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y older brother, Stephen, just turned twenty-one. We're having a birthday party for 
him tonight, like we do every year. Lots of people will be there. My mother bakes 
two cakes every year now since the time when she thought a vanilla cake with 

strawberry frosting would be a nice change of pace, I think that was Stephen's eighteenth 
birthday. When he realized it wasn't a chocolate cake with vanilla frosting (his favorite), he 
smashed it with his fists. All the guests stood there gaping in shock, not sure how they 
should react. Mom sent my aunt out to the supermarket to buy a new cake, while she 
distracted the guests by gathering everyone into the family room so Stephen could open his 
gifts. 

That was three years ago now. 
My mind is wandering to the new movie theater that just opened downtown. 

Tonight, for "one-night-only," they'll be showing Pulp Fiction, back on the big-screen for the 
first time since its original theatrical release. A bunch of my friends will be there. Afterward, 
they're going to Brian MacFarland's house to hang out, eat pizza, and talk about the movie. 

"What's wrong, honey?" my mother asks. "Why so glum?" 
"Nothing," I say. My mother doesn't want to hear the truth, that I'd rather be at the 

movies tonight with my friends. She doesn't understand the sacrifices I make for my older 
brother. 

"Well, it doesn't seem like nothing," she says. "You haven't said a word since you got 
home from school." 

I imagine telling her that I just don't want to be here tonight, that Stephen won't 
even care if I'm here or not. And I can already hear her retort. Don't be silly, she'd say. Of 
course, he will care. Your brother loves you. 

I'm certain my mother would put emphasis on the word "loves," assuming I'm slow 
and need things spelled out for me. I'm almost convinced she believes I actually don't love 
him in return. 

My own brother. 

M 
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I'm about to tell her the truth when Stephen joins us in the kitchen. When he sees 
me his face lights up. 

"Hello, Brother!" he almost shouts. 
"Not so loud," I say. "I'm not deaf." 
His smile widens. "Stephen's having a birthday tonight. Mom's baking a special 

cake." 
"I know, Stephen. That's cool!" 
Stephen laughs. "Bradley said it's cool that mom is baking a special cake. He means 

'nice.'" 
"She knows what I meant," I say. 
"There are thirty-three synonyms for the word 'nice.' But not 'cool.' Thirty-three 

unique words, none of which is 'cool.'" 
"Fine," I say. "It's nice that Mom is baking you your own cake." 
"You can have some," Stephen says. "Bradley and Stephen can share Stephen's 

cake." 
"That's great," I say. "Thanks." 
And Stephen leaves the kitchen and returns to his bedroom where I'm sure he will 

spend the next hour or two reading. He reads about fourteen books a week. It's actually 
pretty amazing because he can remember every single word on every single page of every 
single book he ever reads. I've heard people whispering, referring to him as an idiot savant, 
but my mother doesn't like that term. Although it is very rare in people his age, his doctors 
believe he has an eidetic memory, commonly but falsely referred to as a photographic 
memory. Basically, his brain works differently from everyone else's, he is able to store and 
recall everything he sees. 

Everything. 
My mother asks me, "Did you invite your friend, Melissa, to the party tonight?" 
Melissa is a girl from my English class. We've been friends since just after our first 

mid-term. I got a D, and Melissa insisted that she start tutoring me. She is convinced that if I 
don't raise my grade in this class I will flunk out of school and not get into college. She 
doesn't realize that college recruiters are only going to care that I'm captain of the varsity 
football team and the starting pitcher for the varsity baseball team. That other stuff isn't even 
going to matter. I think she just wants me to ask her out. 

"She can't make it," I say. "She and a bunch of friends are going to the movies." 
"Oh, that's a shame," my mother says. "She seems like a really nice girl." 
My mother met Melissa briefly at An Evening of Words and Music, a fundraising 

program at our school. All the proceeds went to help fund the various music and art 
programs on our campus. 

I agree with her about Melissa, though, and add, "That's why I really want to go to 
the movies with everyone tonight." 

Judging from the look on her face you would think I had just confessed to killing the 
neighbor's dog and burying him in our backyard. Sometimes I feel like I want to actually try 
that just so I can see the reaction on her face and compare the two looks. 

"Really, Bradley, certainly you can go to the movies some other night." 
"It's a 'one-night-only' showing." 
She just stares at me. 
"What?" I say. 
"You know how disappointed your brother would be." 
"He won't even realize I'm not here." 
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She places the first cake into the oven, carefully closes the door, turns to face me, 
then continues to stare silently. 

"Take a few minutes to consider how your absence will hurt your brother, how 
much he loves having you with him. And if you are still dead-set on missing his party, then 
you need to go up and tell him yourself. I'm not going to do your dirty work for you." 

I look up toward his room, contemplate the situation for a moment. "Why do you 
want me to make a big deal about it?" 

She holds her ground. "Either be here or tell him why you're not going to make it. 
But you're not going to just not be here." 

I try and figure out a way to get around bringing it up with him. Why can't she just 
believe what I'm telling her? If nothing is said, he won't even realize I'm not here. 

I mount the stairs and head up to his room. He's sitting on his bed reading when I 
open the door and stand there and wait for him to notice me. Finally, he looks up over the 
top of his book. He snaps it shut without bothering to mark his place, and hops to his feet. 

"Brother!" he nearly shouts. "Stephen was just reading." 
I step into his room. "Hey, listen," I say. "I have something to tell you." But it's as 

though he hasn't even heard me, when he starts going on again about his cake. 
"Mom is baking a special cake. You can have some. Bradley and Stephen will share 

the special cake." 
"Stop," I say as gently as I can. "You need to listen to me for a minute. Okay?" 
"Okay, Brother." 
I stare at him, waiting for him to lose the smile. He sits on his bed and bounces up 

and down. 
"So ... about your party. I'm not going to be here, okay? I have to go out with some 

friends. It's a one-night-only thing, so I have to go tonight. You understand, right?" 
But he goes on as if he hasn't heard a word I said. 
"You can have the biggest slice of cake. Mom always gives it to Stephen but Stephen 

wants you to have it. Stephen wants Bradley to have the biggest slice of cake." 
"No, Stephen. Listen to me. I'm not gonna be here." 
"Stephen doesn't want the biggest slice of cake. Brother gets the biggest slice this 

year." 
I grab his shoulders and stop him from bouncing up and down on his bed. 
"Stop," I say. "I'm not going to be at your party. I'm going out with my friends 

tonight." 
Now I know he has finally heard what I'm saying because he starts slapping at his 

ears with the palms of his hands. "No, no, no, no, no, no, no," he chants. 
"Stop it," I shout. 
"Stephen doesn't want the biggest slice," he says over and over. 
"Goddamnit!" I shout. "Stop it, Stephen! I'm not going to be at your party. This has 

nothing to do with your stupid cake." 
"Bradley!" Mom shouts from downstairs. "What have I told you about raising your 

voice at your brother?" 
"Stephen, listen," I say, a little softer, trying to remember that he can't control his 

outbursts. 
But he gets up and goes across his room and picks his saxophone up from the stand 

in the corner, faces away from me toward the window, and starts to play. He plays Beautiful 
Dreamer for the first of what I know will be twenty or thirty times non-stop from beginning 
to end. 
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It's no use trying to talk to him now, so I give up and go downstairs. 
 
  

SAXOPHONE MUSIC MAKES ITS WAY DOWN to us while I'm trying to talk with my mother. 
She's busy preparing the second cake to go into the oven. All the effort that goes into one of 
Stephen's parties.... When I stop and actually think about it I catch myself becoming angry and 
resentful. All of my birthday party memories are of parties organized for Stephen. I've had 
one party, five years ago. Stephen threw a fit because none of the gifts were for him. 

It was the first and last birthday party I ever had. 
Finally, my mother says, "Judging from the music I would say your discussion with 

your brother didn't go as well as you thought it would." 
I stare at her in silence for a long time. I want to scream at her, tell her that she 

knows perfectly well how it went. But what I actually do is just shake my head and agree. 
"You realize I'm probably going to lose all the friends I have, right? They're going to 

be having a great time, and each and every one of them is going to be wondering where I am 
... especially Melissa." 

Melissa is the most beautiful and interesting girl I have ever met. She's got the brain 
of a rocket scientist and the body of a Playboy Swimsuit Model. 

"Why don't you invite Melissa to the party?" my mother says. "I'm sure your brother 
won't mind if she comes." 

"You've got to be kidding me, right? There's no way I'm inviting her to come. I want 
her to like me." 

"You really need to listen to the mean things that come out of your mouth, Bradley. 
If you could hear yourself, I am certain you would be ashamed." She pauses just long 
enough to glare at me, attempt to burn some humiliation into me with her eyes. "Stephen's 
the only brother you have, and he loves you more than you seem to realize." 

"I love him, too," I retort. But my mother snaps back before I even have a chance to 
take a breath. 

"Definitely could have fooled me." 
And with that she's done it. My mother has managed to guilt me into staying home 

for Stephen's stupid party. And now she's gone one step further and bullied me into inviting 
Melissa. I close my eyes and pray that she doesn't answer the phone when I call her a few 
minutes later. But luck isn't on my side. 
 
  
I APOLOGIZE TO MELISSA that we'll be missing the movie, but she dismisses my concern as 
though it were no big deal at all. I seem to be the only person who cares that this is a "One 
Night Only" presentation of a classic movie. 

"I've seen it before," Melissa says. "Sure it would have been nice to see it tonight on 
the big screen, but your brother's birthday party is definitely more important. We can still try 
to make it to Brian's house afterward." 

I can understand why she would think that, as she has never been to one of 
Stephen's parties before. I debate whether or not I should tell her about past parties, then 
conclude that she will find out for herself soon enough. When the silence between us 
stretches out too long, she starts to ask questions that I should have expected but for some 
reason didn't. 

"How come you never talk about your brother? I didn't even realize you had a 
brother." 
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I shrug, then realize she can't see the movement over the phone. So I say, "I don't 
know. We're not that close." 

She doesn't say anything right away but I can sense the judgment in the silence that 
has suddenly returned. 

Then: "How can you not be close to your brother? He's your brother?" 
"I don't know," I say. I wish we could change the subject. Why does everyone have 

to do this to me? Make me feel guilty for not wanting to let my life revolve around my 
brother? "We just aren't close." I take a long, slow breath. And, after a considerable silence, I 
try to change the subject. "I haven't seen Pulp Fiction in years. Plus, I never saw it when it was 
in the theater, did you?" 

"It's just a movie," she says. And I can hear in her voice that she's disappointed in 
me. She sighs. "No. I only saw it once on VHS when my father bought a copy at a garage 
sale." 

"VHS? I don't even think we have a VCR anymore. I bought the two-disc collector's 
edition on DVD a few months ago. But it's still nothing compared to seeing it on the big-
screen." 
 
  
LATER, WHEN WE PULL UP IN FRONT OF MY HOUSE, there are already a few cars in the 
driveway and parked at the curb. There is a white van advertising Marco the Magnificent. I 
shake my head, already knowing how this is going to turn out. It's getting harder and harder 
for my mother to find a magician who is willing to come perform at a party for my brother. 
He can't stop himself from giving away all the magician's secrets, telling everyone exactly 
how all the tricks and illusions are done, sometimes even going so far as to demonstrate 
some of them himself. The magicians always leave irritated, after telling my mother never to 
call them again. 

When Melissa and I walk into the house, I see from the look on her face that she is a 
little confused. There are balloons and decorations that would suggest a young child's party, 
yet there are very few kids here. The room is filled with adults: family members, friends of 
my parents, and the couple of friends my brother has managed to hold onto over the years. 

Melissa says, "Wait. How old is your brother? I thought you said he was three years 
older than you." 

I nod. I know the look on my face portrays my embarrassment and disappointment. 
I've been here before. "He turned twenty-one today." 

The confusion on her face is more pronounced now. I don't blame her. This is what 
always happens with people who don't know. 

"Oh," she finally utters. "I, uh, I guess I thought--" 
But she is saved by Stephen, as he runs into the room clapping and smiling and 

shouting at the top of his lungs. "Brother's here! Look, everyone, it's my brother. Hello, 
Brother!" 

He runs right into me and wraps his arms around my waist and hugs me as hard as 
he can. Although he is taller than I am, he leans down so he is burying his head in my chest. 
Even though I don't look up I know that Melissa is staring at us, I can feel her eyes on my 
back. And when Stephen finally lets go and pulls away and I glance toward her, my suspicion 
is confirmed. Her look seems to be saying, What's wrong with you? 

What? I think but don't say. It's him, not me! 
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Just then Stephen notices Melissa. He stares at her for a moment, as though he's 
trying to figure out who she is and what she's doing at his party. Then he smiles and extends 
his hand. "My name is Stephen. What's your name?" 

She takes his hand and returns the smile. "My name is Melissa." 
"Melissa," Stephen says, "is of Greek origin. It means bee. In Greek mythology it 

was the name of a nymph who cared for Zeus." He pauses for a moment. "You're beautiful 
like a maiden." He glances down at the wrapped gift in her other hand, having already left 
the subject he had just introduced, and says, "You have a present. You must be here for 
Stephen's party." 

"Yes," Melissa says. "Is it all right that I came? I'm a friend of Bradley's." 
"Yes," Stephen says. "Are you Stephen's friend, too?" 
"If you'd like me to be," Melissa says. 
Somehow she doesn't seem to be put-off by Stephen and his behavior. Honestly, I'm 

not sure how that makes me feel. I was prepared for her to be freaked out and eager to leave 
the first chance we got. But she seems perfectly comfortable here. 

"That would be very nice," Stephen says. Then he reaches for the gift she is holding 
in her free hand. I notice that Stephen is still holding onto Melissa's other hand. I look up at 
her face, certain I am going to find fear and repulsion there. But I don't. Oddly, she appears 
comfortable and at ease. I reach down and detach his hand from hers as gently as I can. 
Melissa looks at me like I just dropped an F-Bomb or something. 

"Why don't you go put that with your other presents?" I say. 
And after a few more moments of smiling at Melissa, he says to her, "You're going 

to stay, right? There's going to be a magician." 
She nods immediately, and says, "I'll be here until the very end, Stephen." 
He hops up and down a few times, turns on his heels, and runs from the room. 
 
  

SURPRISINGLY, THE PARTY GOES OFF ALMOST WITHOUT A HITCH. My mother does have to 
make a deal with the magician to keep him from packing up and leaving in the middle of his 
show. But once she explains the situation and he understands Stephen's condition a little 
better, he works out a routine where he does a trick or illusion and lets the party guests try to 
figure out how it's done. If no one figures it out, then he lets Stephen explain it to everyone. 
I am pretty impressed that Stephen follows these guidelines. At his previous parties he would 
just blurt out the secrets of every trick while the magician was actually in the middle of 
performing it. 

By eight-thirty, guests start saying their goodbyes and wishing Stephen a happy 
birthday one last time. Stephen suddenly realizes he hasn't opened his gifts yet and starts 
flipping out. 

"It's all right, Stephen," my mother tells him, "you can open your gifts after everyone 
leaves." 

But Stephen shakes his head defiantly, so vigorously, in fact, it looks like he's going 
to hurt himself. "No!" he screeches loudly, getting the attention of the few remaining party 
guests. "Stephen wants to open the gifts now! No one leave! Everyone come back and watch 
Stephen." 

"It's all right," my mother tells him. "Everything is going to be all right. Your brother 
and I will be here to watch you open your gifts." 

"I'll stay, too," Melissa offers. 
But it isn't working. Stephen continues to screech and shake his head. 
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"Stop it!" I tell him, a little forcefully. "You're making a scene." 
The remaining guests gather their coats and try to say bye to Stephen, but he doesn't 

cooperate. Instead, he just brushes past them and races up the stairs. No one knows what to 
say to my mother; I can see that everyone feels uncomfortable. I've seen this before. Many 
times. The looks on their faces suggest that they feel responsible for Stephen's outburst, as 
though they did something wrong, something to purposely upset him. My mother notices 
the looks, too. 

"It's all right, really," she tells everyone. "I'm sorry about that. Stephen's just getting 
tired." 

They all smile and nod and utter some lame acknowledgements, as though they 
understand, when that couldn't be any further from the truth. I know they are just eager to 
get out of our house as fast as they possibly can. But before the last guest leaves, the 
saxophone music starts bleeding down from upstairs. 

"Oh, Jesus! Here we go," I say, as I roll my eyes. 
"What's going on?" Melissa asks. "Is that Stephen?" 
My mother walks the last guests to their cars, while I try to explain the music to 

Melissa. She listens carefully without interrupting, then, once I finish, she says, "Let me see if 
I've got this straight. Stephen only heard this song once, being played by a street musician 
several years ago. And after your mother bought him his own saxophone he simply picked it 
up and started playing this song perfectly, note for note, without ever having taken a lesson." 

I simply nod. "It's how his brain works." 
"That's amazing," Melissa says. "So, how many songs does he know how to play?" 
"Just the one," I tell her. "Beautiful Dreamer. And he'll play it over and over for hours, 

or until he's managed to calm himself down enough. It's how he lets off steam. His doctor 
says it's his coping mechanism." 

The song is still repeating several minutes later, again and again and again. 
"He's really good," Melissa says. "That's actually quite beautiful." 
"I can't even hum a note in tune," I say. I'm about to say something else, when my 

mother comes back into the house and saves me from myself. 
"Bradley, why don't you go up and get your brother. Bring him down so we can 

watch him open his gifts." 
"I'll go up," Melissa offers, "if that's all right." 
I look at her, more than a little astounded. I don't understand why she wants to 

subject herself to this noise at full volume. She glances hopefully at my mother, who 
hesitates for a moment before she smiles and nods. 

"Just remember to be patient with him. He doesn't realize he's being difficult; he has 
trouble controlling his impulses and keeping his emotions in check." 

"I'll be all right," Melissa says confidently. On her way to the stairs she snatches up 
the gift she brought and takes it with her up to Stephen's room. I expect to hear an agitated 
outburst from Stephen, but one never comes. 

 
  

MELISSA WATCHES FROM JUST INSIDE THE OPEN BEDROOM DOOR for several long 
moments. Stephen repeats the song twice more before becoming aware of her presence. 
Before he can say anything, Melissa says, "I'm sorry, Stephen. I didn't mean to interrupt you. 
I was enjoying the music. You play very well." 

"Thank you," Stephen says. "That's Stephen's favorite song." 
"It's beautiful." 
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Stephen looks down at the horn in his hand, avoiding eye contact. 
"I'm sorry," Melissa tells him. "Did I embarrass you?" 
Stephen doesn't say anything. 
"If I did, I didn't mean to." 
When Stephen finally looks up from his saxophone he sees the gift Melissa is holding 

in her hand. 
"That's for Stephen, isn't it? You brought Stephen a gift." 
He doesn't take his eyes from the present. 
"Would you like to come downstairs with me so you can open it? It would really 

mean a lot to me." 
"It would?" 
Melissa nods. Bradley had told her, Just buy him a book. It doesn't matter what you get, he'll 

love it. Just grab something off the bargain rack so you don't have to spend a lot of money. But Melissa had 
decided to make her purchase more meaningful than that. 

"Yes," she says, "it really would. I think I found something you will really like." 
Melissa smiles at him as she moves across the room to his bookshelves. They take up 

an entire wall, from floor to ceiling, and are jam packed with a wide assortment of books. 
The books span several genres, and after only a moment Melissa spies two titles similar to 
the one she bought for Stephen: The Pilot's Wife by Anita Shreve and The Bonesetter's Daughter 
by Amy Tan, both of which she has in her own modest collection. "So, have you read all of 
these books, Stephen?" 

"Yes." 
"Wow! That's pretty impressive." 
"Stephen likes to read a lot. Do you read a lot, too?" 
"Yes, I do. But I haven't read this many books." She runs her fingers along the book 

spines. "Is this all right?" 
"Yes." 
"Would you like to talk about books sometime, Stephen? I love books, but I don't 

have anyone I can talk to about what I read. And from the looks of your bookshelves, I 
think you've already read most everything I have. And even if you haven't, I could always 
recommend new things." 

"You want to visit with Stephen and talk about books?" 
"Would you like that?" 
Stephen nods. 
"So would I," she says. 
Melissa takes a few moments to scan more titles on the shelves, then turns to find a 

smile on Stephen's face. She is pleased that he seems to have overcome his anxiety from just 
minutes ago. 

Together they walk back down to the living room. Bradley and his mother have 
looks on their faces that suggest they have been anticipating ... something horrible. Another 
outburst perhaps, even worse than the one before. Something. Just not what they see: the two 
walking down the stairs together, smiling. 

"Stephen wants to open the gift that Melissa brought him first," Stephen says, 
excitement dripping from his words. 

"If that's what you want, Stephen. It is, after all, your birthday." 
"Yes," he says. "It's Stephen's birthday and Stephen wants to open Melissa's gift 

first." 
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We all sit around the coffee table in the living room, and Melissa hands the gift 
across to Stephen. As soon as he takes it into his hands, Stephen says, "It's a book. A 
hardcover book." 

"Well, open it and see which one it is," his mother says. 
Once the wrapping has been carefully peeled away, Stephen just stares at the book 

for several moments, running his fingers over the dust-jacket. Then he opens the book to 
somewhere near the middle, raises it to his nostrils, and inhales deeply. He closes his eyes 
while still inhaling. Finally, he lowers the book to his lap and opens his eyes. 

"This is wonderful," he says. "This will be the next book Stephen reads." 
Melissa seems pleased with herself. She says, "I read this book when it first came out 

and I loved it! It's one of the best love stories I have ever read. Do you like love stories, 
Stephen?" 

"Stephen has read sixty-six love stories," Stephen says. "Only nine of them were 
good; the rest were ... not so good." 

Melissa smiles. "Well, you'll have to tell me what you think of this one. But I bet 
you're going to love it." 

Stephen opens the rest of his gifts but doesn't seem overly excited about any of 
them. There were more books, countless gift cards for the local bookstore, some puzzle 
games, even a subscription to Games magazine. When he's finished opening everything, he 
grabs the book Melissa gave him and holds it up and smiles. "Melissa says Stephen is going 
to love this story." 

 
  

I SMILE AS I OPEN THE FRONT DOOR THE VERY NEXT DAY and find Melissa standing on 
the porch, her white canvas backpack pulled over her shoulder. 

"Hey. What are you doing here? Were we supposed to be studying?" 
She puts a sweet smile on her face. "Actually, I came to see Stephen." 
"Stephen?" 
"I called and checked with your mother. She said it would be all right." 
I'm not sure what to say. It doesn't make any sense to me. 
"I don't understand," I finally admit. "What?" 
"We're going to talk about books." 
"Books?" 
"Yeah. Is everything all right, Brad? You seem upset." 
I shake my head absently, still trying to put this all together in my mind. 
"How did this happen?" I ask. 
"Nothing happened. Stephen invited me last night. I asked him if he'd like to get 

together and talk about books. I think he's really nice. He's interesting." 
And then she turns and hurries up the stairs to Stephen's room. 

 
  
"HELLO, MELISSA," STEPHEN SAYS, as he stands up from the Papassan chair in the corner 
of his room, carefully setting down the book he had been reading. "You're here." 

"I told you I would come, remember? You said you would be finished reading the 
book I gave you, and that we could talk about it." 

Stephen stares at Melissa for a long time, silent. Then: "Of course, Stephen 
remembers. But ... you are here. You came to visit Stephen." 

"Of course, I did." 



  BEAUTIFUL DREAMER / Sexton / 11 

"No one ever visits Stephen." 
This last piece of information saddens Melissa, and she fights to keep the frown 

from her face as she immediately changes the subject. "So ... how far did you get in the book 
I gave you?" 

Without the slightest bit of inflection in his voice, he says, "Stephen read it last night 
before bed. You were right. It is a wonderful book; thank you for giving it to me." 

"You finished it already?" 
"Yes." 
"Are you joshing me?" 
Stephen hesitates for a moment before he answers Melissa. 
"I don't know what you mean." 
"That book is over five-hundred pages." 
And then suddenly Melissa realizes that, for the first time since she's known Stephen, 

he has used a pronoun while referring to himself. She smiles. 
"The Time Traveler's Wife by Audrey Niffenegger. Published by MacAdam Cage. Five 

hundred and eighteen pages." 
Melissa is impressed by his detail. "That's right," she says. "So you really read the 

entire book last night?" 
"Melissa doesn't believe me." 
"I'm sorry," Melissa says. "I didn't mean to sound like I didn't believe you. I'm just 

really impressed. It took me a week to read it, and I thought I was a fast reader." 
After standing at the open door for a few moments, she asks, "Can I come in?" 
"Oh, yes. That was rude of me. Please come in." 
The first thing Melissa notices tonight is The Time Traveler's Wife has already been 

added to the shelves. She takes it into her hands and flips through the pages before she stops 
at a random spot and begins to read aloud. 

"Claire: When I get home from school Henry is waiting for me in the Reading Room. I have fixed a 
little room for him next to the furnace room; it's on the opposite side from where all the bicycles are." 

Stephen says, "Page eighty-one." 
"What?" 
"That is from page eighty-one," he says again. 
Melissa glances at the page number and sees that he is correct. "How did you know 

that?" 
"I remember." 
"From reading it last night you remember what page a particular passage is from?" 
"Yes." 
"That's incredible! How is that even possible?" 
"The doctors say I have an eidetic memory." 
"I don't know what that is." 
"I can remember everything I see." 
"For how long?" 
"For forever, I guess. I don't think I have ever forgotten anything." 
Melissa notices that Stephen is quickly growing more comfortable using "I" and 

"me." 
"Can I read another passage?" she asks. 
"Yes." 
Melissa flips to later in the same book and reads again: 
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"I splash my face with cold water and lean against the wall with my eyes closed. When it becomes 
obvious that I'm not going anywhere I walk back into the café and sit down. 'Sorry. You were saying?'" 

Now she asks: "What page is that from?" 
Stephen slaps the front of his thighs with his hands and starts to laugh. 
"What's so funny?" Melissa asks. 
"You're trying to trick me." 
"What do you mean?" 
"You asked me what page that was from, but it wasn't from a single page. It starts on 

page four hundred and twenty-five and continues on page four hundred and twenty-six." 
"That's amazing!" 
Stephen just looks at her. To him, this is nothing out of the ordinary. 
"Can I read from another book?" 
"If you want to, yes." 
Melissa puts this book back and takes a moment to select another one. When she has 

chosen one she opens it to a random spot and begins to read:  
"Michael awoke abruptly, thirsting, and hot in the bed covers though the air in the room was quite 

cool. He was wearing his shorts and his shirt, cuffs unbuttoned, collar undone. He was also wearing his 
gloves." 

"What page?" Melissa asks. 
"Two hundred and seventeen. It is the beginning of Chapter Nine." 
"That is so incredible! So you can do that with every single one of these books?" 
"Not just these." 
Melissa shakes her head. 
"You're amazing, Stephen!" 
"I'm just Stephen." 
She laughs, and then Stephen joins in, as well. After a long moment the laughter 

fades away and Melissa asks, "So, why don't you tell me about some of your favorite books?" 
"First," Stephen says, "tell me about the books you brought with you today." 
"I'd love to," Melissa says. 
"Sit at my desk." Stephen tells her. But then he hesitates. Melissa sees serious 

concentration on his face. He closes his eyes, clenches his fists, and takes several long, deep 
breaths. Then: "Would you like to sit at my desk, Melissa?" 

Melissa smiles again. She realizes that she's been doing a lot of that since she met 
Stephen. She also realizes the major effort he is putting into being a gracious host. He seems 
to be stretching out of his comfort zone. Leaps and bounds. 

"I'd love to sit at your desk, Stephen. Thank you. I brought a few of my favorite 
books. I can already see that you have copies of most of them on your shelves." 

"Mother says I read a lot of books. I love to read." 
"I read a lot of books, too. Sometimes, when I'm feeling sad or lonely, I just curl up 

with a book and forget about everything for a while." 
"Why are you sad?" Stephen asks. 
"I'm not. I'm not. I mean, I'm not right now." 
"You're happy?" 
"Yes," she says. "I am." 
"Good," Stephen says. "I am happy, also." 
They smile together for a long moment, neither breaking the silence they're sharing. 

Then Melissa starts removing books from her backpack. 

  


