary,� she writes.
I shake my head. �He is plenty scary,� I write.
She leads me through the hallway, past some closets, to a door that leads to a basement. She flicks on the light. From what I can see at the top of the stairs, it�s a bright, finished basement with newer furniture. �The den,� she signs, fingerspelling D-E-N.
I follow her back through the hallway and up the stairs. I can�t imagine living in a place like this, where everything is separated by walls and halls! Our apartment in New York, our condo on Long Island, our summer house in Chautauqua�all open floor plans. I could sign something to my mom in the kitchen from a place in the living room and she could see every word.
At the top of the stairs and to the right is a door. It�s her door. I can tell because it�s already open, ready to be seen, and neat as a pin. But it�s not always that way�the trash can is full, and there are a few things peeking out from under the bed.
�My room!� she signs.
It�s a small room with a twin bed and a desk with an old computer. There are posters all over the walls�band posters of women with long hair and men with beards, holding string and wind instruments. There�s a huge collage, too, of pictures. I go over to it and see Robin at all stages of her teenage life, smiling. Jenni is in many of the pictures and a card at the bottom says, �Happy Sweet 16, Love, Jenni.� There are pictures of Robin playing a guitar or that little metal flute. She�s in her tennis uniform and she�s hiking in the woods. She and a guy have their arms around each other and a little jealousy flares up in me when I realize it�s the clueless guy from the overlook. She�s singing in a choir. She�s wearing a fancy dress, probably at a dance. I could stay there forever, looking at all her different smiles, but she taps me on the shoulder. �You like it?� she signs.
�I love it,� I sign back.
She smiles and writes. �It�s a gift from Jenni for my sixteenth birthday. It�s one of my favorite things.�
And I can�t help myself�I stroke her hair, ending with my hand right behind her neck. I lean down and gently pull her up onto her tiptoes, kissing first the tip of her nose, then her mouth. My other hand finds the small of her back and I press her to me. Our kiss deepens, her hands sliding up my back to my shoulder blades and then down around my waist. And then she breaks away. I startle. My hand flies to my chest.
�I�m sorry,� I sign. I grab for the pen and paper. She is backing up and wiping the corners of her lips. �If I did anything�� She takes the pen out of my hand and smiles.
�My mom just called up the stairs, that�s all,� she writes, smiling. �Don�t worry. It�s only time for dinner.� She reaches up and kisses me on the cheek and takes my hand once more.
On the way out the door, I notice a guitar in the corner and a music stand with one of those metal flutes resting on it. She catches me looking at the guitar and signs, �My baby.� I smile and reach for it but I don�t want to break it, so I don�t pick it up.
�You should show me sometime,� I start writing, but she�s already out the door.
I hurry to catch up and when I enter the dining room, her mom is just laying out the last of the meal. The jam I brought is in little serving dishes next to rolls. The spreading knives have grapes on the handles. Dinner looks like beef Stroganoff, a thick mushroom and beef gravy and egg noodles that are absolutely not Asian.
�This looks amazing!� I write, and Robin�s mom flushes with pleasure.
Her dad enters, book closed in his swinging hand, looking kind of like a clean shaven, graying Abraham Lincoln in jeans and a T-shirt.
He sits at the table and they bow their heads and I follow suit, hoping somebody will tap me when the prayer is over. He slides his paper over to me and I read, �For what we are about to receive, may the Lord make us truly grateful. Amen.� I look up and the rest of the family�s mouths are saying �Amen.� He timed it perfectly.
I smile at him. �Thank you,� I write under his prayer.
�You�re welcome,� he writes back.
Dinner is funny. There is no real translator, since Robin doesn�t know a whole lot of ASL and still gets stuck in basic conversation. I see a lot of awkward conversational pauses as well as sighs and yawns. Not because they�re tired or bored�hearing people just have a hard time with silence. They�re always filling it with sounds that don�t mean anything.
By the end of dinner, I am writing things down and Robin is reading them aloud. Her parents are writing and speaking aloud, and Robin is doing a funny combination of all three. At one point, she passes her mom�s notepad to me while saying what I was writing in reply to an earlier conversation and trying to sign that her dad would like the butter, please.
I have to stop my writing and laugh. Her face while she�s concentrating is one of the cutest things I�ve probably ever seen�right up there with Trina�s pudgy toddler hands signing from her high chair when she was a baby. Robin�s eyebrows furrow and the tip of her tongue sticks out the side of her mouth, just like in a cartoon. Her hands stop and start and stop again. Instead of spelling �butter� she spells �burret,� and I laugh.
�You are too cute,� I sign to her, and she drops her concentrating face and smiles, shaking her head and turning pink. I pass her dad the butter and smooth a little curl that�s escaping from her ponytail.
When I look back to the table, her parents are looking at each other and communicating in secret parent-look language. They turn their attention to me and their smiles tell me that I did something right.
�Dinner was wonderful,� I reiterate as the meal comes to a close. �Absolutely delicious.�
Robin�s mom blushes and smiles and signs, �Thank you.�
�You wanna go to Sciarrino�s and get a movie?� Robin writes.
I shrug, �Yes,� I sign, and I follow her to her beat-up Subaru. �What�s Sciarrino�s?� I sign when we get to the car.
She laughs. �DVDs� she signs.
�You still have a video store?� I write.
�Yeah,� she signs. �Westfield is small.�
Despite her living at least a mile from any neighbors, the drive to town takes less than five minutes. On the way there, she drums her fingers on the steering wheel, bopping her head around. At first, I have no idea what�s going on and then I glance at dashboard�sure enough, whatever sound system she has is lit up. �Track 05� says the screen. I give her a little smile and she turns red. She punches a button on the radio and it turns off.
�Sorry,� she signs.
I don�t have time to tell her it�s okay�we�ve pulled up to a little storefront with a big window and a lit neon sign. It smells like stale smoke in spite of the New York smoking ban that�s been in effect as long as I can remember. There�s a wall of DVDs and Blu-rays, a wall of video games for the various systems, a ton of candy, and a few newspapers. These places only survive in tiny towns and big cities. There�s one down the block from Jolene�s apartment in Queens, and we go all the time to buy Nerds and Twizzlers.
Robin wanders over to the wall of new releases and I follow her. She runs her finger along the titles, stopping when she gets to one she wants to see. I shrug or nod or shake my head until we finally decide on one. As she lifts it down (a superhero movie�action and romance and not depressing or pretentious), she turns around and says hi to somebody standing behind us.
I look. There are two prettyish white girls about our age. They have light brown hair and they�re smiling too big at me. I sigh inside and set my face into what I hope is a pleasant, open expression. It�s just so different here. In the city there are thousands of ethnicities and hundreds of languages and most people don�t care much about what makes you different. Yeah, people stare. Especially if I�m speaking ASL. But they would never actually try to meet me.
�Hi,� Robin says and signs. �This is Carter, my� boyfriend.�
Boyfriend. I like it. I smile. �I didn�t know you knew that sign!� I sign to her.
She shrugs and blushes. �I learned it last night,� she says.
I smile at her and she looks up to the girls, who are talking to her. They look at me with raised eyebrows out of the sides of their eyes, like they want to include me, but they can�t. It�s a little distracting.
�He�s from New York City,� Robin says, signing and spelling the city out. �Yeah, he�s deaf. No, I don�t mind.�
The girls pretend to look curious and I see the word �music� on their lips.
Robin blushes and her smile becomes forced. She stops signing. �Yeah,� her lips say. �I know. I guess I like him more.�
I look away for a second, pretending to study the old movie posters. When I look back, Robin is teaching them how to spell their names, �Ana,� and �Callie.�
�Hi,� Callie signs slowly, still smiling too big. �I�m C-a-l-l-i-e.� A flicker of recognition flashes through my head. This is the girl that wanted my number�the number of a guy she doesn�t even know. And I thought Lexington was a small community, ready to pounce on fresh meat.
�Hi,� I sign. I�d really just like to get back and watch the movie. �Nice to meet you.�
�Hi,� Ana signs. �I�m A-n-a.�
�Nice to meet you,� I sign again. I turn to Robin. �Want to go?�
She turns to them and talks. She holds up the movie and says something about the dark. Oh right� I�ve got to get back to Chautauqua before dark.
The girls giggle and wave and Robin and I walk over to the counter. Another teen girl is sitting behind the counter, watching TV on the little screen above her. She turns to us, bored, until she sees me and her face lights up. I don�t know how much longer I can take this small-town thing. Turning to Robin, she says something. She points at me and I catch the word �boyfriend.�
Robin nods and looks up at me. �Yeah, he�s my boyfriend,� she says and signs, smiling again.
The girl turns back to Robin. �He is sooooo hot,� comes clearly from her mouth. I grin and look down at Robin. Does every new guy get this special treatment?
Robin glances up at me and laughs when she sees me waggling my eyebrows. My teasing look gets me a nudge in the ribs and I grab them in mock pain. �Thanks,� she says to the cashier.
I look back and the expression on the cashier girl�s face has changed. It�s now sad. She shakes her head. �It�s too bad he�s deaf,� her mouth says, clear as day.
Robin looks like she�s been hit in the gut. I pretend I didn�t see anything as I pull out my wallet to pay for the DVD. I hand the girl a five and turn to Robin.
�You okay?� I sign.
�Yes,� she replies, but she swallows a couple of times, hard. And her eyes are starting to pool a little.
The register girl gives me the DVD. I nod thanks and escort Robin out. She shudders when we reach the door. She starts for the car but I can�t bear just sitting there, facing front, not even looking at each other for the next few minutes. Not to mention I can�t return an almost-crying girl to her parents.
So I put my arm around her and guide her down toward the park. The shadows are long but the sky hasn�t started turning colors yet. I have plenty of time before sunset. The grass still bears the scars from craft fair booths and thousands of footsteps, but there are a few benches scattered among the huge trees. I find one near a light post.
We sit down and she sobs.
I wrap my arms around her and she holds my shirt bunched in her fists, tears and mascara staining my shoulder.
I stroke her back and stroke her hair. She shakes and clutches at breath.
I kiss the top of her head.
It�s the first time I�ve really wished I could talk to her. In her language. Because in books and in movies and in life, people are always murmuring something reassuring. I remember crying to my mom when I was little and feeling her voice speak to me, even though I couldn�t hear what she was saying.
I know sounds. I know vowels and consonants. I�ve taken years of expensive speech therapy. But I also know my words don�t sound right. That, for my whole life, hearing people have laughed when I spoke.
So I stay silent and I stroke her hair and run my hand up and down her back, like my mom would do with me when I was crying.
Her breath begins to steady itself. Her sobs become more infrequent. She looks up at me with red eyes and tear-stained cheeks.
�I�m sorry,� she signs and says.
I kiss her on the forehead. �It�s okay,� I sign back.
She reaches out and I hand her the notepad.
�I�m so sorry for the way those girls treated you,� she writes.
�It�s okay,� I sign. �I�m used to it,� I write.
�But it hurts,� she writes.
I circle the words, �I�m used to it,� then write, �Life is pain, Highness. Anybody who says differently is selling something.�
She laughs through her tears and a hiccup interrupts the laughter. �Did you just quote The Princess Bride?� she writes.
�Of course,� I write.
She smiles again. �Do you just want to watch that instead?�
I nod and kiss the top of her head. She smells like flowers again. We cuddle for a minute, her leaning against my chest. Her head fits perfectly in the space between my shoulder and my chin. It rises and falls as I breathe.
�You ready?� I sign after a few more minutes.
She nods and we stand up. She crosses her arms like she�s cold and we walk back to the video store to return the DVD I�m holding.
When we get to the door, I motion that I�ll return it. She doesn�t have to bring her tear-stained face into the store with those girls. She nods, but as I turn away, she reaches out and grabs my sleeve.
I flash her a confused look. �You okay?� I sign.
�Your shirt!� she writes in huge letters. I crinkle my eyebrows and look down. There is a huge wet spot covered in eyeliner and mascara. I smile and start laughing a little. I really can�t help it.
She starts laughing, too.
�I�ll just return the DVD later,� she writes.
�And waste another five bucks?!� I write, grinning. �I�ll return it now. Here.�
I hand her the DVD and take off my button-down so I�m standing in just my ribbed undershirt and jeans. She raises her eyebrows and I shake my head, embarrassed. I know people say that I look good or whatever, but I really don�t see it. I hand my shirt to her and she accepts it, wordlessly.
�DVD,� I sign.
She hands it over.
I open the door to the video store just in time for Ana and Callie walk out. They rubberneck as I walk in the store, and I catch Robin�s eye as I hold the door for them. A smile starts to peek through her red eyes. I let the glass door swing shut behind me.
The cashier girl is paging through a magazine. I cough and lay the DVD on the counter. Her eyes travel from the DVD up my arm, across my body, and finally to my face. She looks like she can�t quite believe what she�s seeing.
�Thanks,� I sign, not knowing what else to do. I�ve never returned a DVD a half hour after renting it. She must be wondering what the heck is wrong with me.
I turn and push back through the glass door.
My Robin girl is leaning against the hood of her beat-up old car, waiting for me. Callie and Ana are nowhere to be seen.
�Come here,� she beckons, mischief in her barely dry eyes. I approach her, not quite sure what�s about to happen. To my surprise, her fingers reach up to the back of my neck, and all of a sudden, she�s kissing me like I�m some kind of superhero. All I did was return a DVD. This is definitely worth the weird look from the cashier girl.
I wrap my arms around her waist and she wraps hers around my neck. I lift her easily so she�s sitting on the hood of her car. Without thinking, I lean over her, my left hand braced against the cold metal of the hood and my right hand wrapped around the back of her warm neck. She is astounding. Her fingers slide up into my hair and down my neck to my shoulders. They twine around my bare arms. Blood pounds through my veins.
Dear God, I could take her right here.
One single remaining thread of rational thought tells me that I can�t: we�re in public, and we�re outside.
It takes everything I have to pull away and take a deep breath. The world looks distorted: too fuzzy or super clear or something, and my brain is running away with itself. I shake my head and swallow and look away from her, even though all I want to do is take in every inch.
If I look at her, all I can see is the way her breasts lift her T-shirt off her belly or how the curve of her lower back gives way to a delicious gap in the waistband. I take another deep breath and blow it out slowly, trying to get my thoughts back under control.
She tilts her head, concerned. �You okay?� she signs.
I nod and take a few steps down the sidewalk, trying to get myself back to normal. Shaking my head, I take another deep breath. When I look back, her eyebrows are knit together. She�s standing up and has followed me a few feet.
�You,� I sign. �You� are too much.�
She smiles slowly and winds a few steps toward me. The curves of her waist are too much for my barely-under-control impulses. I turn away.
�Too much,� I sign over my shoulder.
She continues her slow approach and stands in front of me. The fog has cleared and I can see straight again, finally thinking thoughts that don�t involve a citation for indecent exposure. She carefully hugs me around my waist. I take another deep breath and look down at her, half hoping, half fearing that my self-control will yield. She inches up on her tiptoes and kisses me on the cheek. �I love you,� she signs, her hand pressed against my heart.
I�m surprised that it came so soon. I�m surprised it took so long.
�I love you,� I sign. I mimic her movement, pressing my hand into the soft warmth of her chest, over her heart. It beats a rhythm that shouldn�t be familiar but somehow is. It beats a rhythm that feels like mine.

Four Weeks of Summer Left


Chapter 21

Robin
I can�t get it right.
My fingers stumble over the strings. That lady from The Ellen Show won�t get out of my head. That woman had never heard before. And then she heard for the first time and she started crying. And now she can hear birds and traffic and music. She can hear music.
My fingers trip again. Stupid new pattern.
�What�s wrong, Robin egg?� a familiar voice says over my shoulder.
It�s a half hour before rehearsal�s supposed to start. I haven�t touched my guitar in days, and she�s rebelling against me. That�s what�s wrong.
�Nothing,� I say. �Just can�t get this sequence down. No big deal.�
�Well let me see,� says Trent, squatting in front of where I�m sitting on the church steps. His curly head concentrates on my fingers and his wrestler-cut T-shirt hangs off his shoulders, the armholes gaping so I can see to his ribs.
I play through the sequence, my fingers tumbling over themselves like puppies learning how to walk.
�Do it again,� he says, so I do.
�There,� he says, at the point where my fingers start to mess up. �There�s your problem. You�re reaching too far down with your first finger, which crowds the rest of them.�
�But that�s my strongest finger,� I say. �That�s melody. I need it to be loud. I almost always pick melody with my index.�
�Try with your middle finger,� he counters. �Don�t get stuck in a rut. Flexibility, Peters. Ever hear of it?�
�Fine,� I say, and I go through it once, slowly. He�s right. It frees up the rest of my hand so it can continue with the pattern.
It takes a while to retrain my fingers and get the inflection right, but when I do it�s perfect. Trent�s been watching the whole time. �There you go,� he says, a grin spreading across his face.
�Thanks,� I say. I continue once, twice, over and over until my muscles remember. One tricky part down. Four to go.
He sits next to me on the church steps and looks away, down the sidewalk. �Sorry,� he says. �About the jam session.�
I nod tersely, remembering Ana draped across the back of his beanbag chair and my angry storm out of his house. I was kind of hoping it would never be brought up again.
�Hey I went to the craft fair!� he brightens up. �Didn�t see you. When�d you go?�
�Friday afternoon.� My face finds a smile as I remember the evening.
�Looks like you had a good time,� he says.
�I did.� I play through the sequence again and again. Perfectly.
He waits but I don�t elaborate. It really isn�t any of his business.
�Cool,� he says finally. The front door swings open.
�Pastor Mark�s ready, guys. It�s almost seven,� somebody calls out. �Quit making out already.�
�Ha-ha,� I say. I pick up Bender and swing my backpack onto my back. Trent reaches down to get the guitar case. He came to rehearsal empty-handed because he uses the church�s stand-up bass. It is seriously hard to transport those things.
�I�ll get this,� he says.
�Thanks,� I say. Why is he being so nice? I make a grab at the door but he catches it and holds it for me. I start to walk through.
�Hey, Robin,� he says. I turn around. �I really am sorry,� he says. �It�s just� hard. To learn to live without you, you know?�
I smile. If this music thing doesn�t work out, he could always work for Hallmark, the sappy dork. My guard lowers. �Yeah, I know.�
His face brightens. �So what do you say� ?� He takes one almost-imperceptible step forward, more of a shift in energy than weight. �You wanna try again tonight? Jam session? Just me and you?�
My smile turns a little sad and I shake my head. �No, sorry Trent.�
He nods. �Okay. Okay, yeah. No problem. I get it.�
I walk into the church, turn off the ringer of my phone (don�t want a repeat of last practice), and go to my spot on the stool at the front of the church.
Whenever I look at my music, I see a woman hearing for the first time. Whenever I hear the stand-up bass, I see Trent�s eager smile. When I pluck at the strings, I feel Carter�s heart beating against my hand as I signed �I love you� into his chest. My fingers trip. The sequence is wrong again. Zero tricky parts down, five to go.
Finally rehearsal is over. Dodging Pastor Mark, I pull out my phone to find a text from Carter: �Double date Friday? Bring Jenni?� is on my phone.
�Double date?� I text as I wander over to my guitar case. �With Jenni and who?�
�Robin?� I hear Pastor Mark say. Didn�t dodge well enough, I guess.
�Yeah?� I chirp. I toss the phone onto my closed case and walk up to him, Bender in hand.
�Is everything okay?� he asks.
�Yeah, of course,� I nod, conveying confidence I don�t feel.
�You just seemed really distracted tonight. Are you sure everything�s okay?�
�Yeah. Sorry about that. I�m just� with the job and everything� haven�t had time to practice.� I shrug and try to look apologetic.
�All right� just remember that we�re counting on you. This whole song is you. That�s it. You set the tone. Do you want me to give the solo to somebody else?�
�No!� I almost shout. �No, please, Pastor Mark. I can do it, I really can. Next week I�ll sing, I promise.�
He sighs. �Okay. But remember. If you�re not focused, nobody�s going to be focused.�
�Sure. Absolutely. Focused,� I say, nodding too fast. Why the heck is Carter talking about a double date? The only person I can think of is Barry, since they had a lesson tonight, but would he really subject Jenni to that?
�Good then,� he says. �See you in two weeks! Last one before we perform. You�re singing, the choir�s called� it�s the real deal.�
�Yeah! See you then. It�ll be better. Promise.�
I wave, leaving Pastor Mark with an anxious smile on his face. I�ll be ready next time. I will.
I turn to put Bender away and see Trent standing over my guitar case, staring at my phone.
�Double date?� he says.
�Trent!� I storm up and snatch the phone out of the case, shoving Bender in and slamming the lid.
�It makes so much more sense now. Why you won�t hang out with me. Why you�re all spacy in rehearsal. Are you still hanging out with that deaf kid?�
�What?� I say. �Ana, your favorite microphone-wielding one-girl fan club didn�t tell you? We�re not only hanging out. We�re dating now. Like, in a relationship dating. Why the heck are you looking at my phone?�
Trent�s lips tighten and he crosses his arms.
�Oh, right. �It makes so much more sense now.�� I copy his phrase, making him sound like a stoned surfer. �Ana ditched you. Now all of a sudden you miss hanging out with me.�
He rolls his eyes but his face softens for a second. �Come on, Robin. I really do miss you. You left a hole in my heart, you know?�
I snort. �A hole in your heart? Poor baby.�
�Fine,� he continues, voice harder. �If you�ve made your choice, you�ve made your choice.�
I kneel, zipping my case closed. �Thanks so much for your permission.�
�Can�t wait till you come to your senses, though,� he says. �A relationship without music? For Robin Peters?� He shakes his head and laughs. �What�ll your song be? Oh wait, you won�t have one. No proms, no street buskers, no concerts, no duets, no slow dances, no making out to Neil Halstead� Seriously, Robin. Think about the songs I wrote for you. Or when I asked you to prom by busting out the guitar in English class and singing �The Luckiest.� Or when I got all the choir guys to sing you �Sweet Caroline� on our anniversary. Or when we were chosen for �The Parting Glass� duet last year. Or when we�d just skip study hall and hide out in the auditorium making shit up.�
I wave him off, but he�s right. �Maybe those were the best things about our relationship, but maybe that�s why it failed. Because that�s all we had.�
He shakes his head. �And you have so much more in common with a rich Chautauqua New York City kid, deaf or not? Whatever, Robin. Let me know when you want to jam again sometime.� He turns up the church aisle.
�Hey,� I call after him. �Don�t touch my phone again.�
�Sure thing,� he says over his shoulder, giving me a sarcastic thumbs-up.
I stand up, yanking the handle of my guitar case and Bender tumbles to the floor. �Shit!� I scream through clenched teeth and the word echoes through the sanctuary. I glance at the remaining folks. �Sorry,� I say, and my phone buzzes.
�With Barry,� is the reply from Carter. �Please? Please just do this for me? I owe him.�
I groan. This is going to be a hard sell.
I take a deep breath. �Jenni!� I start texting and then stop. It will take more than a text to convince her. Probably even more than the other half of my kingdom. I sigh, find her number, and raise the phone to my ear.

Chapter 22

Carter
We bump over the grassy lot and park at the end of a long line of cars. �Where are we?� signs Barry from the driver�s seat.
I turn to him and grin. �This is Midway Park,� I sign, spelling carefully so he doesn�t miss it.
�I can see that,� he signs, pointing to the huge colorful sign. Even in a second language, sarcasm is the first thing he learns.
�It�s an amusement park,� I sign slowly. �For little kids.�
�Then what are we doing here?�
�It�s going to be fun! It was Robin�s idea!� I try for enthusiasm, but I have my doubts, too. The average age seems to be about five years old.
�We should�ve just gone to the Iron Stone,� Barry signs with a little help. He gives up and grabs a notebook. �I should have insisted on an evening date. There is nothing romantic about a little kids� amusement park at ten in the morning.�
�Too late now,� I sign. �Try to have fun. Here they are!�
Robin�s old Subaru is slowly lurching toward us. After a second, she and Jenni get out. Robin�s wearing shorts and a tank top with sandals on her feet. Both she and Jenni have big sunglasses on their heads and their hair pulled back in ponytails.
Barry elbows me in the arm and I look over at him.
�Hot!� he signs.
�I know!� I sign back. �I told you.�
�Sorry, man,� he signs. �Didn�t trust you.�
We get out of the car and Robin gives me a good-natured scolding look. She�d seen the exchange between me and Barry. I grin. I�d almost forgotten what it�s like to have people be able to understand my conversations. Not for long, though, �cause next week Denise and Jolene are coming in from New York.
�You look beautiful,� I sign.
�Nice try. I saw what you said about Jenni,� she signs back, teasing. I hug her and kiss the top of her head. �Barry, this is Jenni,� she signs and says.
�Hey,� his mouth says, and he holds out a hand for her to shake.
Jenni laughs a little and takes it, shaking it. �Hi,� her mouth says. �I�m Jenni.�
Barry nods. �Yeah,� his mouth says. He looks toward the park. �Let�s go!� he signs, and starts to walk away.
The minute he turns his back, Jenni gets Robin�s attention. �Who shakes hands?� her mouth says, and the girls giggle.
�He�s okay,� I sign. �Might just take a while.�
Robin translates quietly and Jenni looks up at me.
�Thank you,� she signs, her eyes still laughing.
We get to the little booth and buy some tickets from a bored-looking teenager. Robin waves at him, and he and the girls chat for a minute.
�Stumpy,� she spells to me as we leave the booth. �It�s his summer job.�
�Stumpy?� I spell back, slowly, making sure I got it right.
She laughs and nods.
�So what do we do with these?� Barry says, and signs, pointing to the tickets in his hand. �Everything is for little kids.�
Jenni looks at him, impressed, and I do, too. His ASL has progressed much faster than I ever thought. He actually practices at home and tries to hold his own at our dinner table. I�ve come home more than once to find him signing with my mom or dad.
�Not everything,� Robin counters. She takes my hand and runs for the Tilt-A-Whirl line, which has about four people in it. �Come on!� she beckons over her shoulder, and the other two run to catch up.
The Tilt-A-Whirl gets us laughing, so we run next door to the giant slide. We grab mats and climb the many, many steps to get to the top, waiting patiently among the little kids. We must do that ride twenty times�all sliding down at once, me and Barry racing, Jenni and Robin racing, me and Robin racing� I take out the Nikon and snap a few pictures of my Robin girl�her mouth open in a smile and her hair blowing in the wind, with the metallic reds and blues of the slide behind her.
�Beautiful,� I sign as I show her the pictures.
She shakes her head and laughs, sweaty and pink from all the stair climbing. She takes my hand and beckons for me to follow her into the barnlike arcade, which, thankfully, is air-conditioned.
Barry spots the quarter machine and changes a twenty, giving each couple ten dollars to split. Robin and I head over to Whac-A-Mole, and I get a kick out of watching her stalk the little plastic creatures.
I look around for Barry and Jenni and see them playing pinball in the corner. They�re talking as they play, and he keeps reaching his arm around her to hit one of the knobs. I poke Robin, who looks up and grins when she sees them.
We find Skee-Ball and strike up a tournament. Before long, we�ve collected quite a crowd of bystanders. It�s pretty easy to feel like a pro when your audience averages about seven years old. Any time I win, my side raises their hands and yells, and when Robin wins, her side does the same. By the time she wins it all, we�re practically celebrities. I shake my head in mock disappointment, smile at Robin, and hand my tickets to the closest kid. I get lots of sympathetic pats on the arm and the little kid with my tickets gets mobbed. I look over to see Robin leading her side in a little victory dance. I whip out the Nikon for a few shots before she passes off her tickets, too.
We buy a few bottles of water and I locate Barry and Jenni. He�s unbuttoned a few more buttons of his shirt and there�s a grease stain from the slide on his shorts. I pass him a bottle of water and he hands it off to Jenni, who opens it and takes a gulp.
�Mini golf?� I sign to him, and he nods.
We walk back across the park to the mini golf course.
�What do you think?� I sign to Barry.
�Great!� he signs back. He signs without speaking. �You think she�s having fun?�
I look back at Jenni and Robin, who are laughing about something. �Yeah!� I sign. �I think she�s having fun.�
�Good,� he says.
We arrive at the mini-golf booth and I buy everybody�s admission. Barry looks through all the clubs, trying to find one that�s straight. I laugh and tell him to give up but he goes through every one, sighting down the shaft and taking a few practice swings like he�s about to go out to the country club.
I choose a bright-orange ball and grab a club, gesturing for the girls to follow and we start our game. The course is lumpy and worn in some places, which causes Barry�s jaw to tighten.
At the third hole his ball keeps rolling off the little dimple in the green. I see his brow furrow and his mouth spit out some words. Robin and Jenni laugh and Barry shakes his head, finally getting the ball to stick. I tap Robin on the shoulder.
�What�d he say?� I ask.
She laughs and thinks for a second before shrugging. �It doesn�t matter,� she says. �He�s just� upset about the ball.�
I try to keep my smile and nod a few times. Right.
It sucks not being in on the jokes.
As the game continues, I get a few pictures of the girls posing with large wooden fairy-tale characters that are scattered around the course. We wave at the train full of little kids every single time it goes past. By the end of the game, the �conductor� looks a little sick of it, but the kids are still waving and hollering.
�You hungry?� I sign to Robin. She nods. �Where should we eat?� I ask. I don�t see anything around except for the little stand where we got our drinks.
She holds up a finger and turns to Jenni, who laughs and nods, and they begin to walk away.
I jog a couple steps and tap her on the arm. �What are we eating?� I sign.
�Food,� she signs back. �We brought food. We�ll be back.� She winks at Jenni, who follows her back to the Subaru. Barry and I take a seat on a bench and watch a little kid have a meltdown.
�One more riiiiiiiide!� the child�s contorted little face is screaming. His patient dad lifts him and carries him bodily back to the car. By the time the drama�s over, I see Robin and Jenni returning from the car, swinging what looks like a loaf of bread.
�Bread?� I sign, while they�re still a fair distance.
�Old bread,� Robin signs back, grinning.
The look on Barry�s face tells me that he was not planning on eating old bread for lunch. I raise my eyebrows in return. When in Rome�
�Good!� I sign. �Let�s eat!�
Robin laughs. �This isn�t for us!� she signs. �Come on!� She begins to walk down a wide path. I follow her and find that we�re walking down to the lake. There are people on the beach, pavilions in the woods, and little booths that sell fair food�hot dogs and Italian sausages and cotton candy and caramel apples. A big canopy covers a huge wooden carousel.
Barry turns to me and his whole face has relaxed. �This is more like it,� his mouth says as Jenni runs up behind him and catches his hand in her own. He shoots me a surprised look over his shoulder. The two of them run down to the food booths, leaving me and Robin walking hand-in-hand, the bread swinging in her other hand.
�What�s that for?� I ask.
�You�ll see,� she signs, and grins.
We meet up at a food booth and order hot dogs and fresh-cut curly fries, then walk out to a picnic table in the shade. We watch the water and the people playing. I pull out the Nikon again and take pictures of Robin, her cheeks pink from the sun. Little curls escape from her ponytail and frizz around her face, like always. I wish I could get every detail. I wish these pictures could show her how I see her, but they�re only copies.
I take a picture of Barry and Jenni and turn it to show them. Barry asks for a copy. �Or my friends will never believe me,� he signs.
We laugh, and he says something else without signing it, but I can�t tell what it is.
I tap him on the shoulder. �What?� I sign.
He shrugs. �Never mind,� his mouth says as he shakes his head.
I nod. When I�m with my friends from home, the words �never mind� are forbidden. I change the subject. �I wonder if my sister�s ever been here. I don�t think so,� I say.
Robin translates for Jenni, then looks at me, confused. �Trina?� she signs.
�No,� I sign. �Denise. Remember? From New York? She and her friend are coming next week.� I haven�t yet broached the whole Jolene thing, and now is not the time.
I see realization dawn on her face. �Oh!� her mouth says. �Right! Sorry! I forgot,� she signs.
Barry cuts in. �I�m lost,� he signs. �Who�s coming?�
Does nobody know? �My sister is bringing a friend from New York City next week. I�m planning out their trip.�
Barry looks confused, so I sign it again and slow it down for him.
In a week, I won�t have to do that.
In a week I can sign as fast as I want.
I can catch all the jokes. I don�t have to see �never mind� and I don�t have to see anybody translating out of the corner of my eye.
Robin gets up from the table and I tap on her arm. �Where are you going?� I sign.
She holds up the bag of bread. �To feed the ducks!� her mouth says, and she skips off to the water. By the time I join her, an army of ducks has started to amass. We feed them, watching them squabble and dive at the little bread pieces. The light reflects in little sparkles off the lake.
Finally the bread is gone.
I turn to Robin. �You ready to go?�
�One more thing,� she says, a glint in her eye.
She takes my hand and leads me back the way we came until all four of us are standing in the carousel line. I should have guessed. She smiles up at me and I take her hand, still happily surprised at the jolt of electricity that runs up my arm. I kiss her on the cheek and we wait to get on.
When they open the gate she skips around, inspecting all the different horses. Finally, she finds one that she approves of�a chestnut with white socks. She points to the saddle. �Songbird� is written in flowing gold script.
�I always ride Songbird.� She grins and I kiss her pink cheek again.
That�s it. That�s her name. It�s perfect. She�ll need one for when Denise and Jolene arrive, or if she comes to visit me in New York someday. She belongs in our world. I need to give her a name.
I get on the horse next to her� a black horse named Soldier. The carousel lurches and, as the ride starts, I bring her name to life in my head. She closes her eyes and lets go of the pole to stretch out her hands, feeling the wind in her face. I tap her hand and she opens her eyes in surprise.
�Songbird,� I sign. I point to the name of the horse. �Song.� She copies me. �Bird.� She copies me again and I smile. Then I do the same motions but with my right hand in an �R� shape.
�Robin,� I spell.
She looks confused so I point at her. �Your name,� I sign. �Robin.� And I sign the new sign-�songbird� with an �R.� The horse moves me forward in a circle and up and down, but I don�t move. I�ve never given a sign name to a hearing person. Some of my friends have� their family members, their hearing friends�but I�ve never been close enough to a hearing person to give them a sign name. What if she hates it?
Slowly, a smile spreads over her face.
�Me?� she signs.
I nod. �You.�

Chapter 23

Robin
�Good morning, good afternoon, good� night?� I sign.
�No,� Carter signs, a teasing grin on his face. He shakes his head and laughs silently.
�What?� I sign, grinning back. �What?!�
He slides his notebook across the soft, white carpet of his family�s rec room and picks up the pen. �You just signed, �Good bread,�� he writes, still grinning. �Not �Good night,��
I laugh. �Well maybe I want you to have a good morning, a good afternoon, and good bread!� I write. I glance up. His shoulders shake with silent laughter. �Show me?� I sign.
He nods and sits against the sofa, inviting me to sit in front of him.
I crawl over and sit, resting my back against his chest. Yes, it might be easier for him to show me face-to-face. Yes, I may concentrate on the sign a little more. But this is way more fun.
He leans forward, wrapping his arms around me, and gestures for me to start. His warm body in the cool of the air-conditioning sends goose bumps down my arms, and he holds me tighter.
�Good� morning,� I sign.
�Yes,� he signs, his face nuzzling between my neck and my tank top strap. The barest beginnings of stubble graze against me and a shiver runs through my body, causing my breath to catch. A prelude.
�Good� afternoon,� I sign.
�Yes,� he signs, and I feel his lips against my shoulder. Soft. Firm. As they travel up my neck and his breath tickles my ear, somehow I don�t think either of us really cares whether I wish him a good night or a good bread. I soldier on.
�Good� night/bread?� I sign, smiling.
Face still buried in my neck, his hand lifts to face me. �No,� he signs.
Leaving my ear tingling, he slides his face against mine, cheek to cheek, and runs his hands down my arms. He turns my flat left hand parallel to the floor and my right hand so it�s over top of the left, not to the side. �Night,� I sign.
He nods and wraps his right arm around to the left side of my face, turning me back over my shoulder and kissing the hell out of me. I turn so I�m facing him, my knees on either side of his hips, and slide my hands up his shoulders, to his neck, to the soft underside of his jaw. Heat radiates off him as he slips his hands under the edge of my cami, running his cool fingers along the waistband of my jeans, feeling the lacy edge just under it. His fingers slide up along my rib cage, dallying. Taking their time. Tracing patterns. God, it�s like� it�s like an extra bridge in a song. That bridge I love so much but just want to end because I have to, need to get to the chorus.
He toys with the edge of my tank top, pulling it up, letting it go. God! Why is he teasing like this? I lean into him, willing him just to keep going, ready to rip it off myself just to get to the goddamn chorus.
Just then, �King of the World� by First Aid Kit blasts from my phone. Jenni�s ringtone. The song is stopped. The spell is broken. I kiss him once, twice, three times more, each one leaking passion until I finally pull away. His eyes are dazed, unfocused, unsure. His hair is tousled and tempting. He searches my look and goes back in for another kiss. I return it half-heartedly and reach for my phone, silencing it. I sit back on my heels, recovering my senses, letting my heart slow from its driving beat to one more under control.
�Sorry,� I sign, flustered. Did I lead him on? Let him down? I almost feel that way myself�like I led myself on and let myself down. But it was too much, too fast. His mouth is open and his chest heaves, the breath coming in short huffs. I extricate myself from his arms and legs, reaching instead for his notebook. He looks away, tugging at his T-shirt collar, as though settling it back in place.
�Sorry,� I sign again. I hold the pen for a moment, trying to get the words together. �I� can�t. I� shouldn�t,� I write. I show it to him.
He nods, swallowing hard, wiping the corners of his lips. He rubs his hand over his face and through his hair.
�Okay,� he signs. �Okay.� He signs something else.
�What?�
He takes up the pen. �Give me a minute,� he writes.
�Okay,� I sign.
He leaves the room, then pokes his head back in. �You hungry?� he signs.
I shrug, half nodding and he signs, �Okay,� and heads out again.
I turn to my phone. Jenni�s given up calling and texted me instead. �Can you take me home from work when you leave Carter�s house? I�ll be at Barry�s.�
�Sure,� I text back. �I�ll let you know when I leave.� Hearing a noise, I look up. Carter has a bag of chips and is settling himself on the couch. He leans against the arm and kicks his legs up. I pat the other end of the couch, asking if I can sit there. He nods and gestures grandly to it, a smile in his eyes.
�Sorry,� I sign again, settling myself into the white furniture. Our legs meet in the middle and my bare foot finds his socked foot. They push and pull against each other.
�It�s okay,� he signs back, waving off my apology, shrugging a sad smile. He writes something for a moment and I study the top of his curly head. After a minute, he tosses the notebook at me.
�It just feels like we�re closer than we are, you know?� it says. �It�s only been, what? A month? Seems like forever. I can�t imagine my life without you.�
My throat catches and I lean toward him.
�Oh no no no!� he signs. �You stay there! And I stay here. For now.�
I must look confused because he motions for the notebook. I toss it his way.
�If you want to keep your clothes on, you need to stay at least three feet away from me right now! If you hugged me or, God forbid, kissed me right now, I think I�d explode for wanting you.�
Well if there was anything he could say to make me want him more�
But no, this is important. I think. I nod. �Okay. I�ll stay here,� I sign. We sit and munch chips. I drum the school�s marching band cadence on my leg with two fingers.
I catch his eye. He�s grinning at me. �What are you doing?� he signs.
�What?� I sign back.
He points to my leg and does an imitation, drumming his own fingers. I laugh. �Nothing,� I sign. �It�s nothing.� No way I�m going to be like, �drumming the marching band cadence on my leg.� Who does that? Not normal girls with hot boyfriends.
�Okay,� he signs back, the smile fading from his eyes.
I have to save this. �So, is this the way your lessons with Barry go?� I write, tossing the notebook at him.
He reads it and laughs. Mission accomplished. He writes. I wait. He tosses the notebook. �Just like this,� it says.
�I knew it,� I sign.
He gives me some semi-impressed applause and I take a pretend bow. He�s just starting to drift off into space again when I sign, �Favorites!�
He shrugs. �Okay.�
�What�s your favorite� thought� of Chautauqua?� I sign haltingly, spelling the last word. Ironically, I can�t remember how to say �memory,� but Carter seems to catch my drift because he waves me off halfway through my spelling and answers me.
�Going fishing with my dad,� he signs slowly, mouthing the words and looking me straight in the eye.
�I didn�t know you� go fishing,� I sign, trying to copy his sign for my last one.
He shrugs. �I�m pretty bad at it,� he signs. �But he takes me on the lake every year.�
�Your turn,� I sign. We�ve played this game enough that I know how to say that.
He thinks for a minute. �What�s your favorite� ice cream?�
�Moose Tracks,� I spell. This earns me a nod of approval.
�Me too,� he signs. He hesitates, then signs slowly, �Have you ever had mint Moose Tracks?�
�OMG, yes!� I sign. I don�t know why it had slipped my mind! �I love it!�
�The best!� he signs, his face beaming. Then he signs something really fast.
�Sorry, what?�
�I can never find it,� he signs, back to his slow, overenunciating ways. He perks up. �Do you know anywhere� ?�
I shake my head. �Sorry,� I sign. It seems to be the one I use the most.
�We should fix that,� he signs, a grin on his face. �My sister is coming to town next week. She needs mint Moose Tracks ice cream.�
�Needs?� I sign.
�Needs,� he confirms.
He gets up and folds the top of the bag of chips down with one hand, typing something into his phone with the other hand. Taking the bag of chips back up to the kitchen, he puts the phone in my hand. There are eight ice cream shops within fifteen or twenty miles of Chautauqua. He comes back down and I hand him the phone, grinning.
�Let�s go!� he beams down at me.
I copy his movements. �Let�s go!�

Chapter 24

Carter
I reach out with my tongue to catch a drip of ice cream that�s speeding toward the bottom of the cone. When I look up, Robin�s smiling at me between licks of her own ice cream battle. We are both losing.
With sticky hands I sign, �Good, but no mint Moose Tracks.�
She grins at me, pulls her waitressing pad out of her back pocket, and writes, �This, my friend, is mint-ting-a-ling. Even better than mint Moose Tracks. And you know, there are about a billion grocery stores that probably carry mint Moose Tracks. Even in this county.�
�Not the same thing and you know it!� I sign back.
She nods and crunches the bottom of her cone before walking into the grass. Finding a spot, she sits, leaning back on her hands, throwing her head back, her face to the sun. I snap a picture and wipe the fingerprints from my phone before shoving it back in my pocket and joining her on the grass.
She squints at me, then shades her eyes with a hand and sits up straight, cross-legged.
�No mint Moose Tracks in NYC?� she signs. Even in the blazing sun a shadow covers her smile. I resist the urge to take out my camera to show the difference just two minutes can make.
I nod. �We have mint Moose Tracks,� I sign.
�So what�s the big deal?� she writes.
I nudge her with my shoulder. �We don�t have roadside ice-cream stands where you can sit on the grass and talk to pretty girls,� I write.
She gives me a look. �There are no pretty girls in the whole city?�
�Well, there are none as pretty as you.�
She rolls her eyes and shakes her head. �You just want to get into my pants,� she writes. She shoots me a teasing look.
I know she�s not serious, but it stings a little. Walking away from her at my house was one of the hardest things I�d ever done. One minute we were moving in sync; like the bike, we were racing together down the same road. Then she slammed on the brake and locked up the front tire. That�s a wipeout.
I shake my head. �Regardless, there are very few ice-cream stands with grass, Central Park excluded,� I write.
�Do you go there a lot?� she signs, leaning closer to me.
�Central Park? Yeah!� I sign. �Trees, grass� good for the soul.�
�What about the Village?� she writes.
I laugh. �It�s not exactly what you think,� I write. �It�s pretty posh. Not like in the days of Dylan.�
�You know Dylan?� Her surprise is palpable.
�Well, I�ve never heard his music,� I sign with a smile. For once, she doesn�t look embarrassed at my little joke. Just anxious, hanging on my every word. �But I know his lyrics. His poetry.� I fingerspell the last few words so she gets them.
�Oh God, the Mamas and the Papas; Peter, Paul and Mary; Simon and Garfunkel; Kingston Trio�� The pen flies across the page.
And now we�re in foreign territory. My face must say as much. She looks up from the notebook and grimaces before looking down to write again. �Sorry. They�re bands who all got their start in the Village. Some of them even met in the Village. I would kill to go there.�
I take the pen from her. �Well, when you visit me in NYC, I�ll be sure to plan a trip.�
Her eyes shine at me for one glorious instant before dulling. She shrugs and takes up the pen. �Nah, it would be boring for you.�
I write back, pressing hard into the notebook, the handwriting getting messy. �Boring, my ass. I would love to see you on my streets.�
I can only imagine the look that would be on her face as she visited the places where her idols were born�like the craft fair times a thousand. I would give anything to see her there. And in the world where she comes to visit me, this relationship wouldn�t have an expiration date. We would continue past August twenty-eighth. I swallow hard and keep writing, �Comes with the territory of being a New Yorker. I would take you on all of the touristy stuff�whatever you want: Empire State Building, Statue of Liberty, Radio City Music Hall��
�Really?� she writes.
�Yeah! Whatever clubs, concerts, restaurants� I don�t know.�
�Brooklyn Bowl?�
I laugh. How does she know about that? My friend lives close and we went once�dark and crowded but if it�s on her list� �Yeah,� I sign.
�Mercury Lounge?�
I have no idea what she�s talking about. �Sure! Whatever you want!� I sign.
�Thanks!� she signs. She sits back and rests on her hands for a couple of minutes, staring into the sky.
I�m just about to ask if she wants to get back on the bike when she turns to me. �I don�t want you to leave,� she signs simply. She gives an apologetic shrug and waits for my reaction.
I give her a little smile. �But if I don�t leave, I won�t be able to show you the Village,� I write.
�That�s okay,� she writes. �I�ll take the trade.�
�Really?� I write. �You�d give up Dylan? The���I consult the list at the top of the page��Kingston Trio?�
She shrugs again. �If it means you would stay� ? Absolutely. I would give up�� She looks up from the notebook, a light in her eyes, like she�s deciding between two delicious candies. She decides, writing, �anything.�
I throw her a mock-doubting look and sign, �Motorcycle rides?�
�Yes,� she signs without hesitation.
�The lunch shift at GCD?�
�YES!�
I almost do it. I almost sign, �Music?� but at the last second I change my mind. �Mint-ting-a-ling ice cream� ?�
She pretends to think about it hard, then shakes her head. �No,� she signs, then writes, �I couldn�t give that up. Go back to the city, you.�
A grin on my face, I lunge for her most ticklish spot�right above her knee. She jumps up and backward, her mouth open in a gleeful squeal. I jump to my feet and chase her, grabbing her around the middle and picking her up. She grabs at my arms, her face still grinning, and I set her down. She throws her arms around my neck and kisses me.
�Okay, okay,� she signs, when she lets me go. �You can stay.�
�Good!� I sign. But I can�t stay. I don�t know if I would stay, even if I could. I live every day as an island here. I feel my grin begin to fade. When I look down at her, her face has also turned thoughtful. I throw my arm around her and we walk toward the notebook and our helmets in the grass.
�Question,� she signs, turning toward me under my arm.
�Yes,� I answer, the smile back on my face.
She laughs and runs to the little notebook, writing, �I didn�t ask it yet!�
�Go on� ,� I sign.
She starts writing. �I�m playing guitar in church next week. I know it�s not really your thing, but I�d love it if you came.�
�Sure,� I sign.
�Really?� she signs.
�Yes!�
Her eyes light up. �Thank you, thank you!� she signs. �I was afraid you would say no!� There�s an eagerness to her excitement that turns my stomach a little bit.
�I�d love to see you play,� I sign. I take up the notebook. �It will be a great way to end the summer.�
Her hand gently turns my face toward hers. �Don�t say that,� she signs, her mouth happy, her eyes sad. �We�ve got three more weeks.�
I kiss her once, then hug her tight.
Three more weeks, and then forever.

Three Weeks of Summer Left


Chapter 25

Robin
�They�re here!�
The text comes as I�m practicing. I stretch my hands, shaking them out and rubbing life back into the red calluses. Denise and her friend must have arrived.
�Yay! :)� I text back. My heart flutters and sinks a little, which is funny and unexpected.
I go back to my song. I�ve warmed up with a few boom-chunk chords and a song about old Joe Clark�s house, which doesn�t have a whole lot of meaning, but it�s something I can do without thinking.
My fingers switch to the First Aid Kit song �Emmylou,� and I sing along. Their songs are in the American folk style, complete with American folk instruments and accents. You�d never in a million years guess that they�re Swedish.
From the first time I heard that song, I�ve always dreamed of being someone�s �Emmylou.� Half of a duet. My eyes drift to a picture stuck to the wall�Carter with his arm around me. Both of us squinting into the camera. He will never sing with me. I�ve never even heard his spoken voice. I haven�t even heard him laugh again�not since that night at dinner. Does he know how much I loved it?
I push those thoughts away and find that my feelings have spilled over into the music, switching from �Emmylou� to a different song�about a girl missing a boy who�s gone forever. Where did that come from? I stop fingerpicking and jam on some bright chords. I speed it up to distract me. Less contemplative, more demanding. The melody works its way into my hands and my ears, pouring into and filling up my soul. I smile and belt out a harmony, even though nobody�s on melody, but the heart of the message is in the music. My fingers speak better than my mouth does�like Carter. But he�ll never hear the language my fingers speak and his heart language will always be my second one.
My phone buzzes, saving my spiraling thoughts. It�s from Carter again.
�Dinner tonight! You�re coming, right?�
�Of course,� I text back. �Want me to bring anything?�
I wait for a second but he doesn�t answer immediately, so I put the phone on the bed and Bender on her stand and move to my ancient desktop. I wiggle the mouse and my new homepage, the ASL dictionary, pops up.
�Hi,� I practice signing, although that particular one is second nature. �What�s up?� �I�m fine,� �I�m sorry, can you slow down?� �I love music,� �I�m a singer,� �I�m a waitress,� �Tell me about yourself,� �How do you know Carter?� �So what is Carter like at school?�
All too soon it�s 5:00 p.m., and my mom calls up the stairs. �You going soon?�
�Yeah.� I throw on the pair of jeans and black tank top that I wore when I first met his family.
�Does he want you to bring anything?� My mom is standing in my doorway, leaning up against the doorjamb.
�Um�� I check my phone. He never answered. �I guess not.� I glance up at her. �I don�t know why, but I�m a little nervous.�
�You�ll do fine,� she says, and gives me a hug. �Say hi to Carter for us, honey. Tell him it�s our turn to have him over! We don�t get to see enough of him!�
�Will do, Mom,� I say. I grab my keys from their hook by the door and turn around to say good-bye to my mom, but she�s not looking at me anymore. She�s looking out the window, her arms crossed. Her face is distant.
�See ya, Mom,� I say. �Love you.�
She turns the smile back on and looks at me. �Love you, too. Have fun.�
I dial Jenni on my way out the door.
�How was work today, working girl?� I ask.
�Good! They love me. I�m the only one who doesn�t steal bites in between cones.�
�Ha!� Of course�lactose intolerant�I never thought of that.
�Tonight�s the big night, huh?� she asks.
�Yeah. Meeting the infamous Denise and her friend. I think her name is Jolene?�
�Nice. You nervous?�
�A little, actually. So, you and Barry. How are things going?�
I can almost hear her roll her eyes as the smile creeps into her voice. �He�s walked me to the ice-cream shop every day since I started, but he never comes in! I tease him about being seen with the help. Anyway, we�re having dinner on Thursday. Some swanky place that he doesn�t think is swanky.�
I laugh. I never thought they�d hit it off, but Jenni calls him on his rich-boy act and he just adores her. It�s a good match. At least for the summer.
I wonder if that�s what people think about me and Carter.
We discuss her outfit for Thursday, deciding on the ever-popular little black dress. I was there when Jenni picked it out. It will blow his mind.
I�m at Chautauqua before I know it. I park in the lot and walk up to the gate, giving a nod to the high-school-age gate attendant. I think she�s in Chautauqua Lake�s select singing group, but I�ve seen her more in the past couple weeks than at any music festival. She scans my pass, bored, and I start the walk to Carter�s house. He usually meets me at the gate. But it�s okay, I know the way.
I brush imaginary lint off my clothes before ringing the doorbell. The lights flash and in an instant, the door is hauled open by a girl with creamy brown skin, brilliant green eyes, and bright-white smile. This goddess is his sister�s friend?
�Hi!� I sign, and gulp, trying to smile.
�Hi!� the girl (Jolene?) signs. �Come in!�
I walk into Carter�s bright living room to find it empty. Apparently, everyone�s in the kitchen. I follow Jolene in her New York City clothes and her bare feet and perfect pedicure. A cute Indian girl is texting. Denise�I know her from Carter�s pictures. She looks up. �You must be Robin! It�s so good to meet you!� she signs and says. Her speech is excellent�the R�s are a little soft, but I wouldn�t know she was deaf unless I noticed her hearing aids.
�Hi,� I sign. �Nice to meet you, too.� It�s easier for me to sign if I�m talking. Carter said that it�s okay for me to do both at once. I guess it messes with the grammar or something, but a lot of hearing people do it.
Jolene grabs a stool and sits down, turning to face me. �I�m Jolene,� she signs, mouthing the words but silently, like Carter. I glance at her ears�no hearing aids, no CI. Like Carter. �I�m a friend of Denise and Carter.�
�Cool,� I sign.
There�s a pause. We look at each other and I give a little smile.
�Carter�s in the bathroom,� Jolene signs, filling space.
Denise says, �Probably blowing it up in there. He�s been gone forever.�
The girls laugh, and I join in reluctantly. I�m not really a bathroom-humor person, and I just met them. Plus they�re talking about my boyfriend. Awkward doesn�t begin to explain it.
�Where is everybody?� I ask. I�d expected Carter�s parents and Trina to be hanging around.
�Trina�s got a thing tonight�some kind of performance or something. Anyway, we have the house to ourselves,� says Denise, signing along.
�Cool,� I sign.
No hearing people. None. Except me. I am an island.
I hear footsteps running down the stairs and Carter steps into the kitchen. He is gorgeous as always, and a smile lights his face as he sees me. I smile back.
�Robin!� He signs the songbird-sign name that he gave me on the carousel.
�Aw so cute!� Denise signs. She signs my sign name, and I feel inexplicably violated. That�s mine. Nothing to do with her.
I smile at her. �Thanks,� I sign. She�s just trying to be nice, I remind myself. Inclusive.
Carter hugs me one-handed and kisses the top of my head. �Pizza?� he signs.
I snuggle into him, the warmth from his arm enfolding me for a second. �Okay,� I sign, and he gets on his phone, ordering online.
�Twenty minutes,� he signs.
He and Denise start signing rapid-fire to each other. I have no idea what it�s about. Jolene turns to face me.
�Come on, let�s chat in the living room,� she signs slowly, an encouraging smile on her gorgeous face. �Those two are fighting about who�s leaving their clothes on the bathroom floor.� That sentence is so out of left field, she has to repeat it twice. I follow her to the living room and sit on one pristine white couch, curling a leg under me.
�Tell me about yourself,� she signs and says.
�I love music,� I say first. �I�m a waitress. I live in Westfield and I�ve lived there my whole life.�
�Tell me about Carter! How did you two get together?� She�s too nice. This is not okay.
�He� came to my� diner.� I spell it because I forgot how to sign �restaurant.�
�On his motorcycle?� she asks, a glint in her eye.
I nod. I can�t find the words to say that he was charming and funny and his handwriting was perfect and we waved at each other like first graders through the whole meal. So I just nod.
�Isn�t that motorcycle hot?�
I nod again. �We� went to an� overlook.� I have to spell the last word again.
She grins. �And that�s where he kissed you?� she asks.
Am I seeing this right? Did she just ask where he kissed me? Do I have to answer this?
�No,� I sign. Then I remember that he pulled me to my knees and kissed the back of my hand. It must show on my face, because she gives me a look.
I cave, signing �kiss� and pointing to the back of my hand.
She puts a hand over her heart. �So cute. Isn�t he�� and she signs a word I don�t know.
�I don�t know that sign,� I sign, a phrase I use way too often.
�R-o-m-a-n-t-i-c,� she spells, then signs it again: �Isn�t he romantic?�
�Yes.� I nod. Wait. How does she know he�s romantic? My eyebrows crinkle without my brain�s permission.
�We dated,� she signs. �A long time ago.� She brushes it off, but he never told me. I stare at her again�cut cheekbones, naturally curly hair that�s lightened in the summer sun, and those eyes� They dated?
She waves to get Carter�s attention and he ambles over, a strained smile on his face.
�Carter!� she signs. �You never told Robin we dated?�
The smile falters for a second. �No,� he signs, shrugging his shoulders like it�s no big deal, but he won�t meet my eyes.
Jolene turns back to me. �It was a long time ago,� she reiterates. �Ninth grade. I�m more friends with Denise now.� My brain reels with translation. I understand her about three seconds after she�s done and I nod. I look over at Carter. He swallows.
�We go to the same school,� he signs.
I nod. And he never told me. It must mean something. It means something. I give him a tight smile.
�I�m going to see what Denise is doing,� Jolene signs, leaving the room.
When she is securely engaged in conversation with Denise, I turn to Carter. �What?� I sign.
He pulls the little notebook out from his pocket. �I meant to tell you,� he writes. �I did, but it�s still so awkward and I just wanted to pretend it wasn�t happening.�
�So tell me!� I write.
I sit, shaking my head, stealing glances at the two girls signing to each other in the kitchen, while he writes. Finally, he shows me the paper.
�We dated for about half of ninth grade, but she got a CI and I didn�t and we haven�t hung out much since then. We�re on opposite ends of the same group of friends. This is the first time I�ve spend any amount of time with her in years.�
I look up. �She has a CI?� I sign. �She�s not wearing it.�
He frowns. �She�s not?� He glances back at her, although she�s too far away and her hair is too full and curly to see her ears. �I didn�t notice,� he writes. �I don�t know what that�s all about.�
I give him a look.
�I promise!� he signs, and he�s such a terrible liar I know that he�s telling the truth.
�Okay,� I sign. He reaches for my hand and I kiss his. I give Jolene one more sidelong look. �She�s just really pretty,� I sign.
��and she knows it,� he signs one-handed.
I laugh. �I�m really pretty!� I sign, pursing my lips into a sassy face.
�Yes, you are,� he signs, and he leans forward, kissing me softly. I close my eyes and let his spiced-orange scent soothe my raw nerves.
The lights flash and he pulls away, glancing to the light switch. The girls aren�t there, though, so it must be the doorbell.
�Pizza!� he signs and hops off the couch. I sit for a second, then haul myself up and make myself walk into the kitchen. I smile at the girls, who are getting glasses down from the cupboards.
�Need help?� I sign.
They wave me off as Carter opens the front door.
�Pizza?� the guy says. I can�t see him, but I hear him realize that Carter is deaf.
�PIZ-ZA?� the guy says. �YOU ORDERED PIZZA?�
Denise hides a little smile behind her hand and starts signing to Jolene, who laughs. It�s not like Carter�s musical laugh. It�s like she was trained in laughter by TV sitcoms or something. Carter shuts the door and turns to us, pizzas in hand.
�YOU ORDERED PIZZA?� he mouths, overexaggerated. They all laugh.
He plops the pizzas on the kitchen table but throws his arm around me and escorts me to the living room. He pulls me down onto the couch next to him, our backs to the kitchen so it�s just us.
�Sorry we were interrupted by pizza,� he signs. �You okay?� His forehead nearly touches mine.
I nod.
�I love you,� he signs, his hand pressing to my heart.
�I love you,� I sign, pressing my hand to his.
He kisses me once. Soft. Sweet. Then he leans his forehead on mine and kisses my nose before pulling back. �Now let�s eat,� he signs with a grin.
We sit at the high counter and grab slices from the box. Jolene takes a bite and makes a face. �Not like New York pizza,� she signs.
I take a bite of my own thick-crusted, pepperoni-topped slice, a silent reply echoing in my brain: Actually, it is New York pizza. It was made here, in New York. New York is a lot bigger than one city.
But Carter just laughs and agrees, nodding and signing �Yes!� with one hand. He puts down his pizza.
�Remember that time when,� he signs, and that�s all I catch. His hands take off at a speed I�ve never seen before. Jolene picks it up, then Denise, and the conversation hops from person to person so fast it�s impossible for me to keep up. I catch a few words I know�hungry, pizza, cheese�then it looks like some giant mess happened. I laugh when the girls laugh, but I have no idea what�s going on. The girls go to the kitchen to refill their pop and Carter looks at me, glowing. �This is my real life,� he signs. �This is what it�s like back home.�
I nod and squeeze his hand.
�You doing okay?� he asks.
�Yeah,� I sign.
�You understand everything?�
�Maybe� ?� I weigh my hands back and forth with a confused smile and he laughs. With his voice. Like that day weeks ago sitting right in this spot. Cloud nine is way below me.
I come back to Earth when the girls reenter, pop in hand.
�What have you been doing in NYC?� Carter asks.
�Not much,� Denise answers. Then she starts talking about coffee and this guy who�s really snooty� Jolene takes it over, impersonating the snooty guy with a quirk in her eyebrows and a tilt of her neck, and Carter laughs with her, like he just laughed with me. The laugh I have heard twice in three weeks she gets after only two hours. The meal continues in a haze of half stories and not-quite-understood jokes.
By the time pizza is finished, my brain hurts from translating and my ears are aching for music, voices, sound of any kind. Every single conversation boasts how much Jolene knows him�how much she�s always known him. And how much I don�t.
By the time Denise goes upstairs to call her boyfriend, Carter is practically a different person. He and Jolene reminisce and I nod occasionally, not bothering to stop them when they sign too fast or don�t explain a joke. I�m the third wheel with my own boyfriend.
Keeping an eye on the clock, I break up their conversation at eleven, signing, �Sorry, it�s time for me to go.�
His face falls. �You want me to walk you to the car?� he asks.
�No thanks,� I sign. Of course I want him to walk me to the car. Why did he even ask? He always walks me to the car.
He looks closer �You sure?� he asks.
I nod.
�Okay� ,� he signs.
I sigh. �Nice to meet you,� I sign to Jolene. �Bye to Denise, too. See you again soon!�
Jolene waves at me. �Great to meet you, too!� she signs. She stands up and gives me a hug. �See you tomorrow!� They�re coming for breakfast tomorrow at the restaurant.
Carter walks me to the door and waves, shutting the door behind me.
I let out the breath that�s been sitting in the top of my chest. My shoulders relax for the first time all evening, and I shake my wrists out like I�m about to start a solo. Trudging up the hill to the gatehouse, I inhale the scent of sweet flowers and trees I smelled on the night Carter first kissed me. The final notes of a concert waft through the air. Audience members mill around in resort wear, stopping at the coffee shop or the ice-cream shop and discussing the concert or tomorrow�s plans. I blend into the crowd and bathe in voices that aren�t mine, letting them wash over me. Little staccato laughs and deep baritone drones and soothing murmurs. I never knew I could miss speech so much. My sigh joins the cacophony. My throbbing headache starts to ebb.
A man is playing his violin on the lawn in the park. The familiar tunes wash over me��Beautiful Dreamer,� �Yellow Rose of Texas,� �My Old Kentucky Home.� I dig in my pocket for a dollar for his violin case. First, I wish that Carter was there, and then I�m glad he�s not.
It doesn�t sit well.

Chapter 26

Carter
�Save me!� Jolene signs, one-handed, as Trina drags her to the door of the den and the glitter-covered craft table that awaits.
I grin. Okay. I tap Trina on the shoulder. �Let her go,� I sign.
�But I want��
�She did crafts with you yesterday. Plus, I� promised her� a bike ride.�
Jolene looks at me, surprised.
�You did not!� signs Trina. �You�re lying!�
�You�re right,� I sign. �I was lying. But not anymore.� I look up at Jolene. �Want to go on a bike ride?�
She nods.
�I promise I will take you right now,� I say. I look down at Trina. �See?�
�Not fair!� She crosses her arms.
�Maybe we�ll do a craft when I get back,� Jolene signs to her. She looks up at me. �Bike ride� ?�
�I promised,� I sign.
She throws on her shoes and we head out the door, out the gate to the parking lot. The sun is shining, and for once the humidity from the lake doesn�t make you feel like you�re swimming everywhere. A perfect day for a bike ride.
�You know you�ve never taken me on your bike?� she signs.
�Never?�
�Never.�
�Well, here�s the deal�� I explain how to be a good passenger and hand her the helmet.
�Where are we going?� she asks after scrunching it down over her curls.
�I don�t know,� I answer. �Let�s see.�
Her weight is different from Robin�s� she�s taller and a little curvier�so it takes time for me to get used to the balance. Once I do, though, it�s smooth sailing.
We coast through little main streets until I find myself on more and more remote roads. We pass Amish kids working in fields and a buggy or two on the road. Jolene releases me to wave as we ride past. The horses toss their heads but never break their trot.
Finally, I realize where the bike is taking us�to the overlook where I first took Robin. I smile to myself and pull into the lot, parking the bike, and unbuckling my helmet.
�So loud!� Jolene signs after setting her helmet on the bike and before finger combing her hair. The corners of her hazel eyes crinkle, and I see that they�ve turned their customary summer green. With an Irish mother and Puerto Rican father she looks white in the winter and Hispanic in the summer, which is when her eyes turn a brilliant dark green. One time we were walking to the 7-Eleven when some photographer asked to take our portraits for a series he was doing on �The Diversity of New York City.� She ate it up�used one of the photos as her profile pic for ages.
�So loud!� she signs again.
I nod and smile, signing, �Yes!� I �hear� the bike the same way I �hear� a parade or a thunderclap or a train�the vibrations in the air and the ground and a very distant roar. I know it�s loud. I can feel that it�s loud. I can feel that it gets louder when I gun the motor. But I�ve never heard anything loud. Even when I wore hearing aids, nothing was loud. It was just� not silent all the time.
�Oh my God,� Jolene signs, walking to the crest of the hill. �This is beautiful!�
�It�s where I took Robin for our first date,� I sign.
�So cute,� she signs.
�What do you think of her?� I ask. We sit on the grass at the top of the hill and I pull out my phone, snapping a picture. The Nikon�s back in my room.
She shrugs. �You want the truth?�
�Yeah,� I sign, and I know it�s going to be bad. Nobody says, �Do you want the truth?� and then follows it up with, �I love her and she�s amazing.�
�I think she�s� sweet. But insecure.� It takes her a while to find the right words. �Is she always that uncomfortable?�
�She�s different around you guys,� I protest. �She�s usually bubbly and bright and funny�� but she�s right, of course. The past few days Robin�s seemed like a different person. We went to Grape Country Dairy and she kept apologizing for it. She loves that place. I didn�t understand.
Jolene shrugs. �All I know is what I saw, Carter. I saw a hearing girl who�s not comfortable in a Deaf world. That�s all.�
�Speaking of hearing girls, where�s your CI?� I�d been meaning to ask her ever since Robin pointed it out.
Her tan skin turns redder and she picks at little blades of grass before answering me. �I� was sick of things being weird between us. I thought it might help. Did it?�
I smile. �I guess so� ? To be honest I didn�t really notice one way or the other.�
She nods.
�But thanks. It�s a nice gesture.�
�You�re welcome.� She smile and plays with a patch of clover.
I wave to get her attention. �Is it like you remember?� I ask.
�I don�t know. I guess so.� She looks out at the lake for a while before talking again. �I don�t even wear it all the time in New York. I keep a case in my purse and take it out on the subway, on the street. I�d probably wear it all the time here. This place is so much quieter than New York. It�s� peaceful.�
I smile. �Too peaceful,� I sign.
She laughs and turns away, the wind ruffling her hair, and my phone buzzes in my pocket. I pull it out and glance at the screen.
Carter! Church performance is this Sunday!
I sigh and type, �Sure.� Sunday is the day after everybody goes back to New York. I�ll probably want a distraction anyway, even if it�s church and music.
�What�s that?� Jolene asks.
�Nothing.� I put the phone in the pocket.
�Didn�t look like nothing.�
�Robin is singing at her church,� I sign. �So I�m going on Sunday.�
She shakes her head, a smile playing on her lips.
�What?�
�Nothing!� she teases, using my word against me.
�What?!�
She looks me up and down. �You�ve got it bad, Carter,� she signs. �Music AND church? Never thought I�d see the day��
I shrug. �It�s important to her.�
�And she�s important to you,� she signs. �It�s sweet. You�re so stubborn, I never thought you�d change for anybody.�
�I�m not changing,� I argue.
She holds her hands up in surrender before signing, �Okay, fine. I never thought I�d see the day you willingly go to a concert. At a church. But I guess you do those things all the time, since it�s not a change for you.�
�You always have to be right, don�t you?� I sign, smiling.
�I don�t always have to be right. I always am right,� she signs back.
I laugh and shove her shoulder. She tries to balance on the steep hill for moment, her eyes wide, hands spread, before toppling over in a giggling heap. I laugh and hold my left hand out to help her up while signing �Sorry!� with my right hand. She waves me off, pretending to be mad, and gets up on her own. I reach over to help her brush cut grass off her shirt and see something flash out of the corner of my eye. It�s a guy in a white wrestler-cut T-shirt and gym shorts. That Trent guy. Robin�s ex-boyfriend. The hotshot musician with an early admission scholarship to Berkeley or something.
He jogs up to us, Frisbee in hand, smile gleaming. It�s so similar to the first time I saw him, I wonder if this is all he does�plays Frisbee at the overlook, waiting to interrupt my dates. But this isn�t a date. Not really.
�Hey,� his mouth says, overenunciating. Probably yelling. �Who�s this?� He points at Jolene, who smiles in return.
�Jolene,� her mouth says clearly as she sits up. �And you are� ?�
She must be talking too because he startles. �I�m Trent,� his mouth says in a quick recovery, the smile spreading back over his face.
�Nice to meet you,� she says and signs.
�Nice to meet you, too,� he replies. His eyes bore into me, speaking so I can see every word. �Does Robin know you�re here? With this girl?�
I reach for my little pad of paper but it�s not there. I haven�t needed it for days. I shake my head and look away.
�Sign it to me. I�ll translate,� Jolene signs, and I shake my head again. �Not worth my time, or your time,� I sign. I don�t want to talk to this guy. Robin and I are no business of his.
Jolene turns to him, signing as she speaks. I guess she can�t bear to leave his questions unanswered. �Robin wouldn�t care. We�re just friends. I�m only here for a few days.�
He raises his eyebrows. �Robin wouldn�t care? Let�s see about that.� He holds up his phone. �Smile.�

Chapter 27

Robin
�Picture mail: Trent,� says my phone.
I sigh and shove it back into my apron. Whatever it is, it can wait.
�How�s that bacon cheeseburger coming, Fannie?� I call back to the kitchen.
�It�s workin�, it�s workin�!� Fannie yells. �Less than two minutes.�
I glance out to the restaurant. Barry doesn�t seem to mind the wait on his burger. He�s looking deep into Jenni�s eyes, and the two of them laugh about something.
It�s been days since I�ve seen Carter just by himself. Since we�ve gotten to laugh like that. If that is his �real� life, then I don�t know if I fit well at all.
�Penny for your thoughts?� Violet rasps. She drops a penny in my hand as she always does. She�s a firm believer in actually paying the penny to hear your thoughts. It�s not so much a cute saying as a verbal contract.
I sigh. �Carter�s sister and her friend Jolene go back to the city tomorrow.�
�Aw that�s too bad,� she says.
�Is it?�
She scolds me with her eyes and takes the coffee pot off the warmer. �Yes,� she says. �It is.�
�I just feel like I have to impress them all the time!� I protest.
�Order up!� Fannie dings the bell and I stick ketchup and mustard bottles into my apron pockets as I grab a tray and load it.
�That�s only natural.� Violet�s filling up the farmers� coffees as she yells across the restaurant to me. They grunt their thanks. �It�s just part of being with somebody�feeling like you have to impress their friends. You are an impressive person! Fastest-learning waitress I�ve ever trained.�
I smile and slide the plates in front of Barry and Jenni. �Everything look good?� I ask. Jenni nods, her eyes sparkling, and grabs a fry off of Barry�s plate. He bites his lip and steals one of her onion rings. Match made in heaven. A billion little ginger kids in their future.
I return to the coffee counter where Violet is refilling the sugar shakers. I pull out the sugar pitcher and start unscrewing lids.
�Look at what a great job you did when they were in here just a couple days ago!�
I shake my head. They�d come to GCD for �brunch.� Like we serve brunch. The only �brunches� around here are after-church potlucks, where everyone brings breakfast casserole. They were plenty polite and seemed to enjoy the food, but I kept screwing up their orders I was so nervous. I brought Jolene an iced tea when she asked for a water. Repeatedly. I tried to play it off by giving her free refills, but halfway through the meal she was like, �No, actually I just want water.� I felt like tearing off my apron. �This is not the real me!� I wanted to scream the whole time. �I�m a talented musician, not just a diner waitress!�
But I can�t tell that to Violet. She is a diner waitress. GCD is her life and she�s proud of it. And I guess that�s the way it�s always been with me, too. It just didn�t feel like I was enough for that sophisticated city crowd, with their stylish clothes and their own secret language.
My apron pocket buzzes a reminder. The picture mail from Trent. I pull it out from my pocket. �Can I get this?�
Violet arches one perfectly penciled eyebrow. �If you share with the class.�
For some reason she doesn�t mind me being on my phone as long as she gets to see whatever I�m doing. I think she�s more anti-secret than anti-technology.
I shrug. What could be so bad?
Violet situates herself over my shoulder and I pull up the picture. It�s Carter looking stony and Jolene looking startled. They�re sitting close together in a grassy patch dotted with little clover. It takes me half a minute to figure out where they are but I finally see�the overlook. Where we had our first date.
�He said you wouldn�t mind,� is the caption. �But I thought you should know.�
I shake my head and Violet whistles low under her breath. Whatever. Whatever, whatever, whatever. I don�t care.
�Mind your own business,� I text back to Trent and shove the phone in my pocket.
�I�m sure it�s not what it looks like,� Violet says as she communicates not-so-secret messages to Fannie with her eyes, �them sitting there together like that. He wouldn�t cheat on you, Robin. He just wouldn�t do it.�
I nod and cross my arms on the counter, slumping over them. �I know,� I say. �But sometimes I feel like maybe he should, you know? I mean, she�s kind of perfect for him.� A tear pricks the corner of my eye, so I look up at the dingy wallpaper, willing it away.
�Of course she�s not perfect for him! If she was perfect for him, then he would be dating her, wouldn�t he? And he�s not. So there must be something wrong.� Violet leans her face into mine and I can smell the menthol on her breath. �Now is not the time for pity parties, Robin Peters. Now is the time to believe in yourself and stand by your man.� She sings the last part, dispensing Tammy Wynette�s famous advice, and launches into humming the chorus of, �Stand by Your Man.�
By this time, Fannie has bustled around to the customer side of the counter. She blocks my view of the dingy wallpaper and speaks over Violet�s soundtrack. �Chin up, Robin girl. Don�t let her get under your skin. There will always be man-stealin� hussies, but you are so pretty and smart and talented. He would be a fool to let you get away.�
�I have one talent,� I say. �One. And that one talent is something that he will never experience.�
�I beg to differ. You can carry a tray of eight full cups of coffee without spilling a drop,� Violet counters.
I give her a look. �That�s not a talent,� I say, but I�m smiling.
�You�re right,� she says, shaking her head and looking to the heavens. �It�s a God-given gift.�

Chapter 28

Carter
Barry and I sit in the den, back to our ASL lessons. I teach him idioms as Denise and Jolene drive back home across the state, taking their easy conversation and bits of city life with them.
Barry waves a hand in front of my face. I look up at him. �Am I doing this right?� He signs a few words and I laugh.
�No! The words �Square� and �Mind� put together are an insult like �blockhead.� The words �Mind� and �Frozen� put together mean you�re shocked- can�t think. You just said, �When I remember there are only about two weeks of summer left, I�m a blockhead.�� I laugh again and joins me.
�Okay,� he signs, and I notice something on his wrist�a knotted string bracelet. I turn his hand over and grin. �What�s this?�
He blushes to the roots of his reddish-blonde hair. �Jenni� ,� he signs. �She makes them. Macram�?�
�Very nice,� I sign, and he rolls his eyes.
My phone buzzes, but it�s Jolene, not Robin. �I had such a good time!�
I smile and text back, �Me too! Two weeks left��
�Robin?� Barry signs.
I shake my head. �Jolene,� I reply.
He sits up straighter, a glint in his eye. �What�s happening with you two?� he signs.
I shrug. �Nothing.�
�Bullshit,� he signs, and I laugh. Denise taught him that one two days ago.
�We dated,� I sign. �In ninth grade. A loooong time ago.�
�I knew it!� he signs. �Tell me more��
I give Barry a good, hard look. I guess he�s the closest thing I�ve got to a best friend here. I sigh and pull out my little notebook.
�No writing during lessons!� Barry signs, copying the phrase he�s seen so many times.
�Trust me, you don�t want to try to figure this out in ASL,� I sign.
He reaches for the notebook. I hand it over. �So tell me about Jolene,� he writes, and hands the pen back to me.
I laugh.
He kicks his feet out on the table, hands folded behind his head, and waits as I write. �When Jolene and I were dating, I was obsessed with music culture�music videos, concerts, T-shirts, you name it. I couldn�t really hear it, even with my hearing aids�just indistinct thumps and noise, but I liked the adrenaline and the spectacle of it all. Around that time, we both got permission from our parents to get cochlear implants. We went into surgery just two days apart. Everything seemed great. She healed up and was switched on six weeks later. Her life has never been the same since.�
Barry�s starting to look bored, so I show him what I�ve written. His eyebrows knit together in confusion. �You have a CI?� he signs.
I shake my head and take up the pen again.
�The wound wouldn�t close,� I write. �It wouldn�t heal. My body didn�t want it. So the doctors removed my CI on the same day Jolene was switched on. �We�ll try again in a few years,� they said. But I decided to be happy without it. I tossed my hearing aids. I�m not going to try again. I like my life the way it is.�
I show him again, then show him the scar over my right ear. He takes the pen up. �Good for you, man,� he writes.
I give him a look. �You could have signed that,� I sign.
�Not fair!� he signs. He learned that one from Trina. �You get to write!�
I laugh. �Would you rather I signed the whole story?�
�What?�
�Exactly.�
My phone buzzes. It�s Robin. �Want to hang out tonight?�
�Love to, but I�m in a lesson with Barry,� I answer. �Won�t be done until seven or so, and I can only stay until sunset. Can�t ride the bike after dark.�
She answers with a frowny face.
�Don�t worry�I�ll see you tomorrow,� I text. �At your church concert, right?�
She answers with a smiley face and I turn back to Barry, but he�s left the room. Probably to get a snack or something.
After a second, my phone buzzes again. �Maybe� You want to spend the night tonight? Go with us to church tomorrow?�
The surprise must show on my face because Barry taps me on my shoulder, bag of chips in hand.
�What�s up?� he signs.
�Robin asked me to spend the night!� I sign.
�Nice!�
�Really?� I text back, palms sweating. Unreal. But I might feel kind of weird going to church the next day.
�Of course my parents would never let us stay together. Our basement couch is pretty comfy,� she texts me.
Right.
I look up at Barry and sigh. �Parents home. Basement couch.�
�Sorry,� he signs, nodding his commiseration.
We finish out our lesson over dinner, which is really the best place to learn�in the middle of a conversation�and I pack my stuff.
I head downstairs. �Staying the night at Robin�s tonight,� I sign.
�Be smart,� Mom signs, a mask of nonjudgment covering whatever her true feelings are. It�s an enviable skill.
�Of course,� I sign. I give her a hug. �Love you.�
�Love you, too,� she says, and squeezes me one more time for good measure. �Be careful, honey.�
I head out the door into the sunshine that dapples the sidewalks, streaming through the leaves up above. Uncovering the bike, I secure the extra helmet before kicking it into gear. It�s a beautiful day as I wind my way through the hills and the roads that my bike knows so well. By now, the back road miles far outnumber the city miles.
I pull into Robin�s driveway and she comes out to meet me. She�s wearing jeans and a T-shirt that says, �I can�t. I have to practice.� Her cheeks are pink and she�s smiling at me like she hasn�t seen me in ages.
�Hi,� I sign.
�Hi,� she signs back.
I take my helmet off and give her a one-handed hug from the bike. She surprises me with a full-on kiss, and I let the moment linger.
�Let�s ride,� she signs when she pulls away. I smile and shrug, putting my helmet back on. She takes my bag in the house and skips back out, wearing a jacket and pulling her hair up into a ponytail. I hand over the helmet and she buckles it under her chin. She uses my shoulders to vault onto the back of my bike and we take off, gliding over hills and under trees and through the sun. I find Route 5 and we cruise along the coastline of Lake Erie, ending at Barcelona Harbor.
I park down by the marina and she hops off. We unbuckle our helmets and her eyes shine up at me. Again, she kisses me before I have a chance to dismount the bike.
�I�ve missed you,� I sign. It�s good to see her bounce and smile again.
�Me, too,� she signs back. As one of her hands takes mine, the other slides the ponytail holder out of her hair, letting the strands whip around her face. I dismount from the bike and we walk out toward the water. The ground changes from lake-smoothed rocks to rocky sand to the hard cement of the break wall. It�s like a heavy cement bridge to nowhere, built to protect the boats in the harbor from ocean-size waves. The wind smells of fresh air and dead fish. Huge waves crash into the break wall, sending little droplets of water misting into the air and onto our faces.
We pass old men and little boys who are fishing, buckets full of lake trout and cans full of worms. Robin waves to one of the old men and he waves back.
�He knows my dad,� she signs as we reach the end of the break wall. The cement ends abruptly but the barrier continues with huge boulders tapering out to a flashing beacon. We sit down and take off our shoes�her Vans, my boots�and leave them at the end of the cement wall. Ours are the only pairs�we�re the only ones on this part of the wall today.
I climb onto the first rocks and hold my hand out, beckoning for her to follow me. She smiles, squinting as the wind whips her hair, and reaches her hand out. I help her onto the first rock, then let go and turn around, picking my way cautiously to the end. I turn from time to time and watch as she hops from rock to rock, sometimes using her hands for balance. She is so lovely. She stops to wrap the ponytail holder back around her hair and looks up at me. When she sees me looking, she grins and waves.
�Having fun?� she signs.
I nod. I�d forgotten how much I like being with just her.
I climb until I find a large flat rock that�s a little lower than the rest but still dry, and turn around again. She climbs steadily toward me and I can�t resist taking my phone out of my pocket to take a few pictures. They�re perfect�the glow of the sunset, her face concentrating, the lines of her body, the flow of her hair�until she sees me taking them and starts making faces. They don�t stop me, though. They just prove that this is not the same girl who apologized for the Grape Country Dairy, who made excuses not to hang out with us, who kept her mouth and her hands still in every conversation. This face-making, rock-climbing girl is the one I fell in love with.
Soon, she�s just one boulder away. I put the phone in my pocket and reach out a hand. She takes it, hopping onto my rock and I tug a little, throwing her off balance so I can enfold her in a hug. She snuggles her head into my chest. We look out over the water at the setting sun, and I kiss her on the top of her head as little curls escape from her ponytail.
I turn her around. �You are so beautiful,� I sign to her. She blushes and shakes her head.
�You�re crazy,� she signs.
I act shocked and look away over the choppy gray-blue water, but she reaches for my face�a cold hand against my warm cheek�and kisses me, hard and deep.
She takes a step back. �I missed this,� she signs. �I�m glad it�s just us now.�
�Me, too.�
We stand like that for a while�her cheek on my chest, my hands around her waist�watching the water. Gently, I turn her face toward mine and kiss her. Her arms wrap around my chest, reaching up to my shoulder blades.
I ease her down onto the rock, cautious of the cold, hard edges of the boulders that rise up around us as we cuddle and kiss. Nuzzling my face in between her neck and her shoulder, I kiss the little pocket above her collarbone and feel her sharp intake of breath. She slides her hands under my shirt, no longer cold but as warm as the skin they�re touching. Sheltered by the rocks, we kiss until I can�t stand it anymore.
I pull away, panting. �You sure about that couch?� I sign. �Is it big enough for two?� Her cheeks are flushed and her lips are swollen and red. She smiles and shakes her head.
�No, sorry,� she signs. She struggles for words. �I can�t� I��
�It�s okay,� I sign. �I still love you.� I kiss her again. Once. Final. Cooling down. I�m sitting against the boulder and she�s curled into my side, hand resting on my chest, her head nestled between my shoulder and neck. The waves grow choppier as the wind picks up. We still have two more weeks. We only have two more weeks.
�I love you,� she signs into my heart.
In answer, I kiss her on top of her head and run my fingers behind her ear and down her neck, brushing lightly over her breasts and pressing into her heart.
�I love you,� I sign. I move my hand up to her shoulder and kiss her on the top of her head, gripping her shoulder to keep from moving my hand places she doesn�t want it to go. I don�t know how much longer I can hold out. Thankfully, the sun is setting and we�ve got to get the bike to her house before it�s dark. I tap her on the shoulder and she turns to look up at me.
�Ready to go?� I sign.
She nods.
I stand and help her up and we travel precariously across the rocks, down the cement stretch, and back to the bike. We hold hands, watching gulls swoop across the water, geese making splashy landings, a dog chasing sticks into the water on the rocky beach. We ride back to her house, the shadows stretching out long and lean, the sky nearing dusk. When we get to her house, we pick out a movie and settle in the basement (with the door open�dammit). She curls up in my side, eating popcorn, my notebook by her side.
About halfway through X-Men, she picks up the pen.
�That picture Trent took� ,� she writes, and I look from the paper to her face. So he did send it. I take the pen out of her hand.
�. . . was nothing,� I finish, my usually neat handwriting scrawling all over the uneven surface. �Jolene had never been for a ride before. Trina was bugging her, so I got her out of the house. I just went where the bike took me and it took me to our overlook.�
She smiles up at me. �Thanks,� she signs. �Sorry I asked.�
I shake my head. �He just wants to stir up trouble,� I write. �It�s fine that you asked. If someone had sent me a picture of you and him together, I�d be nervous, too.�
She shakes her head. �Don�t worry,� she signs, laughing. �It won�t happen.�
Halfway into the second movie, around midnight, the lights flash. I look up and Robin�s dad is at the top of the stairs, tapping his watch.
�Bedtime,� he signs. He�s learned a few phrases since our first meeting, including the prayer he says before dinner. He always signs it now when I�m over to eat. It�s nice. He gives me the eye and Robin scoots away, not even asking if she can stay up to finish the movie.
�Good night,� she signs. She hugs me.
�Good night,� I sign. I kiss the top of her head. Her dad looks on.
�Bedtime,� he signs again. �Robin?�
She lets me go and follows him up the stairs, waving at me. I wave back, get into my pajamas, and stretch out on the couch and fall asleep, scenes from the break wall running through my mind.

Chapter 29

Robin
My eyes snap open. This morning I have the privilege of waking up Carter Rockland Paulson. Who needs an alarm?
I put a bra on under my Nickel Creek tour shirt and trundle down the stairs, still in my pajamas.
�Morning, Robin,� I hear from the kitchen. I wave to Mom, who is drinking her coffee and reading the paper, a twinkle and a warning in her eye. I head to the basement stairs and flick on the light.
There he is, in all his shirtless glory. He�s sleeping on his back with his forearm across his eyes, hair messy, sheets askew. His skin is dark against the white sheets, like some kind of Greek god in a toga. He feels the light and turns his head into the crook of his arm, breath hissing out in a sleepy sigh. I almost bounce down the stairs and then kneel next to the couch.
�Hey,� I say, even though he can�t hear me. I brush his hair off his forehead and run my fingers through it, across the top of his head. Ever so slowly he rubs the back of his hand down from his eyes and across his face. His eyes crack open and he gives me a sleepy smile.
�Hi,� he signs.
�Hi,� I sign back.
He reaches up behind my head and kisses me sweetly on the lips.
I don�t mind his morning breath and he doesn�t mind mine.
�That. Is good,� he signs, his eyes still sleepy squints.
I laugh.
�Good.� I sign. I wish I could stay forever but I have to get ready. �We leave in an hour.�
He nods and closes his eyes again, nestling his head into the pillow.
I run my finger down the side of his face and tap the dimple in his chin. He opens his eyes. �No sleeping!� I sign. �Wake up!�
�Okay, okay!� he signs, still with that goofy smile, and pushes himself into a sitting position. �I�m awake!�
�Good,� I sign. I kiss him on the forehead and head up the stairs. When I turn around, he�s still sitting up, watching me go.
I wave good-bye and shut the door, taking a minute to smile. I could get used to that�to his morning breath and half-asleep smiles. I�m partway up the stairs when I hear my name. �Robin?�
Mom.
�Yeah?�
�Come here, sweetie.�
I sit across her at the table. She�s still in her robe, drinking her coffee. Her graying hair is pulled back and she�s not wearing any makeup. A few little curls refuse to go in the ponytail with the rest of her hair, and it�s like looking into a mirror that shows the future.
She tops off her coffee and offers me the pot. I shake my head. She sits back down and looks up at me. I wait.
�I just� don�t want you to expect too much today,� she finally says.
I pretend not to know what she�s talking about. �What do you mean?�
�I�m just saying��she pauses��that Carter has been deaf his whole life. You can guess that he�s probably had plenty of opportunities to get an implant if he wanted one. This is just one morning. You can�t expect him to change his whole future because of one church performance.�
I look away and shrug. �I know.�
�As long as you know,� she says, but she doesn�t believe me. I don�t really believe me either.
I look straight at her. �I know, Mom,� I say more defiantly this time. It comes off too harsh. �But thanks,� I add to soften it. I give her a half smile and head up the stairs to my room, shaking my head.
The truth is, I don�t know. And I don�t want his life to change, but I want to change his life, you know?
His sister sings in a choir, for God�s sake. Denise talked with me. With her voice. He hasn�t used his voice since they left. I didn�t hear it once all day yesterday�not laughing, not talking, not anything.
This will be his first time ever seeing me play guitar. Ever. Me. We�ve been together for a month. I�ve never brought it up, and he�s never asked me to play.
�Don�t get your hopes up, don�t get your hopes up,� I mutter under my breath as I put on my makeup for church.
But they are up. Hopelessly up. Maybe this morning he�ll see�he�ll see that music can change your heart. Your soul. He�ll see me in my element, doing what I do best. Being my truest self. And after seeing all of that, how could he not want to hear? How could anybody really love me without loving music?
After I�m ready, I run down the stairs, tripping over my sandals on the last step. I look up to see him grinning at me from the kitchen table.
�I saw that,� he signs, and I stick my tongue out at him.
Mom and Dad are in the kitchen, too, finishing up breakfast. I took longer than usual to get ready, so Mom�s already cleaning everything up.
�You can have cereal,� she says over her shoulder as she loads dishes into the dishwasher. I grab a box and sit across from Carter, who�s finishing a cup of coffee. I never knew he drank coffee.
�You look cute,� he signs.
�You, too,� I sign back, smiling. And he does. Classy, as always, in jeans and a white button-down. The sleeves are rolled up and he�s wearing a tie in a very loose knot around his neck. He looks like he just came back from a dance. Or a runway.
We pile into my parents� sedan and I hold his hand as we drive. Bender is seat belted between us, like a person.
Carter and I look out our windows on the drive and his foot jiggles, bouncing the seat. I squeeze his hand and he looks at me. He swallows.
�You okay?� I sign.
A smile flits across his face. �Yes,� he signs with his left hand, since his right is holding mine.
We arrive at church and mill around on the lawn with everybody else.
�Robin!� I hear, and I turn to see Jenni.
�Thank you for coming!� I say as I hug her.
�Wouldn�t miss it,� she says. She turns to Carter. �Hi!� she signs.
He nods hello.
�How�s Trina?� she signs.
�She�s good, thanks,� he answers.
Since Jenni got the job at the ice-cream parlor, she and Trina have become best buds.
�Good,� she signs.
We find our seats near the front on an aisle while Pastor Mark plays background music on the piano, giving everybody a chance to settle in and giving the band a chance to get to the front. I�m not in the worship band today�just the special music�so I stay in the seat I�ve chosen.
I pull Bender out of her case and hold my head close, tuning. Of course I tuned before I left the house, but changes in humidity or even driving over the bumpy roads can put any wooden instrument out of tune.
My other ear hears the worship band play its opening chords, and I jump to my feet before even setting Bender down. I look over at Carter and he stands unhurriedly, smiling at me.
�You okay?� he signs, teasing me with his eyes.
�Nervous,� I sign back, laughing at my jumpiness. The signing makes me lose my spot in the song and I stutter my way back into it. Carter smiles and looks at the big screens where the words are projected. He watches the people around us.
After the song, we sit down and the head pastor comes up to the front and introduces himself. He welcomes guests and asks everyone to shake the hand of someone close to them. I half write�half sign this to Carter. By the time I�m done, I�m flustered and he�s grinning at me and everybody else is standing up, shaking each other�s hands. I stand and turn around, ready to shake the hand of the person behind me, when I hear Pastor Mark begin the opening chords of the next song and everybody faces front, ready to sing again. It�s exhausting.
Again, Carter stands with me and watches pleasantly as the people around him sing. His interest is waning, though. The lyrics to this particular song are just repeated over and over. I�ve always liked the repetition�it gives me a chance to experiment with harmonies or think of the words in a new or different way�but it�s probably pretty boring if you can�t join in the singing.
The song ends and the head pastor comes back up to pray. I squeeze Carter�s hand. �Time for me to go,� I sign, and he squeezes my hand back. I grab my guitar and tiptoe to the stage, and as I pick up Bender, a little electricity runs up my arm, connecting us. I caress the neck and kiss the bridge. Bender may not be the Dread Pirate Martin of my dreams, but we�ve been through a lot. �Let�s do this one more time, old girl,� I whisper.
I pull my stool around to the front as the choir shuffles onto the risers, and I take a deep breath to steady myself and my shaking hands. Jenni looks up from the prayer and gives me a thumbs-up. Carter has never stopped watching me. He signs something but I don�t know what it is. �I� you.� Not I love you or I like you. I admire you? I� ?
�Amen,� says the pastor, which shocks me back to my senses. The ushers are already starting to pass the offering basket.
When I look to Pastor Mark, he�s trying to catch my eye, smiling encouragement from his position behind the folk harp. I give him a shaky smile and turn to face the audience. I swallow and tell myself to start. Now I know what a bride must feel like as she�s walking down the aisle, exposing the deepest love of her soul to a well-meaning but staring audience.
The new patterns firmly engrained in my muscle memory, my fingers start to pick out the familiar minor chords and my voice cracks a little as I sing, �What wondrous love is this, o my soul, o my soul�� The first verse is just me and my guitar. We fit hand in glove, Bender supporting my floating soprano. We dance�her leading at times, then me taking over. We know each other�s moves so well, I�m almost surprised when the rest of the band joins us for the second verse.
Now it�s a group dance. A contra, all of us moving in intricate patterns, fitting like a puzzle. Each note drops down a sliding stair step into the start of the story. �When I was sinking down, sinking down, sinking down�� The choir joins in on an ooo as my backup for the second half of the verse. I look out into the audience. Some people are closing their eyes. Tears drip down a woman�s face. She wipes them away with a handkerchief. I glance up. Carter has switched from watching me to watching the people around him.
�To God and to the Lamb, I will sing, I will sing�� and my fingerpicking turns to strumming, the song growing stronger and stronger, the dance winding and stomping. Insistent. Almost tribal. The choir joins in dense harmony at the line, �While millions join the theme,� and one by one, the audience gets to its feet, singing along with the words projected on the screen. A chorus of love.
I can�t bring myself to look at Carter any more. I�m afraid my face will give me away�that I want him to hear more than anything. I want him to sing more than anything. I want him to join with me, adding his beautiful, musical laugh to the chorus.
A key change brings the stragglers to their feet and the fourth verse starts. It switches to a major key with the sopranos soaring above everybody and the bass thrumming out a beat that reverberates in my chest. Hands raise and all voices ring out loud and strong for the last verse: �And when from death I�m free, I�ll sing on, I�ll sing on��
I�m engulfed in the sound. My fingers tingle, no longer simply hitting notes, but speaking the language of my heart. I give myself over and my throat sings raw, eyes closed, not to keep people out but to concentrate on the moment. Like they close while tasting delicious food or upon sinking into a hot tub or in the heat of a kiss.
The verse ends and I open my eyes. Light floods the stained glass window in the back. The congregation stops singing. The dance slows. The choir and band cut out, leaving just me and Bender to our intimate, reflective dance. I repeat the last stanza, finger picking the chords, turning it minor again. �Throughout eternity, I�ll sing on.�
The last note echoes for a minute in the silent building. I close my eyes once more to hang on to the moment, not ready to let it go. Then the congregation, already on their feet, explodes into applause. They lift their hands and close their eyes. I shoot a questioning look at Pastor Mark. He smiles broadly at me and raises his eyebrows, indicating that I should take a bow. I look at the mass of faces and duck my head, blushing and smiling. They clap louder. Maybe if I bow they�ll stop.
I stand up, Bender in hand, and take a small bow, feeling like a fraud. I didn�t really do anything, after all. They shouldn�t be clapping for me, they should be clapping for the music. All of a sudden, I remember why I ever played this in the first place. I look up, seeking the one face I want to see more than anything in the world.
But Carter is gone.

Chapter 30

Carter
I tear off my tie and throw it on the ground.
If I had my bike right now, I�d drive off and never look back.
I wish I�d never left my house that day in July.
I pace and my thoughts are so loud I can almost hear them. They rattle in my head and bang against my skull and through my fingertips. I want to punch something.
I should have seen this coming. I should have known better. It�s not possible. Not for me. Other people can bend and conform and mold until they become someone new. Not me.
And all those people who could hear? They were brought to their feet. Businessmen and farmers and teachers and children and people who were so old they could barely stand. They didn�t want to stand at first. At first they were content to sit and listen. And it wasn�t like a concert�not like the concerts I used to see. Those were a mass hysteria of people each trying to outdo each other. Fanboys and fangirls who wanted attention and euphoria. No, these church people were moved. Literally. They were acted on by an unbalanced force. All I felt was a tremor in my feet. The tremor didn�t even come from Robin.
I watched her so hard. I didn�t see someone who made others� soul senses tingle. She looked like a beautiful but scared girl playing an instrument and singing. She glanced at the audience twice, I think. She wasn�t looking at them for their approval. She wasn�t looking to connect with them. This was no show, so they did not stand for Robin. I don�t even know if they stood for the music. They stood for the way the music made them feel. For the soul sense that was activated. Because the music illuminated something that the words alone could not.
It�s hot. And bright. I pace in the dead August grass of the church lawn. The sun beats down on me. I take a deep breath. Letting the air out slowly keeps frustrated tears at bay. I put my hands on my head, running them through my hair and feeling the scar on my skull behind my right ear. It makes me want to scream. But even my scream shows everyone that I�m different. That I don�t belong here. I belong back in New York at my school with my friends and my family and my bike.
But I�m trapped. No way home except in an old sedan where music is securely buckled between me and my girl.
Out of the corner of my eye, I see Robin bolt out the heavy front door, skirt swinging around her knees. Her eyes find me. No. Not now. I can�t do this now. I turn away.
She taps my arm and I shake my head, refusing to face her. She takes ahold of my arm and steps in front of me. I catch a glimpse of her �I�m sorry� before I turn away again.
Her grip tightens and she steps in front of me again. �Carter!� she signs. �I�m sorry! Okay?�
I shake my head and turn away again. I don�t want to sign with her. I don�t want to see signs on her hands. I don�t want to share any more of myself with her.
Her hand relaxes its grip on my arm. Out of the corner of my eye, I see it drop and dangle by her side. She runs her fingers through her hair and shakes her head, walking over to a large rock in the landscape and sitting heavily, her blue skirt crumpled. Her head is in her hands, her elbows on her knees.
She�s crying, hair covering her face in a cascade.
I swallow and sigh. My feet take me to her, almost against my will. I kneel down and put my hand on her knee. She looks up at me, her blue eyes red and wet. Shaking her head, she looks away.
I place my hand on her wet chin and gently guide her face back to mine. �I�m� sorry,� I sign, but I don�t know if I am. �I�m sorry I was so mad.� There. That�s better.
She shrugs and sniffles, taking a shuddering breath.
�No, I�m sorry,� she signs. Her lower lip is curled under and it wavers with each gasp for air. �I thought� ,� she pauses. �I thought I could make you want to hear.� She bites back tears, presses her lips together, and looks away again.
I withdraw my hand. We sit like that for a while, her on the stone, me on the ground. I�d known it all along, really. From the moment she asked me to come. From the moment I met her, I knew that she would want me to hear. I shouldn�t be upset that it happened, I should be happy that she accepted me for this long, right?
I touch her face again and she turns toward me. �I know,� I sign.
�I�m sorry,� she signs again, eyes pleading with me.
�I know.�
Slowly, she draws a pad of paper and a pen out of her skirt pocket. She flips past a summer�s worth of conversations and I wish it could transport us back in time, before all this happened.
�I just want us to sing,� she writes. �With millions. For eternity. Like it says in the song, you know? I want us both to sing.�
She holds the pen out, her eyes begging me to answer. Finally, I take the pen and write back. �What if my version of heaven doesn�t include singing?�
�But it can!� she scrawls, writing so fast I can barely read it. �If Heaven is a place where everything is perfect, then you can hear and we can sing!�
And there it is. Plainly stated. There are no deaf people in her perfect world.
A tear wells up and rolls down my cheek before I can stop it. I look away and wipe it off. Thankfully nobody�s outside on this sleepy Sunday morning. I get my breathing under control. My throat is tight but there are no vibrations. Good.
�I see,� I sign, looking someplace above her head, avoiding her eyes. �I�m sorry. For everything.� My hands stutter. �Done,� I sign. �We�re� done.� I don�t walk away, though. I just stay crouched in front of her, the cold from the ground seeping up through my jeans.
She shakes her head and bites her lip, the tears rolling down her cheeks again. Her shoulders shiver.
She kisses the top of my head and hugs it to her chest. I relish her softness one last time, breathing in the scent that is so distinctly her�not shampoo or perfume or anything artificial�just the soft scent that makes her who she is. Her hands run through my hair, over my head, but her left hand stops on the right side of my head. Her whole body stiffens as her fingers slowly explore the scar.
I look up. Her mouth is open. Her eyes, stunned, find mine.
�Oh my God,� her mouth says. She lets go and stands up and backs away, still facing me. �Oh my God!� She doesn�t bother to sign. She doesn�t need to, her words are so clear. �You!� She points at me. Her eyes are wide and red and her mouth has forgotten to hold itself shut. �Why?� she yells. The vein on her neck is standing out. I�ve never even noticed it before.
I wonder what my face is saying.
�Why didn�t you tell me?� It�s almost like I can hear the words. They�re being shot at me. Forced at me. �Why didn�t I know?�
I stand up. �It�s not what you think,� I sign, but she waves me down and turns away, not wanting to see my explanation.
At that moment, Jenni bursts out of the church door. �What�s going on?� her mouth asks.
Robin points and turns to face me, angry words spitting out of her mouth: �He could hear if he wanted to! He can hear.�

Chapter 31

Robin
�Get him out of here, I can�t look at him,� I shout, turning away from Carter, not caring if the church windows are open, not caring if the whole world can hear me.
I turn back to him. �How could you do this? You know that music is the most important thing in my life! You know that! And you hid this from me?� I don�t bother signing. The words don�t matter anyway. He knows how I feel.
�Robin.� He signs the name-sign he gave me at the park all those weeks ago.
�Don�t,� I say. �Don�t you dare.�
He tries to sign something else, but my brain doesn�t care to wade through the pain of translation. I hold up a hand and turn to Jenni.
�Can you please take him home?� I ask her, my face hot, the tears practically evaporating before they have a chance to drip off my chin.
�Um, sure,� she says. She places her hands on my arms. �Are you okay? What happened? What do you mean he can hear?�
I look over my shoulder. Carter�s sitting on the rock I was just sitting on. The rock where he dumped me and I hugged him and kissed him before finding out what a liar and a fake he is.
�You know that implant? The kind that Trina has?�
She nods.
�He has one.�
She glances over my shoulder at Carter, who, I guess, is still sitting on that rock. �What?�
I shake my head, pressing my lips together hard so I don�t cry even harder. I take a deep breath. �I felt the scar. On his head. In that same spot where Trina�s is. I don�t know why I�ve never felt it before, but I know that�s what it is.�
Jenni still looks confused. �But Trina�s CI is so obvious�I mean, it�s under her hair, yes, but it sits on the outside of her head.�
�No,� I say. Explaining something takes the focus from my heart to my head, giving me a chance to recover. �There are two parts to it�the outside part is removable but there�s a part that�s implanted right under the skin. That�s permanent. That�s what the scar is from.� I walk away, arms folded across my stomach, as though I could hold all the hurt in. I look back up at Jenni. �All he would�ve had to do is put on the outside part and switch it on. That�s all he would�ve had to do to hear me. That�s all.�
Jenni looks from me to him and then back to me before turning on one impressively high heel and enfolding me in a hug.
�Well that�s shitty, Robin. I�m so sorry.�
I pull away before I start crying again. I don�t want Carter to see me crying. I don�t want to share any more of myself with him. I just poured my soul out to a crowd full of people and the one person who mattered stomped on it and threw it away.
I look up at my best friend. �So can you please take him back to our house? The side door�s unlocked. He can get his stuff and leave. I never want to see him again.�
She glances over at him. �Okay� Are you sure, Robin?�
I nod. �I�m sure. And while he�s getting his stuff, can you go up to my computer and block him? I mean on everything�e-mail, Instagram, whatever. Everything.�
She nods slowly. �Okay��
I walk over to Carter, who looks up when he sees my shadow. �Jenni�s taking you home,� I sign, mouth tight. I can�t look in his eyes. I focus on his shoulder instead. �I don�t want to see you again.�
He stands up. �Please,� he signs.
I shake my head, holding out a finger to stop him from coming any closer.
�I feel so stupid,� I sign, not able to find the right words to say that he�s a liar and a con and I feel taken in. I spent hours with him instead of practicing. I invited him into my town, my diner, my house. I took money from my guitar fund to buy pretty, lacy underwear. And he was laughing behind my back the whole time.
I sneak a look at his brown eyes and they�re red with crying, his face slack, drained.
�Please leave,� I sign. �Good-bye.�
�Please,� he signs one more time, taking another step closer to me.
�I don�t want to hear it!� I scream, stiffening up so I don�t explode. I look him in the eyes. �Just like you don�t want to hear me!�
His face turns stony and he steps back. �Fine,� he signs. His hands start to move, but he stops himself from saying anything more.
Head held high, he walks past me toward Jenni, who�s digging her keys out of her purse. She starts walking toward the parking lot and beckons him to follow her.
His shirt is soaked through the back with sweat. He walks like he�s fighting a river�s current. For half a second, I picture myself running after him, turning him around, kissing him and saying I�m sorry. Asking him why he never told me. Why he would ever do that to me. If he ever loved me at all. But my feet stay rooted to the ground, too stubborn to move.

Chapter 32

Carter
That�s it. You know? That�s it. If this is the way she wants to be, then great. It�s not like we were made for each other. Nobody�s made for anybody, and a Deaf guy sure isn�t made for a girl who loves to hear but can�t listen.
I spend the car ride to her house texting her. They bounce back, one by one. She�s already blocked me on her phone. Without so much as looking at Jenni, I vault out of her car, in through the unlocked side door, and down the stairs to the basement. I shove my clothes and toothbrush in my backpack and stride out the door to my bike.
I rev the bike, feeling it rumble beneath me. This. This is what I need. This is what I had forgotten about. I breathe in country air and motorcycle exhaust and kick off, speeding down the back roads of Nowheresville, pushing one ten on flat stretches. I stop only for gas. The adrenaline takes all my concentration and I get lost out in the country, phone dead. To tell the truth, I don�t care. I�d rather be lost than stuck.
By the time I get home, the sun has long since set and the sky is dark. Mom is on my tail the minute I�m in the door.
�Where the hell have you been? Why is your phone off? I have been scared to death that something happened to you.� Her hands are almost violent.
�Out,� I sign. �I�m hungry.� My face betrays me. As always.
Mom�s face relaxes and she takes a step back. She reaches out to me. �Oh, Carter, what happened?� she asks.
Ducking her hug, I head into the kitchen and rummage through the refrigerator, grabbing a banana and a glass of orange juice. After pouring the juice, I turn around to find Mom looking at me, waiting. Her arms are crossed but her eyes are pleading. �What happened?� she signs again.
�It�s done,� I sign. I rummage in the cupboards for more food. I don�t want to tell her that Robin wants me to hear. That she thinks I�m implanted. That she called me a liar. �There was� a miscommunication.� I smile humorlessly. A miscommunication. I�m surprised it hasn�t happened before. We don�t even speak the same language.
My mom gives me a look. �A miscommunication?�
I pause, then nod. She must know it�s not the whole story.
�Well, you still broke the rules,� she signs after a few minutes of silence. �No bike for ten days.�
Ten days. The next time I�ll be able to ride is the day we go home. �Fine,� I sign. �I don�t want to go anywhere.�
�Then maybe I should take away the computer, too.�
�Do whatever you want,� I sign. I trudge up to my room and flip on the TV. Each picture blurs into the next as tears prick at my eyes. I wipe them one at a time and keep watching.

Two Weeks of Summer Left


Chapter 33

Robin
�So it�s a date?� Trent�s eyes gleam at me from under his newsboy cap.
There�s a moment�s hesitation before I answer. �Yeah.� Then my confidence grows. �Yeah. Sure. It�s a date.� I hold out my hand and he takes it, his calluses rough. We shake once and he drops it.
�Good doing business with you, Ms. Peters,� he jokes. �Now I think your table needs coffee.�
He�s right. I grab a coffeepot and head over.
Trent doesn�t know everything that went down on Sunday, but he knows enough to have kept his distance this past week. He�s got a gig tonight at Eason Hall�some square dance�and someone backed out on him, so he came in early to beg me to fill in. I haven�t even picked up Bender since Sunday. Six days without practice. I think it�s a record. I guess that ends tonight. It has to. Twenty bucks closer to the Dread Pirate Martin, right? Although after our near-holy experience last week, I�m considering keeping old Bender around a little longer.
I return to the counter, where Trent waits to punch in, drumming on the countertop.
�If you want to clock in early, you can help clean the egg grill!� Fannie hollers from the back.
�Oh no, Beautiful. That�s all you,� Trent replies. �There�s no way that job is worth the extra $2.25 I�d get from clocking in twenty minutes early.�
I roll my eyes and look for something to kill time. All my side work is done�silverware rolled, sugars filled, prep area cleaned, salads made� Now I just have to wait until my table leaves and I can get my tips and go.
Trent pats the stool next to him. �Come on, Robin egg. Take a load off.�
It�s a bad idea. My feet will only hurt worse. But I can�t help it.
�Okay� ,� I say. I pour myself a Mountain Dew and scurry to the customer�s side of the counter, hopping up on the stool next to Trent.
�How ya holdin� up?� The question is quiet. It�s accompanied by a sidelong glance.
I shrug. �I guess I knew it would have to end sometime, you know? With him living in the city and all.� It�s a lie. I thought we would find some way to stay together despite the distance. I toy with the string bracelet Jenni made me after the breakup. It�s a lot better than her first attempt.
�A fish and a bird, Robin,� says Trent. �That�s all it is. It�s the fish and the bird.�
I bristle a little. I know what he�s referencing, of course. It�s that old saying: �A fish may love a bird, but where would they live?�
�You�re just two different creatures,� he continues. �There�s nothing wrong with admitting that.�
I shake my head, too worn out to argue.
Some peppy oldies breakup song plays over the radio and I hum the harmony. Why do they sound so happy? Were breakups happier in black-and-white? Trent�s clear tenor joins me under his breath. I can hardly tell where my voice ends and his begins.
My table leaves during the song, so after hefting myself off the stool onto swollen, achy feet, I clear the dishes and count up my tips. Sixty bucks. That�s Friday money, all right. By the time I head back to the counter, Trent�s at the computer, punching in.
�Tonight at eight?� I call as I trade out my apron for my purse.
�Eight!� He waves, poking his head in the pass-through window. �I may be a little late!�
�What else is new?�
When I get home, I have enough time to shower, eat some dinner, and go over the songs that Trent�s picked out. They�re simple enough. A few boom-chunk chords. Bender feels foreign in my hands, and I wonder if our Sunday synergy is lost forever. By the time I�ve brushed up, it�s nearly time to go. I throw on a cotton sundress and a pair of hiking boots, leaving my hair braided loosely over one shoulder. Then I grab my keys and go.
When I get to Eason Hall, John�s already unloading Trent�s stand-up bass from his minivan. I hold the gate open as he grunts and struggles to lift it out without damaging it.
He rests it on the pavement, face red. �Why can�t he just bring an electric bass and an amp, like everybody else?�
I smile. �You know Trent. Purist in the extreme.�
�Then why can�t he lug it his own damn self?�
I laugh. �Because he got you to do it for him!� With the bass safely out of the way, I reach up and slam the gate of the minivan.
John glances at my guitar case. �You bring your pennywhistle?�
I nod. I keep it and my harmonica with Bender.
�Good,� John grunts as he hefts the bass up the marble stairs. �We might need you on lead.�
�Oh. For some reason I thought I was playing guitar.�
He shakes his head. �You might just be playing backup with me, or you might be playing lead. We�ll know in about a half hour when the whole thing starts.�
After setting the bass in one corner of the big dance hall/gym/roller-skating rink, John goes to his van and returns with his own guitar, a little Irish drum, and pair of spoons.
�And Stumpy�s coming,� he says. �Someday. He can play percussion, I can play guitar.�
�Sure,� I say. I pull out my pennywhistle and go through a couple of scales, checking through the music to make sure it�s in the keys of G or D. Pennywhistle is a simple but not very versatile instrument.
A bunch of the square dancers have already arrived, milling around as John and I assure the anxious caller that Trent will be here any minute.
Trent comes breezing in the door at exactly 8:28, two minutes before the dance is set to start. He�s buttoning his vest and unbuttoning the top buttons of his shirt as he strides across the floor.
�No Ana?� he asks, fixing his newsboy cap.
�Nope,� says John.
Ah. That was the lead player who probably wouldn�t show. Violin, not fiddle.
�Hey Robin, did you bring your� ?�
�Yup. And the harmonica.� I attempt to hide my sigh of relief. Playing guitar right now would be soulless. Out of obligation. Like going to prom with the guy you just dumped.
He winks at me, clapping me on the shoulder. �That�s my girl. What about Stumpy?�
The minute he says it, Stumpy jogs in. �Sorry I�m late!�
�No problem.� Trent flashes him a grin. �You�re not late�you�ve got two minutes. Let�s tune.�
John looks at me and rolls his eyes. I nod.
Everybody tunes to the pennywhistle, since it can�t really be tuned.
�Don�t forget it�ll go a little sharp as it warms up,� I say.
Stumpy rolls his eyes. �Nobody can hear that but you.�
�Well, all your string instruments will be going flat! And you bet your butt people are going to hear that!�
Stumpy�s such a hack. He could be good, he just hates hard work.
�All right, calm down. Let�s do this thing. Harvest Home, everybody.�
Trent counts us in and we start in on the hornpipe, the flute at my lips. The familiar but shabby instrument begs me to relive the moment of the craft fair, when I got to play Francis Flute, a god among instruments, and had to give it back. The caller lets us go for a verse as people choose their partners. Then he starts calling the dances. By about the third time through I�m wishing Harvest Home had a vocal part because I�m getting a little light-headed. I look over at Trent and raise my eyebrows in a question. He nods, signaling that I should cut out after the next verse. I do and the rest of the band continues to play a verse without me.
I get my breath back and join in the last verse. The song and dance end and the caller looks over, pleased. Trent winks at him, then glances at me like, �See? Nothing to worry about. We weren�t late and everybody�s happy.�
The fast songs keep on rolling. I sing for a couple of them and Trent joins in from his stand-up bass. I look over at him, flushed, and he winks at me. The sting of Sunday eases. My soul slowly opens up, allowing the give-and-take that defines good music. It�s like waiting tables, a well-coordinated service. If there�s good chemistry between the cook and the waitress, it�s a fun partnership. Trent and I were unstoppable when we worked the same shift at GCD. After so many years of playing together, we became a well-oiled machine. I left each shift with a smile on my face and money in my pockets. My fingers fly on the little flute as the music covers me, enfolding me like a blanket.
The first hour flies, and around 9:30 everybody takes a break. I go out into the hall to get a drink from the fountain and when I look up, Trent is leaning up against the wall, offering me a bottle of water.
�Good job, Robin egg,� he says. �Haven�t lost it.�
�Thanks.� I take the bottle and twist the cap off, taking a swig. Trent�s cheeks are splotched pink and his curls are barely contained by his hat. Since starting the set he�s rolled up his sleeves. His vest has been unbuttoned, revealing suspenders. It is nearly impossible to resist a boy in suspenders.
As though reading my mind, he leans in. �Hey, why don�t you come over after the gig?� he asks, breathless, like he�s scared to say it out loud. His eyes dart to my lips almost imperceptibly.
I don�t need this. But I�m on a performance high of sweat and adrenaline and he smells like rosin and wool.
�I�ll see,� I say. A little jolt jumps in my heart. A staccato note. A surprise.
He smiles. �Good.� His voice is still quiet and I want to brush the curls off his forehead. I turn on my heel and take another swig from the water bottle through my smile.
The second half of the program is slower songs�couple dances and ballads. We sing a few more times, I pull out the harmonica for a song or two, and John fingerpicks the best he can. I almost offer to switch with him. I think he can manage harmonica, if not my pennywhistle, but the memory of Sunday casts a shadow and I don�t mention it.
After the dance is over, we pack up while the caller hands Trent one hundred bucks. Trent gives each of us twenty and keeps forty for himself, since he�s the one who got the gig in the first place.
The dancers say their thanks and we smile and shake their hands.
I�m walking out the door with my guitar, smelling the sweet summer air, when my free hand is caught up in somebody else�s. I look up and Trent has grabbed it, lacing his fingers between mine.
I smile. Yes. I will go home with him tonight.
�What�s this?� I tease, holding up our clasped hands.
�What?� He looks mock confused, and I shake our hands, giggling a little. �Oh! This!� He lifts my hand and kisses the back of it, his five o�clock shadow like sandpaper.
Little licks of electricity run up my spine.
�I don�t know if you remember this,� Trent says confidentially, �but most guys don�t need their hands to talk. They can use them for other things.�
And that�s his mistake.
Because the minute he says it, I think of Carter�s hands. Hands like a surgeon or a classical pianist. I think of that first date in the park when Carter pulled me up to my knees. I think of his profile as he turned to kiss the back of my hand. And I think of the kiss, so unlike the one I just got.
That�s how I know that this moment is counterfeit. It�s all doped up on a chattery performance high and two hours of other people�s love stories and dancing. The chemistry of music is like the chemistry of love, but they are not the same thing: two people can go hand in hand but that doesn�t make them the same person.
I look up at Trent and he closes his eyes, sighing. When he opens his eyes, the spark has dulled.
�I shouldn�t have said that, should I?� he says quietly.
I smile and blink at a few surprise tears. �No,� I say, shaking my head. I give the back of his hand a peck and let it go.
He nods twice. �Got it,� he says, shoving his hands in his pockets. He takes a couple of steps down the marble stairs before turning around to face me again. �Good luck, Robin.� He shakes his head and smiles ruefully. �You�re gonna need it.�
I nod. A tear trickles down my face. I will need it.

One Week of Summer Left


Chapter 34

Carter
This is the first time in my life that I�ve wished for noise. I want something to block the thoughts that bombard my head. Everything still reminds me of her, even after a week. I see a couple holding hands and I want to throw rocks at them. I see the bicycles whizzing by and I remember the long shadow speeding along the sidewalk and me yanking Robin toward me and her falling into my kiss.
All the musical instruments I see seem to be painted in neon colors, they stand out so vividly. French horns and flutes are captured in paintings. A man plays the violin in the park, his case set out in front of him. People whistle. I see it all.
Since being grounded from my bike, I�ve been doing a lot of walking around Chautauqua. I walk down to the lake and feed the ducks or watch the boats. I walk around the grounds and rediscover things I haven�t seen in ages�hidden parks, the to-scale outdoor map of the Holy Land, the new building projects trying so desperately to look old. There are a bunch of one-room buildings in the woods behind Elizabeth S. Lenna Hall, where musicians practice. Sometimes I walk around those funny little buildings. It looks like a tiny village or summer camp. I�ve never noticed it before, but the air feels charged with something.
It�s on one of these walks that I see an old man. He�s walking among the little buildings, and when he sees me, he smiles and says something through his impossibly long beard. He�s like someone out of a storybook�a spry but bent man who walks a little hunched over, although he doesn�t need a cane. Yet.
I shake my head and point to my ear. �I�m deaf,� I mouth. He nods and thinks for a minute before reaching into the front pocket of his overalls, pulling out a card that says, �Lenny Starr, Chautauqua groundskeeper and professional dreamer.� I nod and hand the card back to him but he waves for me to keep it. I see him thinking again. He looks like one of those old Felix the Cat clocks whose eyes move back and forth. A grin lights his beard, revealing teeth that are too perfect, and he beckons for me to follow him.
I eye him up and down. I could take him if I had to. What have I got to lose?
I follow him through the musician�s village and down one of the main streets of Chautauqua. He takes me to the amphitheater. It is a gigantic cement-and-wood structure that seats thousands on wooden stadium seating. But Lenny�s not taking me to the audience. He leads me down the steps, down the steep inclines, all the way to the stage, where I�ve never been before. I look up at the thousands of seats and imagine performing in this space. It�s frightening. Robin said she�s performed here with All-County choir every year since middle school, but she�s never had a solo. She should have. After what I saw last week� they should�ve given her a solo.
Lenny is waiting by a little door right next to the stage. He beckons for me to follow him and I do. We go through a little hallway and into another, smaller, door. I feel almost like I�m in Willy Wonka�s chocolate factory, except Willy Wonka is a slightly frightening man with a ponytail who smells like clove cigarettes, and there�s no candy.
Maybe I feel more like Alice in Wonderland.
I duck after him, into a room lined with pipes. Not the kind for smoking but the kind that you might pour water into. Big pipes and little ones. They cover the walls in descending or ascending lines, like bar graphs illustrating direct relationships. There are little slits and holes in the pipes. It takes me a second, but I realize where we are:
We�re inside the organ.
There�s a huge pipe organ installed in the Chautauqua amphitheater. It�s one of the biggest outdoor pipe organs in the world. Every Sunday it plays for an interfaith service and organists come from all over the world to give it a try. And I�m inside of it.
I look at Lenny and he waggles his eyebrows at me. He points at himself, then he spreads his arms wide and indicates the pipes�all of them. He points to himself again.
�You take care of this?� I mouth and sign.
He nods and smiles through his beard and hugs his chest. He loves it. He beckons for me to follow him farther, and he goes through another door. There�s a yellow sign on it that says, �Touch nothing!� in bold black print. He points at the sign seriously before going in the door and motioning for me to follow.
It�s pitch-black. The minute he flips on a switch, though, I see that I am surrounded by huge pipes. Giant wooden pipes and metal pipes line the walls and are in a clump in the middle of the room, all safely partitioned by railings. They are polished to a high shine and are the size of sequoias in this little room. There are two stools on the floor. Lenny sits on one. He looks at his watch, then points to it, nodding and holding up a finger, telling me to wait.
We sit together in the little room. The minutes tick by. I�m trying to figure out the best way to leave when Lenny looks up at me. He points to his watch again, then takes a pair of dirty earplugs out of his overalls pocket. He offers me a second pair with a silly look on his face, then stuffs them back in his pocket, almost doubled over laughing at his own joke. I indulge in a smile. Why in the world did he bring me down here?
All of a sudden, a deep vibration shakes the ground, the stool, the sac around my heart, the space between my cells. I leap to my feet, eyes wide, heart pounding out of my chest. My feet feel unsteady on the ground and Lenny is looking at me, grinning. Someone is playing the organ. A vast, low note.
All of a sudden, I feel the note shift! The vibration is� lighter somehow. It doesn�t move me at my core, but it tingles in my extremities. It�s a higher note than the one that was just being played! I can feel it! I�ve felt thumping bass before. I�ve felt dull, indistinct changes at loud concerts where everybody�s screaming and it feels like the air is charged with electricity.
But this. This is all around me. It�s like I�m swimming in it. Or it�s a sauna and it�s thick around me. And all of a sudden, I feel it. There are more notes. There are hundreds and thousands of notes, and they�re all being played in different times and rhythms but they all fit together and it�s like nothing I�ve ever felt before.
My chest grows tight and images flash through my mind�Trina as a baby when my parents brought her home, the old couple that lives up the street who�s been married for sixty years, the sunset from my window seat on the plane overlooking the Atlantic.
Seeing Robin for the first time.
The music might have something to do with it, but it�s just the first domino in a chain reaction. It�s proof of the inkling that there are things out there bigger than me�love and beauty and life�the things that compose a soul sense. And I don�t have to hear music in order to feel love, but one enhances the other.
So maybe music doesn�t awaken a soul sense. Maybe it just reminds us of the times when we�ve felt it before.
I look at Lenny with wet eyes. �Thank you,� I sign.
He inclines his head and leans against a pillar, a satisfied smile under his beard. I sit on the stool that was assigned to me and I listen. My whole body listens.
It�s an hour before the organist is done playing. The vibrations resonate in my chest one last time and I feel them echo in the outer parts of my body until the air stops flowing through the pipes. I open my eyes, which had been closed. I start to thank Lenny one more time, but he�s asleep, snoring against the railing. I carefully exit the room and run back to my house.
I can�t just let her go. I can�t just let her go. I need to give it another chance. I dig through the pile of stuff on my once-tidy dresser, looking for a card�
I find it and visit the website. �Asaph the Flutecrafter,� scrolls across the screen. I click on �Contact Us� and see that the store is located in Finleyville�about a half hour away.
I pound down the stairs and into the living room, where Mom looks up from her book with a question in her eyes.
�Where are you off to in such a rush?� she asks.
�I have to buy something!� I sign.
�What thing? Are you okay?�
�An instrument! For Robin!�
Her face turns guarded. �I don�t know if that�s a good idea, Carter. She hurt you pretty bad.�
�I know! But it doesn�t have to end like that.�
What I don�t say is that maybe I touched her soul the first time she saw me. Like she touched mine. Maybe the music will stir her like it stirred me.
Mom looks away and sighs, shaking her head slightly. I wave my hand to get her attention.
�Please, Mom! Please. Can I take the bike out?�
At that, she sets her jaw. �No, Carter. We�ve talked about this. You�re grounded from the bike.�
�But it�s important!� I sign. �So important!�
�I�m sorry, Carter. No bike.�
My mind races. �Then can I take the car? Or can you give me a ride? It�s not far!�
I see her thinking about it.
�Please,� I sign. �Please, Mom.�
She looks at me, face grim, and I see her answer before she gives it. �No,� she signs. �I can�t. I don�t think it�s a good decision and I won�t help you make what I think is a bad decision.�
�Please!� I sign. �You always say that you want us to make mistakes and learn from them! Let me make this mistake!�
She shakes her head again. �You made your mistake. You kept the bike out past dark without telling me. That was your mistake. I hope you learn from it.�
My mother is immovable. I clench my jaw.
�Fine,� I sign. I stiffen, turning toward the stairs, keeping everything under wraps until I shut my door. Then I throw myself on my bed and punch the pillow. Barry�s car is in the shop. It�s no use asking Dad. My parents are fanatics about being �on the same team.� It�s hopeless.
Unless�
I drag myself back to the computer, where �Asaph, the Flutecrafter��s page is still on the screen. I scroll through the inventory. Robin�s flute is called a �pennywhistle,� I discover. I scroll through until I find the little brass whistle that had Robin so entranced. I choose an engraving: �Songbird,� in script. I choose a bag: navy blue velvet. I choose a case: teak box with brass fittings. The whole thing takes about an hour and sets me back a good bit; about half the money from Barry�s ASL lessons. I know better than to ask my parents for the cash. But it�s worth every penny. I�ll have it sent to her house. I just wish I could see her face when she opens it. I find the FAQ section and read through it. Yes, everything on the website is in stock. Engraving only takes one day. It should ship the next day. After choosing two-day shipping, I know she should get it by the end of the week, when I leave for home.
I�m just about to hit Send when I change my mind; I mail it to myself.

Chapter 35

Robin
�Robin? You up there?�
I�m lying on my bed with my feet up against the wall, playing blues riffs. �No!� I yell. �Someone else is in my room playing B. B. King!� Blues is not always my thing, but it�s great for technique and super fun to jam to.
Jenni pokes her head around the door frame. �Ha-ha. Glad I caught you. Just stopped by to drop something off. Can�t stay too long.�
I make a face and sing, still upside down. �Ba-bananaNA. I have a buddy� Ba-bananaNA. And she�s so cool� Ba-bananaNA. We are both seniors� and we�re almost back to school! I got the bluuuuuues��
Jenni joins in. �I got the �my-rich-guy-summer-fling-is-going-back-to-Albany-�cause-it�s-almost-time-for-school� blues.�
I stop playing the guitar.
�Aw, I�m sorry.�
Jenni shrugs. �It�s okay. We both knew it was just a summer thing.� She plops down on my bed, causing the guitar neck to bounce and my hands to fumble. �Anyway, I made my first online sale. Somebody bought two keychains and asked for a vest!�
�Really?� I look up.
�Yeah! Pretty cool. They�re paying, like, a ton for the vest.�
�Nice,� I say. �Congrats.�
�Here: catch.� She throws a pile of soft cloth in my face. Once I get past the initial sweet smell of homemade waffle cones, I smell spiced oranges and motorcycle exhaust and Asian food: Carter�s house.
After a flood of memories, my right hand takes the pile of sweet-smelling cloth off my face. It�s my All-County select choir sweatshirt.
�What�s this?� I ask.
�It�s your All-County sweatshirt,� says Jenni.
�Thanks. I mean, where did you get it? I�ve been looking for it for a while.�
�It�s been in my car for forever. Trina gave it to me to give to you a couple of days after you guys broke up. Sorry.�
�I�m glad it�s not lost.�
�Yeah.� She pauses a minute. �So how are you doing?�
I shrug. �Fine, I guess.� My fingers start to noodle around in the key of A. �Better than last week, you know? Kind of wish I�d known it would just be a summer thing.� I bend a C-sharp until it�s a D. �Did you know? That it would only be a summer thing for me and Carter?�
Jenni shrugs. �I didn�t know. I guessed, maybe. Just because of logistics and whatever. But it really seemed like the real thing to me.�
I sigh. �Yeah. Yeah, it really did.� My hands stretch, fiddling with the baby E string, going into a range only classical musicians or rock gods can perfect. Jenni makes a face. �I think I could forgive him,� I say for the millionth time, �if he hadn�t lied to me for the whole summer.�
Jenni nods.
�Like, if he�d told me that he has an implant but just doesn�t want to wear it� I think I could have handled that. But he never told me! He just let me think that he could hear absolutely nothing! That it wasn�t even a choice for him to hear my music!�
Jenni looks away, studying my Decemberists poster too intently. Something�s up.
�What?�
�Nothing,� she says.
�What?� I ask again. �Come on, Jenni. Tell me. I can take it.�
She begins to play with the split ends in her hair. �I just� I don�t know if that�s true. Can you imagine somebody that you like��
�Love��
�Love� telling you that he could listen to your music, he could hear it, he just doesn�t want to? How crappy would that feel?�
I let that question bounce around in my head and my fingers slow to a stop. �Pretty crappy,� I say finally.
�So� you still think you would have stayed with him if he�d told you?�
�Well, there would have been a chance anyway.�
�You mean there would have been a chance that you could have bugged him enough to put it in and listen to you play so you could blow his mind and fulfill a void he never knew he had!� She swings her arms around in what is supposed to be an imitation of me, then calms down and looks me straight in the eye. �I know you, Robin. You wouldn�t have let it rest.�
I shrug. �Maybe� I mean, people change.�
�And that�s probably why he didn�t tell you. Because he wanted you to like him the way he was. Without him having to change.�
I sigh and roll off of my bed, leaving my guitar lying on it. �Well, he still shouldn�t have lied.�
�And I agree with you there. He shouldn�t have lied about something so big. But I can see why he did.� She picks up a magazine from off my floor and I get the sense that the conversation is over. We can only rehash this breakup so many times.
I walk over to my computer and she sits next to the guitar on my bed, her back against the wall, engrossed in whatever article she�s reading.
�Maybe I�ll unblock him.�
�It�s up to you.�
�We�ll see.� I wiggle the computer mouse and the screen wakes up�YouTube. The videos that are recommended for me are lining the side of my screen. Among all of my favorite music videos I see, �Cochlear Implants: A Simulation.�
I�ve seen that video recommended for me before�must be from all of the CI activation videos I watched before. I don�t know why I haven�t watched it. I guess I just thought that it couldn�t be that different from hearing the way I hear. After all, Trina�s chirpy little voice sounds just like every other nine-year-old I know. How could she be hearing different things from all the rest of us?
I click Play. It�s not really a video; there are no people in it. There aren�t even any pictures. It�s just a sound bar with words. �Sentence, voiced,� it reads, �1 channel.�
One channel? What does that mean? Evidently not much, because what comes out of my speakers sounds like sandpaper or static.
�What�s that?� Jenni looks up from the magazine.
�Some video about cochlear implants,� I say. �This is supposedly what it sounds like to hear with one.�
�It doesn�t sound like much,� she says.
�I think it gets better,� I reply as �4 Channels,� scrolls across the screen. But the sounds coming from my speakers still don�t sound human, let alone like speech. �8 Channels,� and I can kind of understand a few words. �12 Channels� sounds like words, but I don�t know what they are. Finally, �20 channels� comes up. �A cat always lands on its feet,� says a robotic voice that sounds something like a multivoiced chorus of Borg aliens from Star Trek: The Next Generation.
�That�s it?� Jenni says. �It doesn�t really sound human.�
�Yeah� ,� I say.
Then the sentence plays again, just a plain recording of the person. Like every other recording I hear. And what I thought was a Borg chorus is a child�s voice.
What?
I shoot a look to Jenni. �Whoa� ,� I say.
I click on Replay Video and listen again. This time I catch the words earlier, at the twelve channels mark, because I know what the kid is saying. But it still doesn�t sound like a kid. This time when the kid is done talking, I realize that the video hasn�t finished yet.
�Jenni! They�re going to play music!�
She puts down the magazine and watches the screen from across the room. �What�s it say?� she asks, as text appears on the screen.
�Just that this kind of music is the easiest for CI users to understand. It�s a solo instrument that�s not too high or too low, with a strong beat.�
But the first track, played on four channels, sounds nothing like that. I laugh. It�s not a single-note instrument at all! This song is a rocking industrial piece that sounds like something out of Stomp. Poles bang against sheet metal and electronic static distorts the percussion.
I turn around and laugh to Jenni. �This is awesome! Too bad the description�s wrong.�
She smiles and nods but avoids my eyes.
Eight channel sounds a lot like four channels. The beats are cleaned up a little, but it�s still the same rhythmic industrial piece. The song continues on into twelve channels. If anything, it sounds worse. The beats have developed some deep, strange, sonar-like echo. It sounds like somebody�s breathing into a microphone with the pickup turned way too high.
I shoot a confused look at Jenni. �It�ll get better,� I say. �It�s not at twenty channels yet.�
�How many channels does Carter have?� she asked.
�I don�t know. Probably as many as they make. He can afford it, after all.�
I let the music play on to twenty channels. The strong, steady beat gets higher, sounding kind of like a tambourine or a hi-hat. The deep, sonar-like sounds change pitch slightly, but there�s still no discernable melody.
�See, that was a little better,� I say to Jenni. �Now it�s supposed to play the normal music recording. It�ll probably be so close. Like the voice was. Just maybe sound more� unplugged.�
She nods at me, eyebrows creased, but her worry is unwarranted. I mean, it�s an electronic industrial piece. How different can it be?
And then a tambourine starts playing, clear as day. My brain barely has time to register its surprise when another instrument starts: a guitar.
This song is folk music. Scandinavian folk music. I would know it anywhere. It�s a country dance played by a guitar and a tambourine.
It can�t be possible. This song sounds nothing like the cochlear implant translations of it. Tears prick my eyes.
�Robin� ?� Jenni asks. �Are you okay?�
I nod and I replay the whole thing. Yes, the speech makes more sense as more channels are added. But the music? The music through the cochlear implant is nothing like the music that I hear. Nothing. There is almost no comparison.
All I�d ever seen about CIs were the miraculous activations�the people who started crying at hearing their own voice or their mom�s voice or their spouse�s voice. The little kids who smiled and clapped their hands. I play the video again. I try desperately to hear any inkling of the guitar. I close my eyes. I play it again. I try again.
By the end of the third time through, Jenni is crouching by my side.
�You sure you�re okay?� she asks.
�Yeah,� I say, wiping a couple tears from my cheeks. �Yeah, I�m okay. I just� I didn�t think it would be like this.� I turn to her. �Did you know it would be like this?�
She shrugs and shakes her head and looks away. �Not really. Not that bad. But I didn�t think it would be perfect either.�
I start clicking around. I search everything. I watch countless videos and read all the comments: hateful, supportive, experienced, ignorant� I learn about a deaf family who is deciding whether or not to get an implant for their daughter. I see tears of frustration and read stories of heartbreak. I see interviews and read about debates and notice that sometimes the word �deaf� is capitalized and I don�t really know why.
Somewhere in the middle of all this, Jenni left. I don�t even remember saying good-bye.
After probably two hours of video after video, I see an interview with a doctor on a big-time news station. She�s a fancy doctor with a fancy name, and she studies hearing and music. She says that music changes your brain. Like, it physically changes the brain�s structure. And she touts the amazing advances of the cochlear implant. And I feel the hope begin to rise within me. Yes, music changes you. Yes, cochlear implants are amazing. Yes, this could happen. With enough practice and listening maybe Carter will come to love it the same way I do.
But then the doctor says it: �If a person is listening with a cochlear implant, they cannot glean any beauty out of music.�
No, that can�t be right. I play it again. �If a person is listening with a cochlear implant, they cannot glean any beauty out of music.� I pause the video. What?
In the next few sentences, the fancy doctor tries to take it back. She says that a person can enjoy music but they�re not even close to �hearing the whole story.� She says that since there is no clear meaning to derive, the brain doesn�t know what to do with it. Speech has a clear meaning and music doesn�t, so the brain can translate speech signals more and more clearly with time, but it can�t translate music signals. It just can�t.
I watch the video seventeen times.
Carter will never, can never, hear music the same way I do.
Never.

Last Day of Summer


Chapter 36

Carter
I swing my leg down over the bike and my boot strikes the pavement. Hard. I reach up to take off my helmet, curls stuck to my head with sweat. I cradle the helmet under my arm and begin to take off my gloves, glancing up at the Grape Country Dairy sign one last time. Between my nerves and the heat, sweat has practically melded my gloves to my fingers, causing me to wiggle them, one at a time. It�s excruciating because I need every second I can get to talk to Robin�we�re leaving for NYC. I�ve only got fifteen minutes here.
My right glove is finally off, allowing my hand to breathe. I run my fingers through my hair and a breeze ruffles it; cooling me, calming me. I feel the rough edge of my scar and set my jaw. Time to do what I came to do. Time to give it one more chance. After unsticking my left glove, I unlock the bike�s lockbox and remove the handmade teak peace offering from its nest of blankets. Safe. No scratches. Tucking it under my arm, I walk toward the door. The sun is glaring off the huge windows�I can�t tell if Robin can even see me, but her car is one of the four in the parking lot, so I know she�s here. The flowers in the little flower garden are all sprawled out�like they�re reaching for the sun instead of letting it come to them.
I push the glass door open and stand by the please seat yourself sign, smelling pancakes and malted waffles and bacon. She emerges from the kitchen and a smile lights my eyes, if not the rest of my face. She looks the same as the day I met her�same white button-down, same black pedal pushers, same ponytail�but I see her so differently. There are dark circles under her eyes�she hasn�t been sleeping. There are more freckles sprinkled across her pale cheeks�she�s been outside. There�s a wiser tilt to her head, a more sympathetic look in her eye. Not pity; understanding.
�Hi,� she signs, looking like she wants to smile but can�t yet.
�Hi,� I sign.
She gestures to the tables. The corners of her mouth turn up slightly and she pushes a curl back behind her ear and into her ponytail.
That used to be my job.
I swallow and shake my head, pointing instead to the counter. She walks to the server side and I sit on a stool, settling my helmet on the seat next to me and the teak box on the countertop.
�Coffee?� Robin signs.
I shake my head. �Water?� I sign.
She nods. She turns around to get it and I glance back in the kitchen. Violet and Fannie are throwing us glances and whispering by the milkshake machine. I feel a half smile on my face and wave at them. They bustle back into the grill area and look over their shoulders at me. I�m shaking my head, a smile on my face, when Robin brings me a glass of ice water. I take a sip.
�How are you?� I sign.
�Good.�
�Good.� There�s a pause. I take another sip. She looks out into the parking lot and a minivan pulls up. She nods at Violet who nods back.
�How�s Trina? Your parents?� she signs.
�Good! Trina�s sad to leave.�
She nods. �You?� she asks.
I shrug. �Yeah�� I look into her blue eyes. �I�ll miss you,� I sign.
She smiles at me, her eyes sad. �It was a good summer,� she signs.
�Yeah.� The family of four from the minivan comes into the restaurant. Violet struts over with menus and two more cars pull up. No. No. God, no. Not now. Of all times. Robin throws her a look and Violet nods twice. She�ll take those groups, too. She was born for days like this, right?
I need to do this now before any more people show up.
She glances at me and before she can look away I sign, �I�m sorry. For the way our relationship ended.�
She signs, �Sorry� write?� and I sigh and pull out my trusty little notebook�the one that�s been in my pocket since that very first day.
�I�m sorry for how we ended,� I write.
She looks up. �Me, too,� she signs.
I push the teak box over to her. �For you,� I sign.
She shakes her head. �Carter, no�� seeing my name on her hands again makes my eyes smart.
�Please,� I sign. I nod at her, encouraging her to open it. I take up the pen again. �I want you to have it. I�m not trying to buy my way back into your good graces.� I hesitate, then look at her face. It�s all corners and edges. Her arms are crossed. I glance up, the two cars from before are seated�a couple and another table of four. That�s three tables, ten people, at once. Tough for even a veteran like Violet. Then the unthinkable�two more cars pull in.
Robin�s halfway to the stack of menus before she notices me waving to get her attention. �I want you to be in love again,� I write. �Even if it�s not with me.� I drop the pen. �Please,� I sign again.
Her edges soften, arms uncrossing, shoulders relaxing. She gives me a half smile and turns to open the box. Her calloused hands caress the top, and right before cracking open the lid, she turns to me. �What is it?� she signs, a mischievous look in her eye.
I laugh, letting the vibrations tickle my throat. Her eyes widen and her mouth quavers like it doesn�t know whether to smile or cry. �Just open it!� I sign. I think I�m more anxious than she is.
I glance at Violet. She�s filling drinks for the new tables, but her first table is tapping their menus and the table that was here when I arrived is drumming their fingers, probably waiting on their check or dessert. Two families are walking in through the door. Robin is so preoccupied with the box, she doesn�t notice.
Reverently, she swings the lid back on its hinges and pulls the velvet away from the flute. Her face glows. �Carter,� her perfect lips say and she picks it up like it�s something hallowed. �It�s beautiful,� she signs, switching the flute to her left hand for just an instant. She caresses it and turns it over, seeing the engraving in flowing script: Songbird. Her lips part and her face relaxes into the look I�ve been waiting for, the look she used to give me. Longing is written all over her face.
I wave my hand so she looks up at me. Her eyes are sparkling. �Beautiful,� she signs again, like she signed at the overlook on our first date.
�Play it,� I sign.
She looks around the restaurant, eyes widening as she realizes just how many people have arrived. She shoots a look at Violet, who is too busy to notice. �Play it!� I sign again.
She gives me a conspiratorial smile, caresses the flute one more, and places it to her lips.

Chapter 37

Robin
Just one song. I have to. I can�t put it down now that I�ve picked it up.
�Anywhere ya want!� Violet yells over the clatter of the diner. Eight people find booths by the windows and sit down.
I inhale, preparing to play because Carter Paulson laughed for me, and now I have to make music of my own.
�Robin!� says a voice.
I turn to her.
�I can�t,� she says over her shoulder as she punches an order into the computer. I scan the diner again. Six tables total. Five all at once. She�s right�she can�t.
�One minute,� I sign to Carter, and place the flute back in its box.
�Okay,� he signs with a tight-lipped smile. He�s not okay.
I close the lid and run for the stack of menus, slapping them on the two tables without them. Like lightning, I get drink orders and hustle back to the kitchen. �One minute!� I sign again to Carter.
He nods, his face still flushed from the heat of the drive, his water glass drained of water, just ice remaining. One leg jiggles. I fill the drink orders and find one table ready to order, so I hurry back to the computer.
�One minute!�
He�s writing something on his notepad, but I don�t have a chance to see because the other table wants to order. Then an order is up, and refills are needed, and somebody wants a milkshake�
When the ancient milkshake machine stops dousing me in milk, I hear another sound�an engine starting.
I turn to the look at the windows. Carter�s bike. He kicks it into gear and purrs out of the parking lot, waving one gloved hand as he rides away. Slopping the milkshake onto my tray, I�m halfway down the sidewalk, waving, but he�s already gone.
The whole restaurant watches as the bell dings on the door, announcing my reentry. I walk over to the counter and grab a napkin off the counter, dabbing at my eyes before cleaning up spilled milkshake and adding whipped cream. Another table enters after my first two get their meals, so the lunch rush keeps me busy for another hour.
Finally, my double-sat families leave and I�m left with just an older couple who already has their food�spaghetti. Who orders spaghetti at a diner? I catch Fannie and Violet scurrying away from the counter, where Carter left the flute, the glass of now-melted ice, and his little notepad. I chuckle. �It�s okay. You can read what he said�you probably did already anyway.�
�It was her idea,� Fannie says, smacking Violet with the back of one pudgy hand.
Violet looks at me with purple-shadowed eyes. �I just wanted to know how I could best comfort you,� she says, and I can�t hold back a snicker.
I glance at the top sheet: �I�m glad you like the pennywhistle. I�m so sorry I have to leave. Look me up if you�re ever in New York. �Carter.�
So that�s that. I sigh, my shoulders slumping, and dump the dirty dishes I�m carrying into a bus bin. Violet lifts the pennywhistle box and prepares to sweep both the glass and the notebook into her own bus bin.
�I�ll take that!� I say, rescuing the little pad of paper and shoving it into my apron pocket. After settling the pennywhistle with my purse in a cubby under the counter, I wander over to the salad station.
I�m just sprinkling shredded carrots on the last one, about to cover them in plastic wrap, when I hear, �Robin?� Violet�s over my shoulder. �I think your table wants something. They�re looking persnickety.�
The elderly couple who ordered spaghetti.
�Oh� yeah� ,� I put the lid on the carrot bin and shove it back in the cooler.
�You okay, honey? You need me to get anything?�
�No, I�m good,� I say. �Don�t want to ruin my tip.�
Violet cocks her head and leans in. �They�re an old couple. Who ordered spaghetti. Sorry, honey, but your tip is probably gonna suck no matter what.�
�My money�s on a buck fifty!� calls Fannie from the back.
�Thank you for your vote of confidence,� I say. �I�m going to go charm their socks off right now.�
I walk over to my table and ask the couple how everything�s going. The man looks up at me with a question in his eyes.
�Huh?� he says.
�I said, �How is everything?�� And before it�s too late, I realize that my hands are moving. I just signed my sentence. Because he couldn�t hear me.
The couple is looking at me, mouths agape.
�I�m not deaf, chickie,� the man spits. �I just didn�t understand your mumbling.�
�I am so sorry,� I sputter. �I just have this friend� um� well, he�s not really a friend. He�s an ex-boyfriend. But that�s not really an accurate picture of our relationship. I mean, he meant a lot to me and, well, what I mean to say is HE was deaf. Is deaf. You know? So I� I�m used to signing. A little. I�m so sorry.�
The man clearly doesn�t get what I�m saying. I almost don�t get what I�m saying.
His wife glares at me. �Everything�s fine, thank you very much.�
�You�re welcome,� I say. �I mean, good! Good. I�m glad everything�s fine.� I pull their check out of my apron pocket, my hand brushing the notebook. �Here�s your check. If you need anything, just give a holler.�
I turn back to face the kitchen and shake my head at Violet, making my hand into a bomb that lands and then explodes. But then I remember the look on the spaghetti-man�s face, and by the time I get back to the counter, I have to hide in the kitchen so my couple doesn�t see me completely crack up.
�I�m sorry! I�m sorry!� I say as I catch my breath. �I just signed to them! And they got so offended! But I don�t really care. I really don�t care.�
�You�ll care when you get your tip,� Fannie says as I lose it again in the kitchen. �Forget my earlier wager. Now it�s fifty cents. Tops.�
She�s right.
I clear the table, collect my fifty cents, and clock out. Sitting at the counter, I reach in my apron to cash out my tips but come up holding the notebook. Right. I flip through it like a flipbook and stop only when I see new handwriting�it�s not me, and it�s not Carter. It�s Barry: �So tell me about Jolene.�
I read their conversation slowly, my heart sinking with each word. What a jerk I was. To jump to conclusions. To sound off like that. To assume he was lying to me when he�s practically incapable of lying. I�m not allowed to be mad that he didn�t tell me his story�I didn�t even give him a chance to try.
Embarrassed, I cradle my head in my hands, a thin sheen of grease covering the counter and my arms. A tear drips down my arm and onto the counter. I can�t let Violet and Fannie see me like this. They�ll ask what�s wrong.
I slide off the stool and grab my purse. I can�t even bear to look at the teak box containing the sweetest gift I never deserved. In my determination to keep from looking at it, my eyes land on the bulletin board. There, stuck between last week�s specials and the number for the pest-control guy, is a list I�d almost forgotten about: �ROBIN�S PERFECT MAN.� I reach out a callused hand and tear it from its pushpin with a satisfying snick. The crying stops. I rip it top to bottom and my frown relaxes as I examine the two halves in my hands. With a smile on my lips, I ball them up and toss them in the trash can, and it�s like I�m throwing the weight from my chest. Nobody�s perfect.
The bell dings, announcing my exit as it slams behind me. I walk down the sidewalk, past the big windows and the spent flowers to my beat-up Subaru. Just past the flowers I open the little notebook and read Carter�s note one more time: �Look me up if you�re ever in New York.� I will. I flip back a few pages to see nonsense half conversations from visits to his house and little notes or translations here and there. I skip reverently past Barry�s conversation and giggle at the words �mint Moose Tracks.� After skipping back another chunk, I see, �So this is a craft fair?� and I smile. I�d held his hand and we ate pie and he asked me to his house for the first time.
The kiss.
I flip back another few pages: �To protect your arms from all the bugs,� I read, and laugh out loud, feeling the weight of his jacket on my shoulders, then skip back a page to see him ask me on a date.
I know what�s next. With eager fingers, I flip to the very first page.
�Hi, Robin,� I read, �I�m Carter.�
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Notes

1

American Sign Language is a visual language. Direct written translations of ASL are confusing and an inaccurate representation of the language. For the reader�s ease, all signed sentences are translated to English.
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