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  My boots make a sharp tapping sound as I clomp my way home. The loose gravel at the edge of the road jumps away from my anger, skirting ahead of me then tumbling down the steep embankment.


  I can't believe I'm in this situation. How could my boyfriend be such a jerk? I cross my arms and shiver, trying to block the last thirty minutes from my mind. What will people think? I blink away tears as I imagine the gossip tree shaking with mirth. How am I going to face everyone tomorrow?


  I should have just given in and done what he wanted me to. I have before.


  I look up at the night sky. It is clear and cold, the stars are brilliant with no streetlights to hinder their glow. I'm guessing it's around midnight. I can't see my watch face in this dim light. I can barely see two steps in front of me.


  A cool wind whistles through my clothing and I wish, yet again, that I hadn't chosen to wear a sleeveless shirt with a plunging V-neck that left nothing to the imagination. Maybe Trent was right. I had dressed for it.


  I look down at my knee-high boots and skinny jeans so tight they'd have to be peeled off. I suddenly feel like a hooker. My lower lip wobbles. I can feel the melt down setting in. I struggle to hold it together.


  I'm stuck in the middle of who knows where. I have no idea how long it's going to take me to walk home... I don't even know which direction home is.


  Trent said it would be romantic, the best vista point he'd ever found, but it wasn't a scenic overlook. It was just a clearing of darkness where mischief could never be discovered.


  Bile swirls in my stomach.


  The metal dog tags clink against my sternum. I can feel them swinging back and forth in time with my march. I grab them through my clothing and squeeze. I'm tempted to take them off and hurl them into the trees beside me, but I can't. I blame them though... well not them exactly, but the person who gave them to me.


  Why had I put them on? They had been hidden in my jewelry box for months. My fingers had brushed over them as I was searching for my hoop earrings and I'd been compelled to slip them over my head and stuff them beneath my shirt. If I hadn't put them on, I wouldn't have thought of him and if he hadn’t been swimming around in the back of my brain, I wouldn't be in this situation.


  Dale Finnigan.


  Dale Finnigan and his "you should know better look" had a lot to answer for tonight. I hitch my bag higher onto my shoulder. My march is getting faster and the need to be out of here burns. I start the long descent down the winding road, my mind playing tricks with me.


  Maybe you should call, Dale.


  I grimace.


  You know he'd come and collect you.


  "No he wouldn't," I say to the air. "He hates me."


  I frown.


  Scarface.


  The word sends a shudder through my system and I slam the door on my brain. It can just shut up right now.


  I won't be calling Dale.


  I reach into my bag and fish around for my phone. I stop in my tracks to have a better look, but with no light, the endeavor is hopeless. It looks like I won't be calling anyone. I grit my teeth and keep walking, picking up my pace as I round the corner. The wind whistles through my clothing again and I shiver. I should stop and put my jacket on, but I don't want to. If I just keep walking I won't have to stop and really analyze the crap I'm in.


  My brain doesn't play fair and I analyze it anyway.


  It's Tuesday night. Most normal sixteen year olds would be home in their beds having done their homework, watched a little TV, and said goodnight to their parents, but not me, right? I always have to do things differently.


  I can feel my mouth pinching into a tight line as the simplicity and bliss of that kind of life feels a million miles away.


  I shake my head.


  "What am I talking about? My life rocks." I say the last word way too loud as I continue to convince myself. "I have just been at study group."


  I laugh. Why did we even call it that? We never studied. It was basically Tuesday night party time. Matt's parents were out of town, so we had blasted the music and stood down by the lake goofing around and laughing until our bellies ached.


  I grin as I picture the scene in my head - friends surrounding me, Trent's arm around my shoulders making me feel safe.


  I wish his arms were around me now.


  I cringe.


  The second part of the night had not been so great.


  I wrap my arms around myself and squeeze, trying to eradicate the memories, the look of annoyance scouring his perfect features, the harsh words of disgust and the sound of gravel spray as he drove away from me.


  Stupid jerk!


  Who needs him?


  I ignore the "you do" in the back of my mind and sniff. Lifting my head, I pick up my pace again as I enter a dark patch of road. The trees loom overhead and I try really hard not to think of ghosts and demons as my breath quickens.


  



  The distant sound of an engine distracts me. The faint glow of headlights appear behind me and I smile. Trent feels guilty. Yes! Man, was I going to give him hell for this.


  I glance behind me and disappointment sears my insides. The headlights are sitting way too low on the car to be Trent's. He drives a Jeep Cherokee, this car looks more like a sedan? Or maybe a sports car?


  I toy with the idea of sticking out my thumb as it draws near. I'm sure it would be safe enough. I'd just ask for a lift to Big Bear Village then walk from there. No big deal. Maybe I could even ask for a ride to L.A.. The idea of running away skirts through my brain as I squeeze my thumb inside my fist.


  It fights to break free, but I won't let it. I even start filling my mind with every hitch hiking horror story I can think of. That works like a charm and my thumb relaxes into submission.


  The car is cruising down the hill towards me when a sudden fear rips up my spine. I can see it swerving out of the corner of my eye and turn to watch its erratic movements. I move to the very edge of the road, my boots pushing piles of dirt and stone off the edge of the embankment. My legs hit the guardrail. With eyes the size of dinner plates I watch the car swerve. Hasn't it seen me? Doesn't it know I'm vulnerable on the side of the road here?


  I turn to make an escape, but it's too late.


  The headlights illuminate my body for a second, before the car violently swerves away, but not before clipping me. Pain sears through my body and I scream as I'm thrown over the guardrail.


  It's like being in a tumble drier as I roll down the hill, scratching myself on pinecones and nature's debris. My descent comes to an abrupt end as I crash into a tree trunk. A loud crack rings like a gun shot inside my head, rattling my brain. I roll away from the tree with a groan and reach for my temple then scream as pain radiates up my arm. My stomach jerks and I feel its contents shifting north. I cover my mouth, but it's pointless.


  Out of breath, I try to shift away from my puke, but moving hurts too much. I lay back on the bumpy earth and look up at the sky. The stars are fuzzy and shifting wildly. I blink to bring them into focus, but that just makes it worse. I feel as though the world is falling on top of me. As the stars and treetops come crashing down I hear a young girl scream my name.


  "NICKY!"


  


  



   CHAPTER TWO


  
    
  


  



  "Nicky!"


  I open my eyes.


  "Nicky!!"


  I turn on my pillow and look at my bedside clock.


  "Nicky! It's time to get up! You'll be late for school."


  The time registers and I sit up, adrenaline pumping through my system. I hate being late for anything. I go to jump off my bed, but let out a groan instead. My head feels like it's filled with sludge and someone is using my brain as a bass drum.


  "Nicky?" My mother opens the door without knocking and peers inside.


  I hate it when she does that.


  I give her a stony glare.


  "Mom, I've asked you to call me Nicole. It's what you put on my birth certificate, remember?"


  My mother looks at me on the bed and rolls her eyes. Shaking her head she walks out the door without saying a word.


  Typical.


  I want to yell at her to come back and at least respond, but I can't. I want to scream at her for ignoring all the issues, but I never will. This is my life. I remind myself, yet again, that I'll get used to it... won't I?


  Unable to ignore my headache, I slowly stand, trying to remember what I did last night. I think I was with Penny and Amber. Was Trent there too? He must have been. What day is it?


  I look back at my clock. WED-SEPT-18.


  School.


  I have school... which I am about to be really late for.


  Looking down, I notice I am already dressed. I slept in my clothes? That is too weird. I never do that kind of thing. What time did I get home? How did I get home?


  I grab my bag, which had slept on the bed beside me, and rummage through it. Pulling out my small hand mirror, I quickly check my appearance. My hair looks a little ratty. I grab my small brush and tidy it up. Pulling out my gloss, I make my lips shine then smack them together. I still look a little pale and my mascara is starting to slide, making the dark circles beneath my eyes look even worse. I lick my index finger and tidy them up.


  Glancing at my bedside clock, I decide I don't have time for much more. I pull my long bangs down to cover my left eye a little then poof up the back of my thick hair. Time won't allow me perfection this morning.


  I actually hate that, but I'd rather look a tad scruffy than be late.


  I think.


  Frowning, I dive back into my bag. Where the hell is my phone?


  I need to call Amber to come pick me up. I look at my watch and grimace. She's probably already at school anyway. If she doesn't hear from me by seven-thirty, she always assumes I'm skipping out for the day. I hadn't done that in a couple of weeks, but whatever.


  Man, if she thinks I'm playing hooky without her, she's going to be pissed. I can just imagine the texts I'll encounter when I find my phone. My lips curl into a pout.


  Shoving my stuff back into my bag, I hitch it onto my shoulder and walk out the door.


  I guess I'll just have to ask Mom for a ride.


  Cringe-fest.


  



  I descend the stairs towards the kitchen and stop at the landing. Like I do every morning, I look out the large, glass sliding door in the living room. The tall pine tree in our back yard stands there mocking me. When we first moved here, Dad forbade us to climb it. It was too tall and dangerous, but that never stopped us. I study its gnarled branches with a scowl.


  Running my hand through my hair, I approach the kitchen with clipped steps.


  "Mom, I need a ride to school."


  "I don't know, honey, I just said that."


  I stand at the entrance to the kitchen. Mom can't see me, she's too busy talking on the phone.


  "Well how should I know? Do you keep track of her every movement?"


  She slams her coffee mug down. Black liquid jumps over the edge and lands on the counter. She turns to grab a dishcloth as her voice gets louder.


  "She's your daughter too, you know."


  I cross my arms. So she's talking to Dad... about me. What is her problem anyway? So I'm going to be a little late for school, it's not like I stayed out partying all night. Had I? The ache in my head would suggest otherwise. I rub my forehead with a frown. Had I been drinking?


  I wouldn't put it past me. When it came to my friends there wasn't a huge difference between school nights and weekends. If we were in the mood, we'd make it happen.


  What had we made happen last night? I wish I could remember.


  "Yeah," my mother sighs. "I'll call the school to make sure she's turned up."


  She rinses out the cloth and places it over the tap to dry.


  "Yep. Love you too," she clips, sounding anything but loving.


  I walk into the kitchen.


  "I'm going to school, just so you know. Thanks for thinking so highly of me, by the way." I cross my arms and stare at her back. "If you want me to get there on time, you'll need to give me a ride."


  My mother ignores me as she gulps down the last of her coffee and gathers her things.


  "The silent treatment? That's what you're going with today?" I take another step into the kitchen. "That's really mature, Mom, great form of punishment. You should start writing for a parenting magazine."


  She glances around the kitchen, her gaze brushing over me as she checks to make sure she has everything.


  I want to tell her I'm sorry for pissing her off. I want to admit I have no idea what I was doing last night and I'm sorry if I came in really late... again. But I seal my lips. I'm not overly keen on admitting I am clueless about what I was up to... and besides, after this immature silence, she doesn't deserve an apology.


  I follow her to the door, wondering if I should even bother pleading for a ride. Images of her stuffy car and the stony silence are pretty hideous, but being late to school has consequences too.


  "Look, Mom-"


  The phone cuts me off. She opens the front door as she pulls it out and touches the screen.


  "Jackie A., my favorite client." She gives a merry laugh that makes my stomach churn.


  It's so unfair that her work contacts always get her sunshine, while her family are left with the sludge.


  "Of course you're not bothering me. What do you need?"


  "A ride to school," I mumble.


  "No, that's not a problem. We can make that happen. When would work best for you?"


  "Like right now." I raise my voice just a little. Since she's being such a cow, the least I can do is be the irritating teen she thinks I am.


  "Well, I have the open home scheduled for two on Saturday, so we still have a little time up our sleeves. Why don't I make some calls and get back to you?" She pauses then laughs again. "Don't worry, you will be my number one priority today."


  "Unlike me." I stand in her path. She looks away from me as she nods and hmms at Jackie A. I let out a disgusted huff. "Forget about the ride. I'd rather walk anyway." I turn on my heel and make a quick retreat down the stairs, yelling over my shoulder. "Don't forget to ring the school to make sure I'm not playing hooky."


  



  I cross my arms as I start the long walk to school. It's just over eight miles. There's no way I can walk that far in these heels. Big Bear Village is only a mile or so away. I'll just have to catch a bus from there. Ugh!


  I look at my watch and pick up the pace. This day has detention written all over it, unless I can sneak in the back. I glance behind me at the approaching car and notice Dale in the driver's seat. His radio is blasting while his fingers tap out a rhythm on the steering wheel. He is completely lost in his head banging music as he speeds past me.


  I sigh. Even if he had noticed me, there was no way he was ever going to stop and offer me a ride. Not after what I'd done. I cringe for the gazillionth time as I remember that afternoon.


  



  It had been a few weeks before school broke up for the summer. I was rummaging through my locker while I waited for my friends. He approached quietly, like he always does.


  "Hey, Nicole."


  I jumped a mile, having not heard him, but totally held it together. I remember tucking my bangs behind my ear and holding up my chin, hoping he hadn't noticed... not that I cared or anything.


  He gave me that classic smirk of his. I don't know why I like it so much. His face is actually really mangled. No one knows what happened to him, the rumors are rife, but he has this really long scar that zig zags from just below his right eye down to his chin. When he smiles it pushes awkwardly out to the side. It's kinda weird how it’s not ugly - not that I'd admit that to my friends.


  Anyway - he stood there smirking at me, not a mean smirk, but this cute little half smile, and handed me my iPod.


  "You left this in English yesterday. My class goes in straight after yours. I tried to catch you after school, but you'd already left."


  "Oh, thanks, Da... Darren?"


  He shook his head and that smile reappeared. "Don't worry, no one's watching, you don't have to pretend to forget my name. We're practically neighbours, remember?"


  I sighed and snatched the iPod from his hand. "Thank you, Dale. I was wondering where it was."


  "Listen, I know it's kind of intrusive, but I checked out your play list. You have really great taste."


  "You what?" I was mortified. This was my private stuff and he was scrolling through it and... he thought I had great taste. I had to squash my grin while I strove for indignation.


  He totally ignored my power glare and pulled something out of his bag.


  "I saw this at a second hand store a couple of weeks ago. I was gonna keep it, but I thought you might like it more."


  I took the bag with a confused frown and pulled out a CD. My gasp must have been audible, because he totally laughed.


  "Granite? I can't believe you like this band."


  "An obscure heavy metal, glam rock band from the nineties? What's not to like?"


  I laughed.


  "I didn't know anyone our age had even heard of them before."


  "Yeah, well, some of us have."


  "This is..." I looked at the CD, struggling for words. "This is the only album I don't have."


  "I know, that's why I'm giving it to you."


  How sweet was that?


  He shoved his hands in his pockets and gave me one of those closed mouth grins then cleared his throat. "So, why do you like 'em so much?"


  I kept my eyes on the CD case. I had never told anyone this before, but the words popped out before I could stop them.


  "My Dad would sometimes take me on his business trips to L.A. and he'd always blast it. We'd sing our heads off."


  I don't know why that memory stings so much. Maybe it's because it never happens anymore. It doesn't stop me loving the band though... in secret.


  Dale's smile was on full beam as he nodded at my story. "That is very cool."


  He looked at me for a long beat then dug into his bag as he started talking.


  "Well, my sister and I always loved the band and we went to their reunion concert last year."


  "Oh yeah, they were playing at the Hollywood Bowl, right?"


  "Uh-huh. It was awesome." He pulled out a metal chain with two dog tags swinging from it.


  "No way." I grabbed them up and studied the band's iconic piece of jewelry. GRANITE - Rock Hard was punched into the metal. "This is so cool. Did they throw it from the stage or something?"


  "Yeah. I got real lucky that night. I caught these and a drum stick."


  "Wow."


  "I know. Pretty cool, huh?"


  "Totally." I should have curbed my enthusiasm here. If my friends ever found out I liked a band like this, they'd hassle me senseless. But I couldn't help it. I was talking to another die hard Granite fan. Aside from my Dad, I didn't know any others.


  I squeezed the tags in my hand and passed them back.


  "No, you keep 'em. I've got the drum stick."


  "I can't."


  "Sure you can."


  I tipped my head with a cynical smile. "What's the catch? You want a date or something?"


  He blushed and his face creased with a broad smile. "No catch. But if you are asking me out..."


  "I'm not! I just..." I felt all flustered and was probably blushing up a storm, but then my eyes popped wide and my blood ran cold.


  "Nicole?"


  I threw the CD and dog tags into my locker and slammed it closed as my friends approached from behind me.


  Dale gave me a dry look. "Really?"


  I pleaded with my eyes as best I could, but he ignored it and pasted on a cheesy smile for my friends.


  "Hello ladies."


  Amber's nose crinkled and Penny just looked awkward.


  "What do you want?" Amber's expression told him he was a pathetic little bug and should scuttle away as fast as possible.


  Dale wasn't perturbed and replied with a cordial smile before looking at me with a wicked grin. "Such nice friends you have. What a pleasure it is to finally meet them."


  I wanted the ground to open up and swallow me as they looked from me to Dale.


  "Thanks for returning my iPod." I tried to make it more than obvious that we were done here, but he just had to keep going.


  "You're welcome. Hey maybe we can catch up after school tomorrow, listen to some music."


  Amber and Penny both frowned. I had to do something. I didn't want them thinking I was into the guy. Penny, aka Twitter bug, because of her addiction to Twitter, could annihilate me in less than a minute. I had to end this.


  And end it I did.


  In the worst way I possibly could have.


  I shrugged then said with a smirk, "Whatever, Scarface."


  My friends snickered and Dale's expression dropped. All humor disappeared and I was faced with a look that I cannot get out of my brain.


  You should know better.


  I tried to apologize without actually saying it, but it was too late. The words were out, my friends thought I was a cool, mean bitch again and I was left feeling like the scum of the earth.


  I glanced behind me once more as I walked away and Dale was pulling the shoulder-length curls he always tucked behind his ears, down over his face... a pathetic attempt to hide his scar.


  



  Dale's brake lights appear as he pauses at the end of the street. The sudden urge to call out and wave for him to stop courses through me, but he pulls away before I can actually act on it. He wouldn't stop anyway. He hasn't looked at me once since I said it. It's been just over four months since I dubbed him Scarface. How was I supposed to know it would catch on and spread through the school like a virus? I swallow and cross my arms. Four months... and he hasn't looked at me once.


  


  



   CHAPTER THREE


  
    
  


  



  I catch the bus in the village and arrive at school an hour late. Thankfully no one spots me as I sneak into the back of the school and hightail it to my next class. The bell for second period must have rung a couple of minutes earlier because the door is wide open and I can hear my friends still in chatter mode.


  I dump my bag on the desk and sit down next to them.


  "Hey guys. You won't believe the morning I've had."


  Amber is assessing her nails as Twitterbug finishes off a text then slams her phone down.


  "So..." she gives Amber that tell me everything grin.


  Amber blushes, then smirks. "It was good."


  "What was good?" I lean forward.


  "And..." Penny makes circles with her hand, begging Amber for more.


  "Okay it was amazing. He's a really good kisser. I think I like him."


  Penny lets out a little squeal. "I so hooked you up. Hashtag, Penny is awesome."


  I try to hide my eye roll. Twitterbug talks in hashtags.


  Amber giggles. "Hashtag, study group rocks."


  And Amber has started doing it too. Just quietly, it's super annoying.


  Wait, did she just say study group? Of course. We always have study group on a Tuesday. Whose place was it at last night? I'm too embarrassed to ask. They'll accuse me of drinking too much again.


  "Aren't you glad I invited him?" Penny prods Amber's shoulder.


  Amber rolls her eyes. "Okay, okay, don't make a big deal of it."


  I can tell by the look on her face that she totally wants us to make a big deal of it.


  "Who did you hook up with?" I hate that I can't remember what we did last night, but I have to know who Amber kissed.


  "So, what was his name again?"


  Amber flicks her hair and sits up straight.


  "Amber?"


  She looks away from me.


  "What?"


  She sniffs and clears her throat.


  "Okay, is this because I didn't call you this morning? Because, for your information, I can't find my phone."


  Amber shakes her head and readjusts her long bangs.


  I roll my eyes. This is so Amber. Whenever I piss her off, even by the teensiest little bit, she punishes me with her high fallooting air sniffs and throat clearing. She makes me work double time to figure out what the problem is as well. It is so completely irritating.


  "Penny, help me out here. Did I do something last night? I don't remember doing anything wrong?" I hold back my, 'actually I don't remember anything' comment.


  Penny checks her phone again then opens her textbook as the teacher walks in.


  "She's got you in on this too? Give me a break, Penny. I can't fix this if I don't know what's wrong."


  She scratches her nose then pulls out a pen, looking towards the front of class.


  "Thanks, guys. Thanks a lot," I whisper before slumping back in my seat.


  My mind races with all the things I could have done. Unfortunately my slate is hardly clean. Amber ignored me for three weeks once when I hooked up with the guy she was crushing on. I eventually got her to forgive me, but I've never told her we actually slept together. I'd rather die. Maybe she found out last night.


  I nibble my lip as another misdemeanor rushes through my brain. That time I totally dissed her outfit in front of everyone. I was just trying to get her back for borrowing my bracelet and promptly losing it. She actually looked pretty good, but I, of course, had to point out the fact that those particular pants made her mini love handles show. Kill me now. I can't believe I actually said that in front of all our friends. I mean her clothes are often too tight and I'd love to go all make over on her, but she'd be so offended if I ever suggested it. Besides, she got me back the next day by "accidentally" spilling cranberry juice all over my white shirt. The war could have gone on for months if Penny hadn't stepped in with a truce agreement.


  I glance up at Mrs. Spencer as she begins her tirade on the quality of our homework assignments. We are now juniors and there is no excuse for tardiness, sloppiness or incomplete work. The class lets out a collective groan when she threatens to make us repeat it. "All except Cassie Martin and Derek Li whose work is constantly of the highest standard."


  I shoot Amber an eye roll, but she doesn't respond.


  I tune out Mrs. Spencer and get back to my worrying.


  What did I do last night? Who did she hook up with? I inwardly cringe as I imagine my-drunken-self making a play for Amber's love interest. How humiliating.


  Surely I wouldn't have.


  "Hey, was Trent at study group?" I whisper.


  Amber is too busy listening to the teacher to acknowledge me.


  He must have been. He's always there, because I'm always there... and if he was there, there's no way I would have been flirting with anybody else. At least I can cross that one off my list.


  I look at Amber again. Things have not been the same since I started dating Trent. Amber's never actually said it, but I don't think she likes him. He can be a bit of a bad boy I guess, but he does have a really sweet side... sometimes. Maybe she just doesn't like me being with him. We haven't spent as much time together since Trent's been on the scene. I don't know, maybe I ignored her at study group. Knowing her, she would have wanted to show off Mr. Good Kisser. If I hadn't been paying attention, the chances of a panties-in-a-twist-party were pretty high.


  I sigh.


  Looks like my crappy day is just going to get crappier.


  I tap my pen on my pad then make a quick decision. Standing from my seat, I gather my things and walk to the front of class.


  "Mrs. Spencer, I'm not feeling very well. Can I go see the nurse please?"


  She's so busy writing on the white board, she barely turns to acknowledge me. I take her minute hand wave as an okay and turn to leave, firing Amber a morose look as I walk out the door.


  



  I want to throw something as I tap my way down the empty corridor. I hate this; why can't I remember anything?


  My brain pulses against my skull as I turn towards the sick bay. Do I really want to go there?


  I spin on my heel and head down the stairs. I'll wait in the changing rooms. Maybe by dance class the girls will have defrosted and I can find out what the hell is going on.


  Voices drift up from the bottom of the stairs and I let out a sigh of relief.


  Trent.


  Finally. I can get some answers.


  I rush the last few steps and whip around the corner only to freeze in my tracks.


  Trent is leaning against the wall with a cute little brunette in front of him. Julie Peters. Well, well, well.


  "I don't want to get caught," she whispers.


  "We won't. No one comes around here during class time."


  I cross my arms and slowly approach the couple. My footsteps are obviously too quiet to interrupt their interlude. I stop behind Trent and wait for him to notice me.


  "You looked really hot last night. You know I wanted to leave with you instead."


  Julie giggles, making me want to scratch her eyes out.


  "You have a girlfriend, Trent."


  "Yeah, yeah, I know, but... come on; you can't deny the chemistry between us."


  My bottom lip falls to the floor.


  "Well, maybe you should break up with her."


  He shifts uncomfortably and lets out a soft chuckle.


  "I want to, but you know what she can be like. I have to pick my time. I don't want things to be bad for you and if she thinks I dumped her so I can be with you, your life will suck."


  Damn right it will.


  I ease forward, ready to let rip.


  "Thanks for looking out for me, Trent, but what if she finds out?"


  "She won't. We'll just keep this really quiet. She'll be completely oblivious."


  "Oh really?" I shout as Trent leans down to kiss her. I step forward and thump him on the shoulder.


  My breath evaporates in one big whoosh.


  I stumble back with bug eyes.


  What just happened?


  Trent shivers and rubs his shoulder. The shoulder I had just tried to hit.


  The shoulder my hand had just passed straight through.


  "Are you okay?" Julie touches his face.


  "Yeah." He shivers again then smiles down at her. "Come on, let's get out of here."


  He puts his hand on her lower back and leads her outside.


  I stand in frozen shock as I listen to the door click closed behind them.


  Breathing in through my nose, I approach the door with shaky steps. My arm is quivering as I reach for the door handle.


  My fingers pass through the metal.


  "No."


  It feels weird. Like, beyond weird. Not hard like metal should be... or cold, it's just... nothing. I feel nothing.


  A sharp pain shoots through my brain and I let out a cry. I clutch my head and drop to the floor, squeezing my eyes shut. The corridor begins to spin. I open my eyes as the walls rush towards me. My lungs fill with a scream of terror before everything goes black.
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  I don't want to open my eyes. Every fiber of my being pulses with pain. Where am I?


  The first thing to register is the sound of birds whisking through the air above me.


  Whip-whip-whip.


  They chirp and sing to each other.


  Whip-whip-whip.


  What the hell are birds doing in a school corridor? My eyes pop open of their own accord.


  Large trees loom above me. The smell of pine wafts up my nose.


  Crap. Am I hallucinating?


  Why am I in a forest?


  I turn to take in my surroundings and feel a sharp pain sear down my neck.


  "Ahhh."


  It's like someone has mistaken my head for a nail. The hammer swings pound my brain in a steady, unrelenting rhythm.


  I squeeze my eyes shut. What is going on?


  Okay, just stop and think. You were with Trent, the scum bag who is cheating on you.


  Man, that stings. It's totally not important to my situation right now, but it still stings... real bad. My boyfriend is cheating on me with Julie Peters. Images of his hands and lips on my skin massacre my brain. How many girls had I been sharing those lips with? I feel sick. Instant tears line my lashes. I shake my head to ward them off. Not the world's best idea.


  The pain pulses with a vengeance, forcing me back to reality. At least I think it's reality.


  With slow movements, I investigate the origin of my headache. There's a large lump on the back of my head. It's soft and mushy, making me grimace. Is my hair wet?


  I pull my hand away and notice red liquid on my fingertips.


  Blood?


  I'm bleeding.


  I jerk at the realization and scream.


  The left side of my body feels as though it's been pounded with a ball pein hammer. I use my right hand to do a quick assessment. My arm is killing me. I don't want to touch it, but force myself to feel around the area. My elbow is swollen and throbbing. I try to move it again, but the pain is excruciating.


  I lie still as panicked breaths punch through my system. I am on the verge of an all out cry-fest. I can feel myself losing it. If I don't pull it together, panic is soon going to rob me of all common sense.


  Who gives a shit about common sense? I'm freaking out here!


  "Just stop."


  The words wisp out through my parched lips. My brain is fighting for control, forcing my emotions to settle.


  "Stop."


  I repeat myself another ten times, until my breathing returns to a normal pattern.


  "Now think." I can hear my father's voice in my head. Whenever I got angry as a kid, he would say, "Stop. Breathe. Think. Now what's the best way to handle this?"


  It used to bug the hell out of me. He hadn't said it in a really long time. It's surprising how comforting the memory is.


  "Stop." Done that.


  "Breathe." Done that.


  "Think." Okay, think.


  How did I get here? How did this happen?


  An image of me tumbling down an embankment sparks in my brain. I carefully turn my head to look up the steep slope. I am surrounded by pine trees. Daylight struggles to reach me through the thick branches, but I am still lying on a bed of dappled light.


  I'm afraid to move, but lift my head to get a better idea of what might be up the hill.


  It achieves nothing but pain.


  I can't see where I am. I have no idea what's up or down.


  All I know is that I hurt.


  I really, really hurt.


  And is that puke I smell? I glance to my right and notice a patch of grossness near my head. Ewwww! Why was I puking? Did I get totally plastered and fall down this hill or something? Why didn't someone help me? Did my friends just laugh and walk away, leaving my completely alone?


  Alone.


  I am totally alone.


  Panic rises with cruel swiftness.


  "No. Stop. Breathe. Think." I can hear the desperation in my voice and my next words can barely make it out past my tears. "What's the best way to handle this?"


  The sobs make my belly quiver. I brush my tears away and yell, "I have no idea!! Help me! Someone help me!"


  I scream until my voice is hoarse. The birds have gone quiet and now I'm left with nothing.


  Hopelessness engulfs me, but my brain won't let it win. I can still hear Dad's words repeating over and over like a mantra.


  I try once more.


  Stop. Breathe. Think.


  I want my mom.


  No. Nicole! Stop! Breathe! Think!


  I push my childish wishes aside and accept the fact I'm alone. The feeling's not new, but that doesn't stop my heart from burning.


  Think. Think, Nicole.


  I breathe in slowly through my nostrils and let the air whoosh free.


  Think.


  Okay, so my arm's screwed, but I can still use my right hand. Maybe I can drag myself up the hill and see if there is any civilization nearby.


  I twist my body, ready to execute my brilliant plan when a pain fires up from my knee. It is so intense, stars appear in rapid succession, followed by a black haze. Before I know what's happening, I'm standing in my living room staring at that hideous pine tree.


  



  "Yes, hi. It's Mrs. Tepper here, Nicole's mother."


  Mom.


  I scoot around the couch and make a beeline for the kitchen, following her voice like a lifeline.


  "Mom. Thank God."


  She is looking at her feet as she circles the counter, nodding her head.


  "Yes, but has she come into school today?"


  "Mom." I stand in her way and wave my arms, but she can't see me.


  "No? Okay, thank you."


  Dammit! Am I a ghost? Have I died already?


  No, I can't have. It was like this this morning. It all feels the same. Maybe my mind's left my body. Maybe I'm caught in this weird sub-reality, half-dead half-alive.


  A shiver races down my spine. Half-dead... and probably not that far off fully dead unless I find help.


  "Mom!" I wave my arms more frantically, but she just nods her head and looks through me.


  "Yes, I understand, but can you please contact me if anyone sees her?"


  Wow, she actually looks worried.


  "Thank you." Mom hangs up the phone and fidgets with her earring. Her eyes have that glassy sheen to them as she stares at the counter. She's clearly in zombie mode and she only tends to do that when she's concentrating really hard or simply doesn't know what to do.


  "Mom." I stand right next to her. Maybe if I'm super close she'll be able to hear me. "It's me. It's Nicole. I need your help. You have to find me. I'm hurt. I don't know where I am or what's happened to me, but I need you to keep trying. Please, call someone else."


  I reach for the phone and my fingers pass straight through it.


  Gross!


  So not loving the ghost thing.


  "Mom, please." My voice quivers.


  She snaps out of her reverie and walks to the coffee machine. Flipping up the lid, she lets out a sigh and dumps the dregs into the trash can. Grabbing a fresh filter, she pops it in the top and reaches for the coffee.


  The phone stops her. She forces a smile and presses the answer button, making sure it's on speaker phone so she can keep moving around the kitchen.


  "Hey, where are you right now?"


  "Dad! Can you hear me?" I know it's pointless, but yell it anyway.


  Mom's filling up the glass jug with water, so calls over her shoulder, "I came home."


  "I thought you didn't have a moment spare today?"


  "I don't, thanks to Jackie A. Man, that woman is so demanding... such a pain in the ass."


  My father chuckles. "Why are you home then?"


  She empties the water into the top then slots the jug into the machine with force and presses the ON button.


  "I just wanted to see if Nicky was here. I thought maybe she was playing hooky again and just waiting until I left before surfacing."


  Mom knew I played hooky? Yikes, I didn't know that. Why has she never said anything? I feel my spirit deflate. I don't want to answer that question.


  "Look, honey, I know you're worried, but I'm sure she's fine."


  "She's not fine, Mitchell." Her fingers tap on the counter as she waits for her coffee to percolate. "I know she gets home at all hours, I know she probably gets up to mischief with her friends, I know she's dating some loser... what's his name, Brent or something? But she always comes home. She's always here in the morning."


  How does she know all this stuff? I've never even introduced her to Trent?


  Dad clears his throat. "Trudy, she's stayed out all night before."


  "But not on a school night. I can't shake the feeling that something's not right."


  "Have you called her?"


  "It just goes straight to voicemail. There's no point leaving a message, she'd never call me back anyway."


  "I'm sure she'll check in eventually. I don't think we should worry yet."


  "But what if she finally did it?"


  Did what?


  "I don't..." Dad sighs. "I don't want to think that way."


  Mom's eyes fill with tears.


  "Mom?" I reach out to touch her, but know I can't. "What do you think I did?"


  "Let's explore all the options first, okay? I'll give the school a call."


  "I already have."


  "And?"


  "They don't think she's come in."


  "Well, maybe it's worth actually going down there. One of her friends will definitely be able to tell us something. If she's run away, one of them will know."


  "Run away? Wait a sec, you think I've run away? I haven't!" I wave my hand in front of Mom's face, but I'm nothing more than air. "Mom, I haven't run away. I need you guys to find me."


  "Yeah." Mom sighs as she pulls out the jug and pours fresh coffee into her thermos mug. "I'll try and get over there sometime today."


  "Try not to worry. She'll turn up."


  "Yeah, I just-" Mom's phone beeps. "Dammit. That's Jackie again. I better go."


  "I'll see you at dinner. I'll try be home by six. If she hasn't surfaced by then, we can talk about what to do next."


  "Yeah okay. Bye." She holds her breath before taking it off speaker and pasting on a smile.


  "Jac-kie." Her voice is bright and breezy as she grabs her mug and walks out of the kitchen back towards her car.


  I follow her with swift steps and make it out the door before she closes it on me. As soon as she opens the driver's door, I scramble inside. "Mom, I wish you could hear me. What can I do to make you hear me?"


  I try whacking the dashboard and beeping the horn, but it's pointless. I'm made of freaking air. Besides, she's so immersed in her call with Jackie, she probably wouldn't even notice if I was actually here.


  I slump into my seat with a curse.


  The phone call lasts until just past Big Bear Village. Mom continues cruising towards the school, her fingers drumming... her mind a million miles away.


  "Are you thinking about me? Wondering what I'm up to? You should go to the school. Don't wait, go there now."


  I can see the turn off to school just up ahead. Mom slows the car and looks down Maple Lane.


  "That's it. Turn right. You can do it."


  Her phone starts ringing again. She looks at the screen and sighs before answering with that plastic sunshine of hers.


  "Hello, Gordan... Uh-huh. Sure I'm free right now. I can meet you in ten minutes." Mom flicks on the wrong indicator and goes to do a U-turn.


  "No! School! Find out where I was last night!"


  She brakes to let a couple of cars pass and I make a hasty decision.


  "Fine. If you're not gonna go, I will."


  I try to jump out the open window, but end up falling through the car door. I probably look like a total dork as I jump away from the car and hit the curb. I land in a heap as she pulls away from me.


  I slowly brush myself off, collect my bag, which seems to appear with me in spite of the fact I'm not really here, and turn towards school. I shouldn't expect Mom or Dad to be able to hear me... we're hardly close. Depression takes a seat on my shoulder and reminds me I'm not really close to anybody... ergo, no one will ever be able to hear me.


  I try shaking it off as I put one foot in front of the other. The least I can do is find out what happened to me last night. I don't want to die completely clueless.


  I don't actually want to die at all... I think.
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  I run to school and rush towards the dance studio. The door is closed.


  Perfect! How the hell am I supposed to get in?!


  I think about falling through the car door and shudder. No, I won't do it.


  So, what else am I supposed to do?


  Before I can figure that out, the door bursts open and I'm engulfed by a gaggle of girls making their way to... free period. We always have free period after dance on a Wednesday.


  I try to avoid the rush, but can't help a few people walking through me. I try to convince myself that I feel them brushing through my arms and shoulders, but I am like a cloud of smoke. A couple of the girls shiver like Trent did. Maybe people can feel me.


  I grab for Amber's arm as she walks past, but get no reaction. My fingers swipe straight through her flesh as her arm swings away from me. She's giggling at Lauren's references to her oblivious make out session at study group.


  "I couldn't help it. He's hot."


  "He's not that hot." Lauren shakes her head. "You were too drunk to notice."


  "I was not!"


  "You were a little drunk," Penny murmurs.


  "Okay, fine, but that doesn't change the fact he's a good kisser."


  "So you gonna start dating him then?"


  "Maybe." Amber puts her nose in the air. "Or maybe it was just a study group fling."


  Lauren giggles and threads her arm through Amber's.


  "Better make sure Nicole keeps her hooks out of him then."


  What did she just say?


  "Uch! Did you see her prancing around last night in that million dollar shirt?"


  A memory floods my brain as the girls walk away from me. I struggle to keep up as the images play out in my mind.


  



  I flounced out of the house, having spent at least an hour making sure I looked perfect. I opened the passenger door with a grin and slid inside.


  "Check out the new attire." Amber pointed at my shirt.


  "You like?"


  "Me love!" She touched the soft leather and ran her finger over the fine lace trim. I was sure her skin turned a little green before she cleared her throat and pulled onto the road. "Where'd you get it?"


  I forced a casual tone.


  "It's a Marc Jacobs. I bought it online."


  "No freaking way! How do you afford this stuff? I can barely convince my mother that a $200 pair of shoes is reasonable."


  I grabbed out my Dad's credit card and looked at her with a sly grin.


  "You want one too?"


  She glanced my way then started laughing.


  "You are such a bad ass."


  



  "She's such a little thief." Amber flicks back her hair as they ascend the stairs, heading for the library.


  Well, she's certainly changed her tune.


  I try not to let it bug me, but I can't help crossing my arms and frowning.


  "O.M.G. you guys, check this out." Penny grabs Amber's arm. "I just got a text from Milly."


  Everyone gives her a blank stare.


  "You know, the slightly chubby one who works in the office sometimes." Penny frowns. "I don't know how she managed to get out of class to score such a cruisy gig, but anyways."


  I move behind my friends in order to avoid an onslaught of human traffic as we weave through the narrow corridor and out into the quad.


  "Listen to this..." Penny holds the phone closer to her face. "Just heard convo. Nicole not at school. Mom thinks she's AWOL."


  The girls gasp and my chest tightens with hope.


  Okay girls, start piecing it together. I hold my breath.


  "No way. She's playing hooky again." Lauren rolls her eyes.


  "Yeah, I mean she didn't call this morning."


  "Did you call her?" Penny looks at Amber.


  "I tried."


  "Liar." Lauren giggles. "You're still mad she rejected your ride home last night."


  I did what?


  "Hey, I had to break down a very important kissing scenario and she wasn't there for me."


  Are you kidding me, right now?


  "Guys! Can one of you at least start to worry please!"


  Penny scratches her nose.


  "I'm gonna tweet, see if anyone's seen her."


  "Thank you, Penny." I scowl at my other supposed friends.


  



  If you want to know anything at this school, you follow @Twitterbug. Within two minutes the guys from study group were chasing us down.


  "So Nicole's AWOL. What's up with that?" Matt swings his arm around Penny's shoulder. Penny shrugs him off with a polite smile.


  I shake my head. How long has he been trying for her affections now? How many rejections does it take? Get a clue, Matt.


  "Yeah, her mom called the office. She hasn't seen her."


  "She's probably just hiding out at home until her mom leaves the house or something."


  "I'm surprised her mother even cares. She's allowed to do whatever she wants."


  "I know, right? If I ever got busted sneaking home after ten on a school night, I'd be grounded for life. She waltzes in and out of her place whenever she wants."


  "I wish I had her life."


  Not right now, you don't.


  "So, where do you think she is?" Penny's face is alight with the thrill of gossip.


  "At home."


  "L.A. for the day."


  "Making out with Trent behind the bleachers."


  "Who's making out with me?" Trent appears from nowhere. I look up at his tall frame and fight the urge to admire him. Cheating A-hole. If this had been a normal day, I would have put my arm around his waist. He would have kissed the top of my head and we would have walked to the library, listening to the others, while sharing secret little looks. His hand would roam my back, sending sparks over my body.


  Hands that roamed other backs.


  I step away from him and call him the worst swear I can think of.


  "Nicole, who else?"


  Trent chuckles and runs a hand through his short, dark hair. His dimples pop into place and he looks around with a grin. Matt and Drue roll their eyes. Maybe they know he's scum too... or maybe they think his cheating antics are cool. Man, I hate these guys sometimes.


  "She's missing, you know." Penny stops at the library doors.


  "What?" Trent swallows, looking slightly nervous.


  "Yeah, apparently her mom called the school to say she doesn't know where she is."


  "That's crazy. She's around."


  "She's not at home."


  Trent shrugs. "She's probably just run away to L.A. for the day."


  "He's right, you know." Lauren shrugs. "Amber you said she stole her Dad's credit card. She's probably walking Rodeo Drive as we speak."


  The jealousy in Lauren's voice is impossible to miss.


  "But she usually invites me." Amber frowns then her expression darkens. I can hear her thinking, "Bitch."


  "I didn't not invite you, Amber. I'm stuck in a forest somewhere, dying, not shopping on Rodeo Drive."


  I look at Lauren.


  "Didn't you take her home last night?" Penny points at Trent.


  He nods, looking slightly awkward.


  "What?" Amber steps towards him.


  "Nothing. I just hope she's okay. She wasn't herself last night."


  I wasn't?


  "What do you mean?"


  "She just seemed uptight. I'm sure she's just blowing off steam somewhere. You know what she's like."


  They all nod.


  I frown.


  What was I like? Why was I uptight last night? What did he mean by that?


  I wish I could remember. My head pulses and I rub my temples.


  Lauren gives Trent a sympathetic look. "Sorry if she ruined your night." She squeezes his arm.


  He shoots her a glum smile, playing for the sympathy card like a pro.


  I roll my eyes.


  "Excuse me? Ruined his night? He's not the one lying lost in the forest."


  I want to scream. This is so frustrating. How is it possible that Trent dropped me home yet I've ended up in the middle of nowhere? What happened between his car and my house?


  "Well, us big seniors have more important things to think about right now." He gives the girls a wink and grins at Matt's retaliatory insult before sauntering off to his next class. I want to follow him and ask for more details, but since he can't hear me staying with this group will probably work to my advantage. Maybe some of their gossipy natter will lead to the truth.


  Matt pulls open the door for everyone and they file inside. I jump in before it closes on my butt.


  "Penny. Amber." I walk next to my friends. "Why aren't you guys worried? What if Trent's lying? How did I end up in the forest? Please, someone, hear me."


  "What if she's not shopping?" Penny drops her books on the big library table. At least she looks a little worried.


  Thank you. Finally.


  "Maybe she's run away. She's been threatening to do it for months." Amber pulls out a chair. "Trent did say she was acting weird last night. Maybe when he dropped her off she collected her stuff and left?"


  "What's the bet some studly picked her up and they're now getting married in Vegas."


  Everyone laughs at Matt's joke.


  "Maybe some trucker kidnapped her and she's locked in the back with a trailer load of livestock." Amber giggles.


  "Why would that be funny?" My voice punches out in harsh syllables.


  "Maybe she's on a bus to New York. Hashtag, Nicole makes a break for it." Penny smiles.


  "Penny, not you too. I haven't run away." I throw my bag on the table. "You guys!"


  "Maybe she's dead." The table goes silent at Lauren's casual statement. They all look at her then at each other... then all start cracking up.


  "Why are you guys laughing? I'm not dead. I'M NOT DEAD." I scream.


  Out of the corner of my eye, I see a head pop up from a book and look around the room as if he just heard something.


  "I'm not dead." I yell across the room.


  He flinches, lowers his book and looks straight at me.


  I wince.


  Dale Finnigan.


  Un-freaking-believable.
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  Of all the people.


  I lick my lips and take a step towards his table. He's still scanning this section of the library, looking jittery.


  I wave my arms and jump up and down. Dale frowns then looks back down at his book. Okay, so maybe he can't see me.


  "I'm not dead." I call across the room again.


  His eyebrows pucker and he's obviously making a concerted effort to keep reading.


  Grabbing my bag, I weave around the tables and squat down next to him. I wave my hand in front of his face, but he doesn't move. His eyes keep scanning the pages of text as if nothing is trying to block them.


  Holding my breath, I slowly stand and lean down so my lips are right next to his ear.


  "Can you hear me?" I whisper.


  The book drops onto the table with a loud bang. Dale looks as though he's about to go into cardiac arrest. Everyone in the library looks his way. The librarian frowns and shushes him, while my table of friends all start to snicker.


  I want to crumple to the floor with relief. Who cares if it's Dale? Someone can hear me.


  "Dale, I-" Tears make my voice shake.


  He stands up and with shaking hands gathers up his things.


  "Dale?"


  He doesn't even bother to pack his stuff away properly, just shoves it in his bag as he makes a beeline for the exit.


  I follow him and manage to squeeze through the door before it closes on me.


  "Where are you going?" I have to run to keep up with him.


  He keeps walking, gripping the shoulder strap of his bag as if it's a lifeline.


  "Dale, please stop. I can't keep up with you."


  We speed down the corridor and turn another corner. Why won't he listen to me? I know he can hear me. Does he really hate me that much?


  His pace is getting faster and I finally have to stop. Leaning over, I let out a little scream and stamp my foot.


  "Damn it, Dale. STOP!"


  His pace slows. I draw in a couple of deep breaths and keep walking towards him.


  "Look, if this is about the Scarface comment, I'm sorry. Okay? I'm sorry! I didn't mean to say it and I felt really bad afterwards."


  I can see his shoulders heaving as he goes to turn the next corner.


  I raise my voice even higher as I run to catch up to him.


  "I know I should have said it months ago, but it's not like you've given me any chances."


  He shakes his head. I know what he's thinking, even if I had had the chance I probably wouldn't have. I hate that he's right.


  Desperation floods my system as he strides around the next corner, I stop in my tracks and am on the verge of tears. Slumping to the floor, I wrap my arms around myself.


  "Define irony," I mutter. "Someone can actually hear me, but they don't want to listen."


  I shake my head and sniff. Liquid burns my eyes and I know if I shut my lids, big fat tears will soon be rolling down my cheeks.


  This isn't fair.


  "Nicole?"


  I glance up at Dale's whisper. His face is pale and he looks pretty edgy, but he is walking down the corridor... back towards me.


  Rising from the floor, I brush off my jeans and clear my throat.


  His eyes dart my way and he starts speaking to the locker just right of me.


  "It's not about the comment," he looks over his shoulder before stopping a few feet from me, still facing the lockers. "It's about the-"


  "I'm standing to your left."


  He turns his head, obviously annoyed at the interruption, but at least he's facing me now... pretty much. Two slow breaths rush in and out of his nose then he swallows. "This isn't real."


  "It is. I swear I'm not messing with you. I don't know why you can hear me, but you seem to be the only person who can. Please, I need-"


  He suddenly laughs, not a happy sounding laugh, but one of those verging on hysteria ones.


  "I'm talking to a ghost, right? You're a ghost or something?"


  "I'm not dead."


  "I heard. What are you? Why can I hear you?" He points to his head with a shaky finger.


  "I don't know."


  He shakes his head and turns to leave.


  "Please, Dale, I'm not dead, but I will be if someone doesn't help me."


  My loud outburst is followed by a stony silence. He hitches his bag higher onto his shoulder and lifts his chin. I can sense him gearing up to stride away again, but then his shoulders slump. He lets out a heavy sigh.


  I wait in agitated silence, my boot tapping out a nervous staccato on the corridor floor... not that anyone can hear it.


  Moving in painfully slow motion, Dale spins back around to face me. I can't read his expression; there is a depth to his eyes that's unfathomable. His whole demeanor has changed, his laughter has scuttled away and I feel like I'm staring at a seventeen year old... man.


  Dropping his bag to the floor, Dale whispers, "What's happened to you?"


  "I'm not sure. I mean, my mind is here, but my body..." my voice starts to quiver, "I'm lost in the forest somewhere and I don't know how I got there. I can't remember anything."


  "What's the last thing you do remember?"


  "Amber was driving me to study group... at Matt's house."


  Okay, that was new. Images of Matt's huge log cabin home flutter through my brain. Loud music floated down to the lake where we were all standing. Drue and Nixon were throwing stones into the water; Trent had his arm around my shoulders and was drinking a Corona. Matt was standing way too close to Penny while she giggled at Lauren's joke... and Amber was sitting on a log, making out with... Charlie Watson! Ewww! The greasy haired skinny guy from her Biology class? I thought she hated him. The memory evaporates in my brain. I try to search for more intel, but it's gone.


  Dale snorts in disgust.


  "Study group? Don't you mean the party?"


  I nod, still a little dazed from images of Amber and Charlie playing tongue twister.


  "Nicole? Am I right?"


  I'm about to snap at him for making me answer twice, when I remember he can't see me. I clear my throat.


  "Yeah, the party... whatever you want to call it."


  He looks serious as he nods and tucks a curl behind his ear. "Okay, so you left Matt's house and..."


  "I don't remember leaving Matt's house." I squeeze my eyes shut. "My head hurts... and I can't remember."


  Dale's features flash with concern.


  "You must have a head injury."


  "I do. I hit my head and my arm is killing me and I think I've busted up my leg."


  "How do you know that? Can you feel it?"


  "No, I went back to my body. That's how I know I'm not dead. I woke up and I'm down this steep slope, surrounded by trees and everything hurts. When I tried to move I blacked out again. I don't know what to do. I... I'm... What do I..."


  My voice shakes as swift tears rise.


  "Shhhh," Dale whispers gently. "It's okay. I-"


  He holds his breath, hesitating.


  I can't take my eyes off him as his face washes with varying emotions. The reluctance is hard to miss, but his head is bobbing. The movement is minute, but the hope within me clings to it. Finally he swallows and the nod becomes pronounced.


  "I'll help you. I will." He nods again. "Just walk with me to my next class and tell me everything you know, okay?"


  His voice is tender and sweet as if he's talking to a five year old. For some weird reason, it's the most comforting thing I've heard all day.


  I wipe at my tears as the bell trills. With a few little sniffs, I shuffle up next to him and we walk to class in silence.


  



  Once he's seated, he pulls out a blank piece of paper and writes.


  Tell me everything you can see.


  "You mean when I'm in my body?"


  He nods.


  I start talking, describing the embankment in as much detail as I can. He nods, trying to make it look as though he's just paying attention to the teacher. Every time he wants to clarify something, he stops me with a written question.


  Are you bleeding?


  "No, well yes, a little blood on my head. I don't think it's bad though."


  He does that smirk of his.


  What are you wearing?


  "Really? You want to picture me right now?"


  He shoots me a dark look. His direction's pretty good and I get the full force of his glare. I can't help smiling a little. He's actually quite cute when he frowns.


  I clear my throat. "I'm in jeans, knee high boots and a... a sleeveless leather shirt."


  In the fall? Aren't you cold?


  "I guess so. I don't remember thinking that when I woke up."


  Do you have a jacket? What do you have with you?


  "I'm not sure... wait a sec!" I grab my bag. "I must have my bag with me."


  What's in it? Your phone?


  I scramble through it, pulling out lipsticks, a makeup kit, nail polish, my wallet, my Dad's American Express. I frown. Shoving it back in, I rummage around each corner of the bag, but come up empty. I sigh.


  "No phone."


  A jacket?


  I touch the jacket I had taken out to search through my bag.


  "Yes."


  Next time you go back, cover yourself. Make sure you stay warm... and try and get a better idea of your injuries. The more I know, the more I can help you.


  "Okay." Hope spurts through me as I read his words. Of all the people in the world who can hear me. I shake my head. Dale Finnigan.


  Why do I feel so incredibly grateful?


  I stick close to Dale as we leave his Advanced English class. He is walking fast again and I have to jump around people to keep up with him.


  "Why do you always walk so fast?"


  "I need to talk to your friends before next period and I don't want to be late."


  "My friends?"


  "Yeah, didn't you say you went to study group with Amber?"


  "Yeah, but I didn't leave with her."


  "Well, maybe she knows who you did leave with."


  For some reason, I don't want to tell him I left with Trent. I bite my lips together as I weave through the crowd. He glances at his watch again and I can sense his urgency and reluctance to be late.


  Eventually I let out a sigh.


  "I left with Trent."


  Dale screeches to a halt and I nearly bang into him.


  "What?" he mumbles out the side of his mouth.


  "I don't remember, but according to Amber I rejected a ride with her and chose to leave with Trent."


  His face is pretty dark as he turns in the direction of my voice. He opens his mouth to speak, but waits until a group of students pass before asking, "Did he take you home?"


  "He said he did."


  "Do you believe him?"


  "No." I don't hesitate. I'm not sure why. Maybe it's because I caught him cheating on me this morning. Maybe it's because it's the truth. Either way, I think it's safe to say that our relationship is over, so thinking of him as a liar, doesn't seem so bad.


  Dale's dark eyes take on a stormy quality and his skin pales making his scar scream red.


  "Let's go." His quiet words command compliance and I chase after him as he descends the stairs towards the changing rooms.


  



  Dale swings the door wide and leaves it open longer than necessary.


  "Thanks."


  He gives me a little grin as he heads towards his locker.


  "Can you go through doors?" he whispers while spinning the dial on his lock.


  "I haven't tried yet... well, not on purpose anyway. My fingers pass through everything I touch, so technically doors are no different."


  "What's stopping you?"


  "Ahhh... how about ick factor - ten billion."


  He grins.


  "You know when you think about it..." He opens his locker. "It's kinda cool. You're like Invisible Woman from Fantastic Four."


  I snort out a laugh. "Are you kidding me?"


  "Think of the power you have." He looks at me deadpan. "You could sneak into anywhere and no one would know." He wiggles his eyebrows.


  I can't help laughing. "What's the point of sneaking in somewhere when I can't actually do anything in there."


  "True, but-" His voice cuts off as a few guys round the corner and start opening their own lockers.


  I'm suddenly super conscious that I'm in the boys' locker room. The guy next to me unzips his jeans and takes them off. I turn away and find myself staring at a half naked Dale.


  Wow. He's like totally cut. That's surprising. I stare at him with wide eyes as he turns to find his shirt. How had I never noticed this about him before. His baggy T-shirts were hiding some major candy.


  I bite my lip as I register what I just thought. Dale? Eye candy? Am I out of my mind?


  Unable to take my eyes off him, I watch him reach for his PE shirt and notice the neat scar running across his right shoulder. He must have had surgery. I reach out to touch it. I don't know what's possessing me, but I can't stop myself.


  I run my finger along the wound then down his bicep, giving it a gentle squeeze.


  Dale jerks in surprise. The guy next to him frowns. "You okay, man?"


  "Cramp," Dale mumbles, rubbing his shoulder.


  The guy nods then turns away while Dale shoots me a dark look.


  "Did you feel that?"


  His eyes narrow further.


  "I couldn't help it. You're really cut and I always thought you were this weedy, skinny-"


  "You don't have to keep talking."


  "What?" A different guy turns to see what Dale said.


  "Nothin'." Dale shoots him a closed mouth grin, which turns to a frown in my direction.


  Various lockers slam shut as the guys around us disperse. I watch them saunter towards the sports field exit and see a familiar figure walking towards us.


  "Trent's coming."


  My mouth goes dry as he approaches. What's Dale going to say to him? Trent can be pretty mean. Fear for Dale swirls in my belly as I watch him approach. It's like dwarf verses giant as Dale stands behind him and clears his throat.


  Trent turns around and peers down at my helper.


  "What the hell do you want, Scarface?"


  Dale stands as tall as his five foot... I don't know, eight inches... will allow him to.


  "Did you take Nicole home last night?"


  Trent rolls his eyes and turns back to his locker. "And why would that be your business?"


  "I'm just wondering where she is."


  "Isn't everybody?" Trent rips off his shirt. I stare at his long torso, a torso I had run my hands over. I remember lying on his bed with him one afternoon in the summer, running my fingers over his tight muscles and memorising every curve. It had seemed so romantic at the time, now the thought just makes me sick. Another memory flashes through my head and I shudder.


  "I just want to know where she is."


  "How the hell should I know?"


  "Because you’re her boyfriend!"


  Trent's shoulders bunch with tension. I see a muscle twitch in his neck as he pulls a PE shirt over his head. "Look, she plays hooky all the time, okay. Her parents don't care. She's probably at home."


  "Nicole hates being at home. If she plays hooky she goes to L.A. and she always takes one of her friends."


  How did he know that?


  "Look man, I don't know... maybe she's flying solo on this one. Maybe she hitched a ride to L.A. and is blowing off steam with her Dad's credit card. She'll be back tonight and loving all the attention tomorrow."


  "I would never hitch. I'm not that stupid."


  Dale ignores my yelled response and continues with his calm interrogation.


  "What if she doesn't come back tomorrow?"


  "Then maybe she's finally found the guts to run away."


  My insides twist. Why does everyone assume I want to do that?


  "Why don't you text her, find out if she's okay?"


  "And why don't you mind your own business." Trent slams his locker and spins around.


  Dale doesn't budge. Raising his chin, he gives a small nod, but won't back down.


  "You were the last person to see her."


  "What are you, a cop or something? Look she got out of my car and that's the last time I saw her!"


  "Where'd she get out?"


  Trent's fists bunch into tight knots.


  "Dale, it doesn't matter. He's not gonna tell you anything. Let's just leave it." I try to pull his arm, but my fingers wisp straight through him this time.


  He ignores me, bunching his own fists, unafraid of the nostril snorting giant in front of him.


  "Oi! You two! Get your butts out on my field. Now!!" Coach Yeller (it's actually Gellar, but everyone calls him Yeller... for obvious reasons) pulls the boys apart with a look of steel. Trent shoves Dale out of his way as he walks past. Dale stares after him, unfazed by the roughness.


  "Finnigan! Move!"


  "Coming sir, I just have to use the bathroom." He puts on a grimace and holds his stomach.


  Coach Yeller takes a disgusted step backwards. "Make it quick!" Spinning on his heel he marches outside.


  Dale clears his throat and waits for the slam of the door before grabbing his bag and walking the other way. "You coming?"


  "Ahhh, no thank you. I don't really need to see you poop."


  "I'm not going to the bathroom." He pulls the door open. "I want to check out Trent's car."
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  Dale looks over his shoulder as we amble out into the parking lot. Ducking low, we skirt around the vehicles until we reach Trent's Jeep. Dale runs his fingers along the edge of the window. Dropping his bag, he unzips it and pulls out a long, flat piece of metal with a little hook on the end. Is that a slim jim?


  "Why do you have that in your bag?"


  Without saying a word, he inserts it down the edge of the window, jiggles it like a pro and pops the lock. "In case I ever lock my keys in the car." He shoots me a grin then opens the door.


  "But, how'd you..." My voice dies away as I watch Dale hunt around the passenger's seat. Opening the glove box, he rifles through it as I'm swamped by another memory.


  



  "Trent, stop it." I pushed his fidgeting fingers away from the fly of my jeans, trying to keep my voice light.


  "Come on," he murmured into my neck, his lips working over my collarbone and nuzzling beneath my shirt.


  I was lying on the reclined passenger's seat, pinned beneath my muscular boyfriend. I ran my fingers through his hair as his hands moved beneath my shirt. I had to resist the urge to yank his locks. An odd fear coiled inside me as his hands roamed my breasts.


  It didn't feel right. His lips weren't soft and succulent, his hands weren't tender and smooth. As I lay beneath him in the car I felt smothered. I don't know why, but I wanted out.


  "Trent, seriously, stop it." I pushed his hands out from beneath my shirt as they brushed my dog tags. I felt the cool metal on my flesh and Dale's eyes swam through my brain.


  Trent gave me a wicked grin and returned to his original starting point, running his hand up my thigh, he squeezed my butt then undid the button of my jeans.


  I tried to catch his wrist, but he maneuvered out of my way.


  "I mean it!" I squeezed my legs together and shoved at his chest. He lurched away from me and swore.


  "What the hell is your problem tonight?"


  I re-zipped my fly and wriggled away from him as he climbed back into the driver's seat.


  "It's not like we haven't done this before. Just last weekend we were-"


  "Yeah, I know, but can't you just take me home and kiss me goodnight? Why do we always have to finish our dates with sex?" I adjusted my shirt.


  Trent let out a frustrated sigh.


  "I so don't get you. One minute you're begging for it. Look at the way you're dressed. And now you're playing cold fish."


  I glared at him. Begging for it? Hardly!


  He touched my face and kept his voice sweet and gentle.


  "What do you want, Nicole?"


  I recognized the tactic, but still felt softened by it.


  "I don't know," I gave my standard reply, which he took as permission.


  I was soon engulfed with kisses and roaming hands. The urge to just give in and get it over with was strong, but then I felt the dog tags again and my insides sparked with anger.


  "Stop it! I said I didn't want to tonight. Why do you always have to keep pushing?"


  I turned away from him and looked out the window... at the so called view. All I saw were dark, creepy trees.


  Trent's fingers skirted my hair away from my neck and his lips soon followed. I rolled my eyes and unlatched the door, jumping into the cool night air.


  "I said stop. I don't want to, just deal with it."


  The dim car light illuminated his features as he glared at me. "Get in the car."


  "No." I crossed my arms and glared back at him.


  "Nicole. Get. In. The car," he repeated between clenched teeth.


  I raised my chin. "No."


  "Fine." He slammed the steering wheel. "You stubborn bitch." Grabbing my bag he chucked it at my feet. "You don't want to be with me, that's your loss."


  Slamming the door closed, he started the car and revved the engine.


  "Wait! Trent!" I reached for the door handle, but before I could grab it the back wheels spun and he screeched away from me.


  



  "Look what I found?" Dale pulls me back to the present by waving my iPhone in front of his face. "Looks like you were in here last night, unless Trent has a thing for hot pink, jewel encrusted phone cases."


  I force my lips to smile. I don't know why, it's not like her can see me.


  "Yeah that's mine," I mumble, reaching for it then dropping my invisible hand as Dale turns back to look in the car again. "I remember being in here."


  "You do?" Dale spins to face me, his direction is a little off, but I can't be bothered correcting him. "What happened?"


  "I um. We parked. I just remember we were parked."


  Dale's eyebrows bunch together, his mouth pinching into a tight line as he looks to the ground.


  "Nothing happened." I don't know why I want him to know so badly.


  He gives a nod and I sigh.


  "That's why I got out of the car."


  "What do you mean?"


  Why am I telling him this?


  "He wanted to... you know... and I didn't feel like it so..."


  Dale's expression changed to one of amusement as I stumbled through my words and it pissed me off.


  "Look this is all your fault!"


  "My fault?" He points to himself.


  "Yeah! If you hadn't been swimming around in the back of my brain with your you should know better look, I would have just done it and then he wouldn't have driven off without me."


  Anger courses over Dale's face. I can sense his struggle to stay calm.


  "Okay, so you're saying, that if you'd had sex with that jackass, everything would have been better?"


  "At least I'd be alive."


  "You're not dead yet." Dale slams the door, pockets my phone and starts marching back towards the change rooms. I run to catch up with him. Anger is still pulsing out of him, but his voice is calm when he asks me, "Do you remember where you were?"


  "No." I shake my head. "It was really dark and there were a ton of trees. I'm not sure if I fell there or if I was walking home and maybe I slipped?


  Breaths snort out of Dale's nose.


  "I can't believe you date that jerk. He left you in the middle of nowhere!"


  I have nothing to say. Dale's right. Trent is a jerk and I had been dating him for nearly five months. Shame washes over me as Dale continues his little rant.


  "When I think about his hands all over you it makes me want to puke."


  "Thank you, Mr. Pious, but I didn't ask for your opinion."


  "It's not about being pious." Dale suddenly spins around. He's looking straight at me, not that he knows it. "The only person who should be touching you like that is someone who loves you and that dickhead doesn't."


  His words hurt like hell and I can't help muttering, "If that's the criteria, no one would ever touch me."


  I watch his gaze fill with sadness as he steps towards me.


  "You know it's scum like Trent," he points back to the parking lot, "that make you believe that crap."


  I'm left speechless as he turns and walks away.


  It takes a few moments for my legs to get moving. I feel like someone is squeezing my heart to putty. What does he know anyway?
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  I decide to wait outside the change room this time. When Dale reappears he's scrolling through my phone and looking a little worried.


  "What did you find?" I peer over his shoulder.


  He flinches then let's out his breath.


  "Are you okay?"


  "Yeah, I'm fine. I just didn't feel like watching a bunch of sweaty guys get showered and dressed."


  His face brightens with his little half smile.


  I walk beside him as he weaves his way through the corridors.


  "Looks like your mom's tried calling a few times this morning."


  I want to say, "That'd be a first," but swallow the words back down. I had to give Mom some credit. She did look worried this morning... until she turned her car around and headed for a meeting. My insides simmer.


  "Do you think I should call her back?"


  "And say what? Yeah, hi, I'm the guy that lives just round the corner, you wave to me occasionally, but we never really talk. I happen to have your daughter's phone... which I stole from Trent's car. Oh! And did I mention I can hear her voice in my head. She's a ghost by the way."


  "Okay, okay, I get it." He slips the phone into his back pocket. "And for your information, reclaiming property is not stealing."


  "It is when the property's not yours."


  "Fine." Dale pulls out my phone and holds it in the air. "You hold it then."


  I throw him a dark look and mutter, "Touche."


  His smirk jumps into place as we bypass the cafeteria and head towards the opposite end of the school.


  "Where are you going? Do you not eat?"


  He stops outside one of the ICT suites and turns the latch.


  "I have more important things to do today." He pushes the door with his shoulder and holds it open for me.


  "I'm through."


  He lets the door go and walks to a computer at the back of the room.


  "Are you allowed in here?"


  Pulling out a chair, he plops onto it.


  "Mr. Attley doesn't mind seniors in here at lunchtime. We're fine, Nicky. Don't worry about it."


  I shuffle up beside him.


  "It's Nicole."


  "What?"


  "My name's Nicole," I repeat with a sigh.


  "I know." He brings the screen to life with a flick of the mouse. "I just like Nicky better."


  "Well, I like Nicole and it's my name, so..."


  A soft chuckle escapes his lips as he opens up Google.


  "Whatever you say, Nicole."


  I roll my eyes and perch on the seat beside him.


  "What are you looking for?"


  "Well, we know Trent's lying. He didn't drop you home and I'm guessing if you guys were... you know... in his car then he probably drove to a scenic overlook or someplace private."


  Dale searches for maps of the area.


  "So Matt lives... here?" He points to the screen. I lean over him and nod.


  "Is that right?"


  "Yes. I keep forgetting you can't see me."


  He grins.


  "Okay, so I imagine Trent wouldn't drive for miles before stopping, so let's assume you're within a 15 mile radius of Matt's house." He leans closer to the screen and inspects the different routes leading away from Matt's house. "There are vista points scattered all the way through the National Park. We could start there this afternoon, see if any of the settings stir some memories."


  I clear my throat and dredge up the memory again. "It wasn't a vista anything. It was dark and kinda creepy. I think it was off the road. Hidden."


  His grin disappears and that hard look returns. Before I thought he was pissed at me, but now I'm wondering if this quiet rage is solely for Trent. For some weird reason I find it touching that he's annoyed about someone treating me like that.


  I frown and clear my throat. "I must have started walking, right? I mean I wouldn't have just stood there in the dark. Logic says I would've tried to find a main road or something."


  "If you were in a quiet spot, the chances of you slipping and falling are high. You could have tumbled down the bank pretty easily." His features are etched with worry. "You don't remember anything else?"


  "No." I swallow down the lump in my throat and look back at the screen. San Bernardino National Park is huge. The road from Matt's house cuts through a portion of it. With little to go by this hunt could take months... and I don't have that long. "What if he drove south?"


  Dale runs his fingers through his curls and flicks them out of his face.


  "A human can survive for around four days without water and from what you've said, you're not pouring blood, so we have a little time."


  Grabbing the mouse, he opens up a new screen and does a search on the weather. "Sunny and fine all this week. You've got a chance."


  "Not a very big one," I scoff.


  "It's better than nothing."


  My phone chirps. Dale reaches for it and reads the screen with a frown. "According to the Where's Nicole Poll, 88% of voters think you've run away." He shakes his head and slides the phone away.


  "I guess people think they have me all figured out."


  He looks in my direction, his eyes searching for my sad expression. I'm intensely grateful he can't see me right now.


  "I'm sorry if I crossed a line before. I shouldn't have been so rude about your boyfriend."


  I look down at my nails and run my thumb over the smooth blue polish.


  "He's not my boyfriend anymore. If I make it out of this I will be dumping him, very publicly."


  Dale chuckles.


  "I saw him trying to make out with Julie Peters this morning. I guess it's a good thing. If this hadn't happened I never would have known, just kept dating him like a clueless wonder."


  "Even after what he did to you last night?" Dale's brow creases with a frown.


  "I don't know." I shrug.


  Dale leans forward and rests his elbows on his knees. Looking up with sincere eyes that are just an inch from my face, he whispers, "You deserve better."


  I feel the sting of tears. If he knew the truth he wouldn't be saying stuff like this.


  "You don't know what I deserve."


  "I-"


  The door clicks and Dale bolts upright, turning back to the screen and studying it. I glance towards the door and notice a round faced Asian girl with wide eyes and an innocent expression weaving through the tables towards us. Her smile is glowing.


  "Hey Dale."


  I watch him with a grin as he pulls his eyes away from the screen and gives the girl a polite nod. "Hey Sophie, how's it going?"


  "Good." Her face is beaming as she skips over and sits down next to him.


  "Hey, hey, watch it." Her butt is about to land on me so I jump out of the way, but not before her shoe goes straight through my boot leather. "Okay, she just totally stood on my foot."


  Dale snickers.


  "Are you okay?" Sophie asks, her wide eyes looking worried.


  "Yeah," Dale clears his throat. "Just a funny text."


  He taps my phone and looks awkwardly at the screen.


  Her adoring eyes study him in silence then she dips her head and tucks a strand of black hair behind her ear. Clearing her throat, she glances over at Dale and smiles again.


  "So, are you going to youth group on Friday night?"


  "Check out that face." I grin. "Is this your girlfriend or something?"


  "No!" Dale snaps.


  "Oh. Okay." Sophie's smile drops away and she begins fidgeting with the silver ring on her middle finger.


  "Dude, she is so crushing on you."


  Dale ignores my taunts and sends the girl an apologetic smile.


  "I mean, maybe, I'm not sure yet."


  The room lights with her sunshine smile and I can't help laughing.


  "What is your problem, Dale? Look at those big brown eyes. She wants you. Go for it."


  "Would you shut up," he mumbles.


  "I'm sorry?" Sophie looks crushed. "Is it not okay that I'm here?"


  "Yeah, of course. It's totally fine." Dale pats her hand and stands up. "I just have to go and I was wondering if you wanted to use my computer then shut it up for me."


  "Smooth," I whisper.


  Dale closes his eyes and clears his throat, forcing a smile. Sophie smiles back and nods, obviously disappointed by his departure.


  "Okay. Thanks, Dale." She slides into his chair and he reaches over her to hide the screen.


  "I'll just log out."


  She studies his face as he quickly shuts down his account. Giggles rumble in my belly, but I swallow them down. Dale looks so awkward right now. Bolting upright, he pats Sophie on the shoulder and says a quick goodbye.


  "Bye." She gives him a little wave as he turns to walk out the door.


  The corridor is empty as we make our way back towards the quad.


  "What is wrong with you? That girl is on your doorstep, man. Let her in!"


  "Maybe I don't want to let her in."


  "What, you think you're gonna do better?"


  Dale stops in his tracks and gives me a dark look.


  I cover my mouth with my hand and wince.


  "I didn't mean to say it like that. What I mean is... she seems sweet."


  He tips his head to the side, his right eyebrow jumping north, adding extra power to his droll expression.


  I stupidly keep talking.


  "Come on, she totally looks like your type."


  "How would you know what my type is? You don't even know me." Dale turns and starts walking again.


  I run to catch up with him.


  "Is it because of the scar? Because there are some awesome plastic surgeons in L.A.. They could fix that up for you."


  "No, it's not because of the scar and I don't need it fixed. I like it this way."


  "Really? Why?"


  He closes his eyes and sighs.


  "It's a good reminder."


  "Of what?" I look up at his pinched lips.


  "Nothing."


  He shakes his head.


  I fidget with my watch strap, unsure how to respond. My curiosity is definitely peaked. "I was just wondering if the scar made you feel-"


  "Would you shut up about it? Jeez, Nicole! You've got the sensitivity of a shark."


  My mouth drops open and I shoot him a scowl that I totally forget he can't see.


  "I was just trying to be helpful."


  "How?!" He spins to face me. "How is your constant chirping in my ear helpful?"


  "I... she's a girl who likes you!" I point back down the corridor.


  "You don't have to play cupid, okay. I can look after my own love life."


  "What love life? You barely have any friends, let alone a girlfriend."


  He groans and looks to the ceiling.


  "You want to help me out, Nicole?" Leaning towards me, he tries to get right in my face. His direction is scarily accurate as he yells, "Stop talking!"


  Fine. I cross my arms and glare at him.


  After an icy-silence standoff, he eventually mutters, "Thank you," then turns and walks away.


  I am so pissed right now I can hardly breathe. I watch him stomp away from me then scream a stream of curses in my head before following him. As he approaches the bathroom, my eyes narrow.


  Invisible Woman.


  An empowering smile brushes over my lips as Dale flings back the bathroom door and I jump in behind him. Without saying a word, I watch him dump his bag then listen to him unzipping his fly as he steps up to the urinal.


  I give him a second to get started, then walk up behind him and clear my throat.


  His shoulder jerks then he huffs. "Are you watching me pee right now?"


  "No. I'm staring at the back of your dumb-ass head!"


  I can't be sure, but I think he just laughed, one of those short ones that kind of punches out of the chest. Zipping his fly, Dale flushes the urinal and heads to the hand basin. I think he assumes I'm still standing behind him, because he looks in the mirror as he's washing his hands. I gaze at the side of his face.


  "You know, you should be nicer to me. I'm the only one willing to help you."


  "You're the only one capable."


  He jumps to the side and turns towards the sound of my voice. Shaking the droplets from his hands, he grabs a paper towel.


  "And anyone else in my position would have run for their life." He wipes his hands dry and turns towards me. "But I stopped and listened."


  "Oh, my hero," I can't keep the mockery from my voice, "the guy who tells me to shut my face. I'm so incredibly happy it’s you who can hear me."


  "You know what..."


  I gasp.


  "What's wrong?" Dale steps towards me.


  "The walls are moving."


  "What?"


  "My head!" I grab at it and crumple to the floor as the tiles go blurry and start rushing towards me.


  "Nicole?" Dale reaches out for me.


  "It hurts. I'm going back. I can't. It hurts."


  "Nicole, stay calm, it's going to be okay."


  "What if I don't come back?"


  His face takes on a look of fear before fading into darkness. I hear one last Nicole shouted from the bathroom before I open my eyes to the forest around me.
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  I slow my breathing. Dale told me to stay calm. I can do that. With very slow movements, I look around me. Pain pulses from my head to my toes and I have to stop in order to ward off the stars in my vision. I want to get back to Dale, but I also need to assess the situation.


  Taking my time, I gently re-examine my injuries. My head has stopped bleeding and I now just feel dry crusts in my hair. So gross! With a wince, I try to look at my elbow, but it hurts to turn my head and my hair catches on a twig. I move to free it, which only causes more pain.


  Breathing in through my nose, I force my mind to tick off the list Dale gave me.


  Jacket. I need to put my jacket over me.


  Trying not to move my head, I scan the area and notice my bag just inches from my fingertips. I stretch towards it. Pain slice through me. I start breathing like a pregnant woman in labor and thrust my right hand towards the strap. I miss. Squeezing my eyes shut, I mutter a curse then try again. It hurts like hell, but this time I manage to wrap my fingers around the leather.


  A triumphant smile flutters over my lips as I drag the bag towards me, but it soon disappears. The bag jerks to a stop and refuses to come any closer. I raise my head to get a better look and see it's caught on a low lying branch.


  NO!


  My head drops back with a thud and fresh stars scatter in front of me.


  I breathe in again - a long, slow one, hold it for a moment and let it out.


  Forcing myself to remain calm, I grab the bag again. It's fully stuck. I yank at it and watch it jiggle against the branch. The leaves rustle beneath it as if they are laughing.


  I tug and wrench the strap. "Come here, you stubborn, piece of- "


  I let out a scream. As the bag breaks free it brings a pile of leaves and bracken towards me. I cover my face with my good arm and shift my body away. This just makes everything worse. Pain bolts up my leg. I move to try and ease it, which causes my body to slip to the side. I didn't realize I had been balanced so precariously and before I can stop myself, I'm sliding down the embankment.


  My body tumbles over in a circle and images flash through my mind.


  Yellow circles.


  Falling.


  A thud.


  NICKY!


  The last thought screams through my brain as I lurch to a stop.


  I'm out of my body again. Dale is beside me, looking worried and distracted as he taps his pen on the open textbook in front of him. Damn it! My jacket. Stupid fall, I wanted to assess my situation better. Where am I now? How far down did I fall? And what was with those yellow circles?


  I squeeze my eyes shut, trying to make sense of the image. It doesn't work. My eyes pop back open and I silently curse. I want to get back there. I mean, I don't want to be in pain again, but I would like to see where I am now and I really want to be able to tell Dale I'd covered my flimsy shirt with a jacket.


  Oh what's the point! I have absolutely no control over this stupid situation.


  Opening my mouth, I'm about to admit defeat and tell Dale I'm back when the desk starts rushing towards me again. My eyes grow wide as the room spins. I squeeze them shut then feel the pain searing my system again.


  I'm back in the forest. How the hell did that happen? And what am I lying in?


  I spit the debris from my mouth and reach for my throbbing elbow. I'm now in a pile of dead pine needles, the brown sharp ones that prick your skin. I brush the points away from my neck and pull a few from my ratty hair. My elbow is pulsing like a strobe light. Each beat sends a spike of pain from my fingertips to my shoulder. A low moan passes through my lips and a sob climbs up my throat.


  Okay, so I'm a total idiot for wanting to get back here. Who cares about a jacket? This hurts too much!


  I try to shift my knee to a more comfortable position, but the fire that sears up my leg is too much to bear. I let out a loud cry and stop moving.


  Closing my eyes, I try to ward off the tears and think.


  My bag. Did it fall with me?


  I peer around my body and am surprised to see it resting against my right knee. My fingers scramble down my thigh and manage to grasp the leather strap. I heave it towards me then have to stop and take a few breaths. My head is starting to spin.


  I shakily unzip my bag and pull out my jacket. It takes forever and the small task is exhausting. I clasp the jacket to my chest and lay my head back on the pine needles. My brain feels swollen and mushy and despair is only a heartbeat away.


  Tears burn.


  Dale's writing swirls in front of me telling me to put my jacket on. I look at the letters, scribbled quickly in blue ink and make my mind repeat them. It takes about four tries, but eventually my right hand capitulates and starts shaking my jacket to open it wide.


  Trying to stretch it over me is freaking hard work, but I manage to cover my shoulders and tuck it under my chin... sort of.


  My teeth chatter as I turn to see how far I rolled. I think I see the spot I was before. Gazing up the hill, I replay the tumble in my head. Yellow circles flash in front of me. Two of them, next to each other.


  I frown and close my eyes again.


  Circles... swerving towards me.


  I open my eyes.


  "Yellow circles?" I whisper.


  "NICKY!" A young girl screams my name and I wince.


  "No." I blink at tears. "Circles."


  I force myself to repeat the word, hoping it will eradicate the sound of a child's scream. "Bright circles." I watch them swerve in my mind's eye, over the road then straight towards me. "Headlights!" I gasp.


  Those two yellow circles were headlights.


  I was hit by a car.


  For some reason, the thought is liberating. I finally know what happened to me.


  I try to dredge up further memories. Forcing the headlights to come swerving towards me over and over again. I can't glean any more information and after a few minutes I'm spent.


  I need to get back to Dale. I need to tell him what I know.


  Scrunching up my face, I try to will myself to his side, but it doesn't work.


  "Come on!" Desperation taints my voice as I squeeze my eyes closed again. "Arghhhh!" I let out a scream and hit the dirt. "Please! I need to go back!"


  A thought skirts through the back of my brain. It's not a pleasant one, but the idea that I have no other choice makes me entertain it. Pulling in two quick breaths, I hold the third one and force my leg to bend.


  My scream is lost as I black out.


  



  I practically appear on Dale's lap. Flinching, I jump back from him and take a seat on the empty stool beside him. Mr. Moffat is droning on in his monotone voice about some equation with a ton of letters and numbers. There's a diagram on the board beneath the title Kinetic Energy.


  My nose wrinkles and I look at Dale. His mouth is turned down at the sides. I look at the scar marring his features and think it's beautiful.


  What?


  I shake my head. What is wrong with me?


  Yes, I am very happy to be sitting next to him right now, but Dale Finnigan? Beautiful?


  Running my hand over my face, I smooth down my eyebrows and shake my head.


  Pull yourself together, Nicole.


  I study him for a moment longer. He's not listening to a word Mr. Moffat is saying. His eyes are a million miles away and if I could wipe that worry from his face right now, I would.


  Leaning towards him, I whisper as softly as I can, "Hey, Dale."


  He flinches and lets out a gasp.


  "Mr. Finnigan?" The physics teacher stops and gives him a stern look. "I'm not waking you, am I?"


  "Sorry, sir." Dale sits up straight and gives him an attentive look.


  Mr. Moffat's glare lasts a beat longer then his bland expression returns along with his monotone explanation.


  Scrambling for his pen, Dale turns over a fresh piece of paper and writes...


  Are you OK?!?!?!?


  I smile. "Yes. I'm fine... well not totally fine, obviously. I had a fall and now I'm even further down the bank."


  Injuries?


  "Nothing new. I think my head's stopped bleeding, but my knee is pretty bad and my elbow is killing me. I managed to cover myself with my jacket."


  Dale smiles.


  Good girl.


  I don't suppose you suddenly discovered you're wearing a thermal under your shirt did you?


  He looks at me hopefully.


  I suppress a chuckle and reply, "The only thing I have under my shirt is a bra and your dog tags."


  His head jerks towards me, his eyes wide.


  "What? You gave them to me to wear, didn't you? What's the matter?"


  He shakes his head and writes...


  It's nothing. Keep them on.


  I want to ask more, but can't delay my answer to his next question.


  Remember anything else?


  "Yes. Headlights."


  So you were on the road?


  "Uh-huh. I must have made it to the road and started walking home."


  Left hand side?


  "Yeah." I nod. "No wait. I was on the right. I was walking with the traffic."


  You know you're actually supposed to walk against it on a road like that.


  "Thank you, but that tip is hardly helpful now."


  I know, it's just easier to spot cars and they can see you.


  "Well, this one didn't."


  You think you were hit by a car?!?!?


  "Yeah. It was swerving all over the road."


  Like a drunk driver or something?


  "Maybe. I don't know."


  And it hit you?


  "Yeah, I'm pretty sure it did. I don't remember exactly, but how else could I be where I am with the injuries I have. I remember falling and..." the word NICKY screams through my head and my air supply is cut off.


  I bite my lips together.


  Nicole?


  "That's all I remember."


  Okay, so all we have to do now is find the driver of the car.


  "Yeah, because it's that simple. It could have been anyone... most likely some tourist who's now skipped town."


  Dale drops the pen and rubs his right earlobe.


  Hopelessness pounds against my shoulders. I could so easily give into its relentless rhythm. I can feel myself caving as I take in Dale's sad expression.


  "I'm not going to make it, am I?"


  Dale lets out a short breath and grabs his pen.


  I am going to find you! Just STAY ALIVE!


  He underlines the last two words multiple times and the hopeless waves that keep pounding me, ease off just a little. I smile and mouth the words, thank you. I know he can't see me and I'm glad for it. The emotions massacring my system are not ones I'm ready to share.
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  The bell rings moments later and the students hurry to pack up their things. Mr. Moffat is stuffing papers into his bag as he walks out the door with everybody else. I guess students aren't the only ones who are desperate to leave at the end of the day.


  Dale takes his time collecting his stuff, no doubt waiting for the class to empty so he can talk to me without looking like a total goof-ball.


  My phone chirps as the last senior saunters out the door.


  Dale gives a disgusted snort and slaps it down on the table.


  "What?"


  "Your friends suck."


  "Why? What are they saying?" I reach for the phone, forgetting my fingers will pass straight through it. I let out a sigh and step back. "Can you read it for me, please."


  "No." Dale grabs the phone and pops it in his pocket.


  "Hey, that's my phone! Now read me the tweet."


  "Forget it."


  "Dale." I cross my arms and force my voice to remain calm. "I-"


  "I'm not reading you the tweet, Nicole."


  "Why not?"


  "Let's just say the hashtag's changed."


  "To what?"


  Dale sighs and looks to the floor.


  "You don't want to know, okay?"


  My forehead crinkles and I swallow down the hurt. It must be bad if Dale's not willing to show me. I hate that I'm so desperate to see it even though it will probably hurt like hell.


  "Tell me. I need to know."


  "I'm not doing it." Dale goes to stride past me and I stand in his way. He walks straight through me and we both shudder. He spins around with a gasp. "DON'T do that to me again. Ever."


  He let's out his breath and rubs his forehead.


  "Tell me what it says or I'll do it to you for the rest of the day."


  He groans and throws his hands in the air.


  "None of these people you hang out with care about you. You're obviously missing and all they've done is started a twitter frenzy about what might have happened to you!" He pulls out my phone. "Some of these tweets are foul, Nicky. How can you be friends with these people?"


  His sweet desperation at my plight pulls on heart strings I never knew I had. My eyes burn as I snap back, "Because they don't care about me."


  Dale's shoulders drop and he stares at me in confusion.


  I swallow and continue like an idiot.


  "They're too shallow to dig any deeper than the clothes I'm wearing, or the shoes I have on... or what party I'm going to... or who I'm sleeping with. They don't care about what makes me tick... and they don't want to know anything about who I really am. They'll never know and that's just the way I want it."


  "Never know what?"


  "Nothing." I swallow. "I meant they'll never really know me." My cover is so pathetic, but Dale mercifully lets it slide.


  "You know that's messed up, right?" The smile that follows his sweet statement is too cute.


  I bite my lips together and nod.


  "You okay?"


  I clear my throat in reply to Dale's quiet words.


  "Come on let's go drive around the national park for a while."


  I cross my arms and follow him.


  "I just have to stop at my locker first."


  His pace is still quite fast, but I manage to keep up with him as I follow him to his locker. We pass Sophie on the way, she gives him a shy smile and he nods back.


  I want to tease him again, but force myself to come up with something else. I need him on my side, not telling me to shut my mouth again.


  "What's youth group?"


  He turns to look at Sophie then back at me with a suspicious glare.


  "I'm just asking what it is." I raise my hands.


  Stopping at his locker, he dials the combination and looks to make sure no one is nearby. "It's just a bunch of kids from my church. We get together every Friday night and hang out."


  "And do what? Read your bibles?"


  His eyebrows bunch together as he tries to hide his grin. "Sometimes. Not always. We usually just get together to have some fun."


  "What kind of fun?"


  "Games, paint ball, movies... last Friday we handed out glowsticks, turned out all the lights and danced our asses off."


  I laugh. "To hymns?"


  "Okay, your misconceptions are frightening."


  He closes his locker and zips up his bag.


  "Well excuse me, but I've never been to church before."


  "Maybe you should come check it out."


  "No thank you." I frown.


  He looks a little insulted, but that half smile works its way through and pops his scar to the side.


  "You think the only way to have fun is to get drunk, buy clothes, date losers and say bitchy things about people?"


  I take a step away from him. Although they were said with light humor, I knew he meant every word.


  "Wow." I swallow. "You really don't like me, do you?"


  His eyes wash with quick regret as he hitches his bag onto his shoulder.


  "I let you keep the dog tags, didn't I?"


  I watch him walk away from me, not sure whether to be insulted or touched. Hanging out with him is the most confusing thing I've ever done. I stand there like an idiot, not sure what to feel.


  My ghostly body takes charge and runs after him before I can stop myself.


  I catch up and we walk side-by-side. He clears his throat and sniffs then glances over his right shoulder.


  "I'm on your left."


  His smile appears as he glances down at me. How can someone look so sure of themselves and so awkward at the same time?


  "I can't imagine you dancing." The words tumble out before I can stop them.


  Dale chuckles and whispers, "Believe me, if glow sticks hadn't been the only form of lighting, you couldn't have dragged me from a chair."


  I grin.


  "Did you go all Footloose on their butts?"


  "You better believe it, baby."


  Laughter rings out of me. It's such a surprising sound I actually stop walking. It is almost foreign to my ears... I haven't laughed like that since...


  I swallow and frown.


  No one can make me laugh anymore, at least not the genuine kind that's bubbling in my belly right now. How did Dale manage to do it?


  Images of him Gleeking-it-up on the dance floor bring on a fresh wave of giggles. I swallow them back and chase after him.


  Dale is standing at the school exit chatting to Adam Hutton. The guy is like Thor next to Dale. His broad frame takes up most of the doorway. I shuffle up beside them as they walk out the door. I can sense Dale listening out for me, so I give him a heads up.


  "Behind your left shoulder."


  He nods then tunes back into Adam's conversation.


  "... wants me to apply to all the big east coast colleges. Where do you think you'll go next year?"


  Dale shrugs.


  "Not sure yet. I still need to check out some course guides and figure out what I want to do. It's only September, I don't want to get caught up with the whole college thing until I absolutely have to."


  "Yeah." Adam forces out an awkward chuckle.


  What's he got to worry about? He's going to be valedictorian for sure. The guy works harder than any other student at this school, not to mention the fact he's a star athlete and on the student council. The guy's so golden he's practically a statue.


  I wonder how he came to be friends with Dale?


  "Are you okay, man? You look kinda tired." Dale slaps him on the shoulder.


  Who am I kidding? Dale is so nice to everybody, who wouldn't want to be friends with him.


  Adam runs his hand through his shaggy blond hair. "I didn't sleep well last night. I worked late on an assignment then couldn't switch off." He shrugs and shoots Dale a nervous smile. "I'm my own worst enemy."


  Dale grins and fishes in his pocket for his keys.


  "Catch you later, man." Adam gives him a wave and saunters towards the bus stop.


  "Hey, you want a ride?"


  Adam's square face brightens with a smile. "You sure? That'd be awesome, thanks."


  "What? Why?" I frown. I don't want to share the car with anyone else. I want to talk to Dale uninterrupted. "Do we really have time for this? Don't we have some pre-dark searching to do?"


  Dale shoots a stern look in my direction. "He's on the way," he whispers.


  Adam lopes over to the car and opens the passenger door.


  Dale opens his door and pretends to fluff around with his bag, giving me time to jump in the back.


  "Thanks," I whisper, still a little sulky.


  He throws his bag in the back with a wink. I can't help smiling.


  I shuffle back in the seat as Adam starts talking again.


  "My mom stole my car."


  Dale laughs. "What?!"


  "Yeah, hers is in the shop getting fixed and she took off with mine for the day. She didn't even offer to swing by and collect me after school. Man, I hate catching the bus. You saved me, bro."


  "Not a problem."


  The car revs to life and Dale swings out of the parking lot.


  I really don't like Dale's car. It's an old Toyota Corolla. A mustard yellow hunk of junk. Adam rolls down the window and we all wince at the high pitched screech.


  "Sorry, man." Dale grins. "Had to save for this baby on my own, so it's... an inbetweener."


  "Nah, it's cool."


  Adam is being very polite. He owns a gorgeous midnight blue mustang that guys drool over and girls want rides in. He got it for his 16th birthday. It was a gift from his rich uncle and apparently his Dad (Sheriff Hutton) totally flipped out. After an epic battle he was allowed to keep the car, but I think the rules are pretty strict. If he ever gets in trouble - which he never does - but if he ever did, the car would be the first thing to go.


  Adam is a really nice guy, but man, he struts like a peacock when he's walking into school each morning.


  I roll my eyes as we bump our way to the Hutton home.


  My phone chirps again and Dale reaches for it.


  He frowns.


  "You know it's really dangerous to read and drive."


  He glances in the rearview mirror and shoots me a dry look. I grin.


  Clearing his throat, Dale drops the phone in his lap and looks at Adam.


  "You voted in the Nicole Poll today?"


  "Nah, man. I'm not into that stuff." Adam looks out the window and clears his throat.


  "Do you know her very well?"


  "What are you doing?" I lean forward.


  Adam shrugs.


  "Yeah, sort of. We used to hang out a little when we were kids."


  "So, what's up with her?


  "What'd you mean?"


  "Come on." Dale smiles. "Was she always like this?"


  "Always like what?"


  "You know, outspoken, irritating..."


  I punch Dale as hard as I can. My fist goes straight through his shoulder, but at least I see him shiver.


  Adam's still looking out the window, but gives a hearty laugh. I throw him the evils.


  "No way." Adam shakes his head and turns back to face his friend. "She used to be awesome. We hung out all the time in middle school. There was this massive group of us and we used to do everything together. Nicole was always really organized and she'd come up with this whacky stuff for us to do."


  I notice Dale's head tip to the side and his eyes narrow slightly. "What happened?"


  "It's none of your business," I whisper sharply.


  "Jody."


  "Who?"


  Adam glances at Dale. "You don't know this story?"


  Dale shakes his head.


  "Jody was Nicole's little sister. She was this cute little blonde kid with a constant smile. Pure sunshine, you know?"


  My heart begins to pound so hard I think it might burst out of my chest. I push my fingers into the middle of my ribcage.


  "Nicole adored her. One day she..." Adam clears his throat.


  Don't say it. Don't tell him, Adam. I want to scream the words aloud, but I know it won't do any good.


  "She fell out of a tree, broke her neck and died."


  My ears start ringing as I slump back into my seat.


  "She was only nine," Adam ended softly.


  "Whoa." Dale's knuckles are white as they grip the wheel. "That explains a lot."


  "Nicole was the one who found her."


  Dale's head jerks to the side. The surprise on his face is unmissable, swiftly followed by sadness. I turn away from it. There's nothing I can say to stop this.


  "She's never been the same since. She went into hiding over the summer and then when she got to high school she started hanging out with..."


  "The wrong kinda people?"


  "Pretty much." Adam nods.


  The car fills with that eerie silence that follows tragic news. I keep my eyes out the window, watching the world slow to a stop as Dale pulls into Adam's driveway. Dale pulls up the parking brake as Adam opens his door.


  "Do you think she's run away?"


  Adam pauses and scratches the nape of his neck.


  "I don't know, man. Maybe." His Adam’s apple shoots down his throat and back up again before he forces a smile and gets out of the car.


  Dale waits for the slam of the door before reversing onto the road. I watch Adam walk to his door then turn and watch us leave. I swivel in the seat and look out the back window as he gazes after us.


  Part of me wants to hate him. Another part has to admit that it was going to come out eventually.


  I glance back at Dale. He keeps looking in the rearview mirror, searching for my response.
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  I don't say anything. I can't. Adam is soon out of view. I keep looking out the back window, unable to face Dale. He was the one person at school who didn't know.


  I hate that the status quo has changed.


  Dale clears his throat.


  "You want to sit in front with me?"


  "No, I'm fine back here," I mumble.


  The car eases to a stop. Slowly I turn around to see Dale facing me.


  "I'm sorry." His voice is soft.


  "For what?" My voice is hard.


  His eyes fill with compassion as he whispers, "I'm sorry you had to find your sister like that. I'm sorry you lost her."


  "I don't want to talk about it." I clear my throat.


  "Nic-"


  "I DON'T WANT TO TALK ABOUT IT!"


  Dale jolts back in his seat and accidentally hits the horn. Adjusting his position, he swivels back to face the road and gives a short, "Okay."


  Putting the car in gear, we bunny hop forward for a second until Dale finds his rhythm. I'm still clinging to my numbness - the only form of protection I've known since the accident.


  I close my eyes.


  Jody.


  I squeeze my hand into a tight fist, willing it to hurt. I used to be able to draw blood. I open my hand now and see nothing... of course. You can't cut ghosts' skin... just their hearts.


  Silence fills the car until we pass the turn off to Matt's house and start heading further into the forest.


  "Anything look familiar?"


  I lean towards the glass and shake my head.


  "Nicole?"


  "It all looks the same." I sigh. "I could have been anywhere around here."


  "Just keep looking, see if something sparks a memory."


  I do what I'm told and ask Dale to slow down about five minutes later.


  "This could be it. I mean there's a steep bank all along this road."


  "Well, let's get out and take a look."


  Dale looks hopeful as he jumps out the door and starts walking along the road.


  "If you were hit, there will probably be markings or damage to the guardrail," he calls over his shoulder. "You head up that way and I'll try down here, see if we spot anything."


  I grab the dog tags around my neck as I march up the road, looking at the guardrail. I've walked at least a 100 yards when I turn around and shout, "I don't see anything. The railing looks fine."


  "Same down here." Dale's voice wafts back to me. "Come on, let's drive a little further."


  



  We spend the next hour jumping in and out of the car. The guardrail is fine along the entire road and by mile fifteen, I'm totally over it.


  "I don't want to do this anymore."


  Dale glances at his watch.


  "I should probably get home anyway." He puts his foot on the gas and we head back towards Big Bear Village.


  "What a waste of time." I sigh.


  "I don't think so."


  I look over at him from the front passenger's seat.


  "I always knew you were an idiot."


  His snicker is followed by a quick smirk.


  "We can cross that stretch of road off now. It wasn't a waste of time."


  "Okay, fine." I lean my head back against the seat and close my eyes.


  Sometimes I feel like Dale can see me or something. It's like he can sense what I'm doing and rather than launching into more tiring conversation, he simply leans forward and turns on the radio.


  The music washes over us as we amble back to town. I feel the beat thump inside me as the lyrics swirl in my brain. I can't help singing along.


  "You actually like this song?"


  I open my eyes and spot Dale's grin. "Everybody likes this song."


  "No, no they really don't."


  My eyebrows dip together. "Then why are you listening to it?"


  "Because I like the sound of your voice."


  Embarrassed, I sit up a little straighter. A smile tugs on my lips and I fight to iron it out.


  "So you like to sing, at home, when no one's watching?" Dale changes gear and glances over at me.


  "Maybe." I shrug.


  "Hairbrush or deodorant?"


  I grin.


  "My hairbrush makes a much better microphone."


  "Nice." Dale nods. "I was always more of a spatula kinda guy."


  "You were not." I try to playfully whack his shoulder, but my hand goes straight through.


  He scratches the spot I hit him and laughs. "I swear, I used to find every bowl and pot in the kitchen and turn it into this mega drum kit. I'd smack the hell out of those things. It drove my mother insane."


  I laugh. "Good musicians start young, I guess."


  "Yeah, well I'm hardly a talent, but I have fun."


  "So, a drummer boy then. You know, that's actually pretty cool."


  "Oh, well I'm glad you approve."


  Another song starts and I feel my insides jolt with pleasure. I love this one.


  "Can you turn it up, please?"


  Dale obliges without comment and for some reason, I launch into song. I don't know why. I'd never do it with any of my friends, but I somehow feel as though I'm allowed to in this dungy old car. Like it's safe or something.


  I finish the song with a loud flourish.


  Dale shakes his head with a grin. "You're a Gleek aren't you?"


  "No." I turn in my seat then sigh. "Maybe... okay yes, but if you tell anyone, I'll kill you."


  "Why don't you want me to tell anyone. Glee's cool."


  "Shut up. Glee is cool."


  "It is."


  Huh! Sarcastic much!


  My eyes narrow as I gaze at him.


  "I know you can't see it right now, but I'm giving you a very dry look."


  "No, I can see it."


  "You can?" My voice comes out all high and squeaky.


  "In my head," Dale admits softly. "I can picture you really clearly in my head and I know that look. You do it a lot."


  I don't know how to respond to this. He makes it sound as though he's been studying me since he arrived at our school about a year ago. I gaze at him in confused silence then glance down at my nails, suddenly awkward.


  Leaning back in his seat, Dale pulls out his iPod and searches for music while trying to keep an eye on the road. A few minutes later, he's plugging it into the stereo with a grin.


  "You know what's cooler than Glee though, right?"


  Cranking up the volume, Dale lets Granite thump through the car.


  A delighted laugh escapes my lips as Dale starts belting out the tune with gusto.


  Within seconds I'm joining him.


  We sing as loudly as we can, all the way to Dale's house.


  


  

  



  
    
  


   CHAPTER TWELVE


  
    
  


  

  



  
    
  


  I have no reason to be nervous about going into Dale's house, but I am. I step through the door and gaze around the interior. It's actually quite nice. Very plain and simple, but classy all the same. The walls are wooden, giving it that log cabin feel, I bet there's a fireplace in the living room. I glance at the solid wooden bannister on the left side of the stairs and wonder if Dale's ever popped his legs either side of it and slid down to the bottom. It'd be tempting, that's for sure.


  Dale's mother appears around the corner.


  "Hey sweetie." She reaches up on tiptoes and gives Dale a kiss on the cheek.


  Far out I think she's actually shorter than me! I didn't think that was possible.


  Stepping back, she looks up with an adoring smile. "How was school?"


  "Yeah, good."


  His mother walks towards the kitchen.


  "An eventful day?"


  Dale looks over his shoulder with a wry smile. "You could say that."


  "But a good one?" She turns at the kitchen counter. Her eyes are dancing with sweet merriment. It's really hard not to look at them.


  Dale smiles and nods his head.


  "Yeah, mom, it was great."


  "Fantastic."


  Far out, she looks as though she's about to cry. She obviously really wants Dale to do well at school, or be happy... or something. My heart gives a little squeeze as I watch her genuine interest as Dale runs through the bland parts of his day and makes up some excuse about why he's late.


  "Dinner's in half an hour. I'll call you when it's ready."


  "Awesome, I'm starving." Dale kisses her cheek and scoots up the stairs just off the kitchen.


  



  I can't help gazing around the house as I follow him up the stairs and down the hallway to his room. The whole feel of the house is different to mine. It's much older - looks like it was built in the 70s or 80s. The carpet's been redone though, but with a nice rich burgandy color that gives the house a yummy warmth.


  Yummy warmth? Really?


  I shake my head. That's what it feels like. I don't know how else to describe it.


  I run my hand along the wall, trying really hard to stop my fingers going through. I feel nothing and scowl as my digits pass through a painting.


  "So this is my room." Dale opens his door.


  I walk in and am once again hit by the warmth.


  I wonder if my mom sold them this house. It's so not her style, but knowing her she would have chucked that warmth word in numerous times.


  There's a double bed in the corner of the room with a bright green duvet. It's quite over powering, but I resist the urge to comment. It's his room, not mine. Dale dumps his bag next to his desk and scans the shelf above it.


  "What are you looking for?"


  "When we first moved here, Dad bought me a map book of the area. We highlighted a bunch of hiking trails we wanted to do."


  "And let me guess, you haven't done any of them."


  Dale looks at me with surprise. "No, we've done about eight so far."


  "Oh." I run my fingers through my hair and turn away, feeling stupid.


  "Here it is." He pulls it out and flicks through the pages. "Okay, so this is where we drove today." He rummages through his desk for a highlighter and crosses out the section of the road we drove on. "So maybe tomorrow I can get up early and we can do this section before school."


  I look over his shoulder. "You'd have to get up pretty damn early."


  "I know." He nods. "I just can't play hooky. I'm really sorry, but..."


  His face bunches with regret.


  "I'm not asking you to play hooky." The words come out a little snappier than I mean them to. I guess it just bugs me that he assumes I think skipping out of school is something I never put any thought into. What he will never know is that I've never missed a day of school when I've had an important test and I've never once handed in an assignment late. My hooky days always coincide with the days I can't bear facing the student population. I invite Amber because she's too self-absorbed to notice my moods.


  "Should I be calling the police?" Dale's question makes me turn to face him.


  "I don't think they take these kinds of cases seriously for at least 48 hours."


  "Maybe the sheriff can help us."


  "Sheriff Hutton?" I shake my head and start scanning his room. "I doubt it. He tends to be a stickler for the rules."


  "What if I tell him what I know."


  I bob down to peruse Dale's book collection. "He'll wonder how you know this stuff. You can't tell him you can hear me. Everyone will think you're crazy."


  "I can't just sit here and do nothing."


  I stand up and face him, loving the fact he wants to try so hard.


  "You need food and sleep, Dale. You're no use to me starving and hungry." I keep my voice as casual as I can. I'm right. I'm being sensible. There's nothing more we can do right now.


  Fear coils in my belly.


  I try to ward it off with distraction and move to Dale's second bookshelf. Man, this guy sure likes to read.


  "You have some good titles here," I murmur.


  "Yeah, well reading's good for the brain." He steps towards my voice.


  I glide past him and move to his desk. It's in disarray with piles of books surrounding his computer. I notice a huge stack of pages in a neat pile and lean over to see what they are.


  



  The Trojan's Secret by Dale Finnigan


  



  "I didn't know you liked writing?"


  "Uh," Dale nervously jumps towards his desk. "Don't read that."


  "Why not?"


  "It's not finished." He picks up the one of his textbooks and covers the first page.


  "Fine." I cross my arms and mumble, "Spoil sport," as I turn away.


  "It's just that I-"


  "Who's the older woman, Mr. Cougar Hunter?" I lean down to inspect the photo I've just spotted. Dale has his arm around a gorgeous woman with dark curls and a beaming smile.


  Dale steps up beside me. "Firstly gross and secondly, she's my sister, Rachel."


  "Really? How old is she?"


  "Thirty." He picks up the photo next to it. "These are her kids Emma and Tim."


  I gaze at the three impish grins in the picture. Dale is holding his two ice-cream covered relations. "Look at your face - the proud uncle."


  "I can't help it. They are two cutie-pies."


  "I can't believe you're an Uncle Dale."


  "Yeah, well, Unky Dee at this stage."


  He blushes red while returning the picture to its rightful place.


  "So..." I look to my feet then casually shrug. "How old's your mom?"


  Dale shoves his hands in his pockets and turns away from me.


  "What, you're not going to tell me?"


  "Look my parents are awesome, okay." He spins back to face me. "I don't need you spreading gossip about them."


  "I wouldn't!" I try to ignore his dry look, but it's hard to miss. I huff. "You don't trust me."


  He shrugs. "Why should I?"


  I open my mouth with a sharp response, but I'm interrupted by a black labrador that bursts through the door with a happy bark. I yelp and jump back.


  Dale laughs.


  "It's okay, he won't hurt a fly."


  I dubiously move to the edge of the room, grateful the jumping mutt can't see me. His slobbery tongue is hanging out of his mouth in ecstasy as Dale rubs behind his ears. All of a sudden the dog's nose twitches and springs into the air, sniffing loudly.


  "What is it, boy?"


  The dog hunches down and starts sniffing the carpet, weaving its way across the room until it's at my feet.


  "Wh-what are you doing?" I yell at the dog.


  He sniffs around my ankles then starts working his way up my legs until his nose is in my crotch.


  "GET out of there!" I try to slap the dog away. "Dale! A little help!"


  "Wow." Dale stands back in awe. "That's amazing."


  I try to wiggle away from the dog. "What's amazing? The fact your stupid dog can't stop sniffing my crotch?"


  "Jess, come here, boy." Dale slaps his thigh. "Jester. C'mere."


  After a few more requests, spurted out between bursts of laughter, Dale's dog finally does as he's told.


  I brush off my jeans with a shaky hand and raise my body with as much dignity as I can.


  "Sorry about that." Dale simpers.


  "I'm sure you are." I cross my arms.


  "It's pretty amazing that he can sense you though. I wonder why."


  "Look, who knows. Just keep him out of my crotch, okay."


  "Yes, ma'am." Dale nods, fighting to keep his lips from popping back into a smile.


  Rolling my eyes, I relent with a small smile he can't see. Stepping closer, I hold out my hand and let Jester sniff my fingertips. He starts licking air. This is too bizarre.


  "I don't understand how he can sense me."


  "Life's mysterious."


  "That's your answer?"


  Dale shrugs.


  "Sometimes we just have to accept the fact we can't explain everything. Life happens, whether we want it to or not and we don't always have a reason why. Our job is to try and make some good come out of it."


  I have a feeling he's referring to Jody, so I clear my throat and change the subject.


  "Why'd you call him Jester?"


  Kneeling down, Dale gives his dog another rub behind the ears.


  "At the time I got him, he was the only thing that could make me laugh. Jester seemed the perfect name."


  "What happened to you?"


  Dale gives his dog a final pat and stands.


  "Is it to do with your scar?"


  He doesn't look at me.


  "Is the knife fight rumor true?"


  Dale grins.


  "Falling through a glass door? Cycling accident? How about the one where you're surfing on a reef?"


  He gives me a pitiful look.


  "Okay, fine just tell me then. How'd you get the scar?"


  Shaking his head, he turns to his desk and starts rifling through some pages.


  "Come on. You know all about my past."


  "Do I?" He turns.


  I scowl at his open expression then look to the ground.


  "Okay, fine, don't tell me." I look up with a sniff. "I don't care anyway."


  "Dale! Dinner's ready!"


  He shoots me one last disbelieving look before walking out the door.


  I stomp down the stairs behind him, annoyed he's being so secretive. It's so completely unfair. Thanks to his interrogation of Adam, he now knows about Jody. The least he can do is tell me why he looks like Frankenstein.


  I wince; glad I'm not talking out loud.


  Dale takes a seat at the table, opposite his parents. His Dad gives him a friendly smile and asks how he's doing. They share a quick joke I don't understand then hold hands and say grace.


  Holding hands around the table? Awkward.


  "Amen," they all say in unison then smile at each other.


  Dude, we're like five shy of the Brady Bunch here.


  I lean against the wall and watch as Dale's Dad, what's his name again?


  "Charles, can you pass the pepper please?"


  That's right.


  He hands his wife - Mary? Yeah, I think it's Mary - the pepper and gives her a private smile. Man, they look so in love it's sickening. I mean, ewww. How old are these people?


  I ignore the thought that my parents used to look at each other that way and instead return my attention to the fact Dale is being a stubborn ass. I can't believe he doesn't trust me. After all we've been through today.


  I cross my arms and shoot him a few death glares, but he's oblivious.


  "So, Dale, how are you getting on with Mr. Moffat?"


  "Yeah, okay." Dale nods.


  "Okay? I was sitting next to you for half the class and you didn't take one note," I call across the room.


  Dale's shoulders tense and he shoots his parents a close mouthed smile. My eyes narrow. Stepping towards the table, I decide to play the bitch everyone knows me for.


  Squatting down beside the Finnigans, I do my best to throw a squirm jamboree for my untrusting companion.


  "Actually Mr. and Mrs. Finningan, your son is probably failing physics."


  Dale shovels a fork full of rice into his mouth and glares in the direction of my voice.


  "I wouldn't be surprised if he gets a big, fat F on his transcript." I grimace. "Not so great for college apps, am I right?"


  Leaning forward, Dale clears his throat and shuffles in his chair.


  "If I were you, I'd be asking to see his school work, because if the amount of notes he took today were anything to go by, he might not be doing so well in other areas either."


  The fork drops from Dale's hand and in spite of the fact he can't see me, he manages to aim a black glare right in my direction.


  "Dale, sweetie, are you okay?"


  He holds his breath for a beat, then shakes his head.


  "No, actually. I need to tell you guys something."


  "What are you doing?"


  I step back from the table as his parents both lean forward, looking concerned.


  "The truth is..."


  "Are you insane, right now? They won't believe you can hear a ghost!"


  He sighs.


  "I think I'm failing physics."


  Confusion stunts my next statement.


  Mrs. Finnigan looks disappointed and Mr. Finnigan leans back with a thoughtful expression.


  "Bummer," he eventually says.


  "Yeah, I know, Dad. I'm really sorry, but I just... I really hate it and don't understand what Mr. Moffat is talking about half the time. I just don't think I can do well this year."


  "But you're doing so well in everything else."


  "Yeah, well Biology's a little hard, but I love my other subjects."


  Mrs. Finnigan's lips bunch together, and then she looks at her husband. They have one of those silent conversations that only married couples seem capable of.


  "We talked about you studying a range of subjects this year."


  "I know, but I don't enjoy it. I want to transfer out of the class and do something I'll excel in."


  Like they're ever going to let that happen.


  The couple finish their silent conversation then look to Dale.


  "Okay, well I'm open to discussing that."


  What?


  "We're really sorry it's not working out."


  "Yeah, well I should have been up front from the start. I never wanted to take Physics."


  "Then why did you?"


  "Because I wanted to make you guys... proud."


  "Oh sweetie." Mrs. Finnigan reaches across the table and grabs Dale's hand. "We'll always be proud of you and you know, your honesty right now is just making us prouder. We love you, kiddo."


  Their conversation continues as they discuss other subjects that Dale might take. Their voices turn to static noise as I lean against the wall.


  My eyes burn with unwelcome tears.


  We love you, kiddo.


  I can't remember the last time someone told me they loved me and they're just saying it like it's an everyday occurrence.


  I notice Dale look over his shoulder. He slowly searches the room as he nods at his parents' comments.


  He's looking for me.


  I should call out and tell him where I am, but I can't.


  Instead I creep out of the room.


  The kitchen door is ajar, I squeeze through it, cross the road diagonally and turn down Piney Lane. A few hundred yards later, I'm walking around the back of my house and climbing the stairs. Mom always leaves the bathroom window open. I have no idea how I'm supposed to actually climb through it. I stand outside and look at the narrow gap. I might be able to fit through it... but with hands as dense as smoke, I have no idea how I'll grip the frame to pull myself up.


  I let out an irate huff. I can't work this stupid ghost thing out. My feet seem capable of walking on solid surfaces and my butt seems capable of sitting on any kind of seat, so why do my hands glide through everything? Maybe it's a mind over matter type thing.


  My eyes narrow as I study the window and will myself to believe it is a solid object that no part of my body can fall through. I decide that the faster I do this, the less thought will be involved. Taking a breath, I launch myself towards the window, my foot lands on the sill as my hands touch the frame.


  Of course my brain then decides to remind me that this is all just ridiculous and my hands fly straight through the glass followed by the rest of my body. I land in a heap on the tiled floor. Jumping up, I do a little heebie-jeebies dance. I whirl back to look at the window, shudder once more then make my way through the house. It's cold, dark and silent.


  I step into my room and look around my pristine belongings. My bookshelf is neatly lined with untouched books, the clothes are neatly folded into every draw or hung neatly on every hanger. My subtle bedspread is pulled tight to perfection... just the way I like it.


  I frown.


  Everything feels cold. Cold and gloomy.


  Spinning on my heel, I descend the stairs to the living room and force myself not to look out the window. There's a light on in the kitchen. I follow the amber glow and stumble across my mother. She's sitting at the kitchen counter, picking at a microwave meal.


  "Mom?"


  I step in front of her. She's in zombie mode again. Her fork is poised just above her food. It's like she knows she needs to eat, but can't quite make herself do it.


  I look at the clock on the stove. 6.50pm. Dad is nearly an hour late, what else is new?


  My mother blinks and finally comes to. She looks at the clock and huffs, throwing her fork into her bowl and stepping away from the counter. With practiced efficiency she goes to the cupboard and grabs a large wine glass. She selects a bottle, pops the cork and pours herself a huge glass. It's gone after four big swigs.


  "Whoa, Mom."


  She pours another glass and slaps the bottle on the counter. She goes to guzzle it then stops and gently places it down. A sudden sob spurts out of her mouth as she dips her head. Her blond locks fall over her face and her shoulders shake.


  "Don't cry," I whisper.


  She doesn't hear me and the sobs keep coming out of her, slow and pitiful.


  I back away. I can't be here. I can't watch this again.


  Stumbling out of the room, I run to the bathroom and fall back through the window. I don't even care. All I want right now is yummy warmth.
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  The kitchen door is closed when I return to the Finnigan's home. I curse then walk around the side of the house looking for another way in. I can see Dale's window is wide open. I wonder if he's left it like that for me.


  Does he think I can freaking fly?


  I kick the rock at my foot and watch my boot whoosh through it.


  This sucks.


  I'm about to slump to the ground when the front door opens.


  "You don't need to worry, Mary. He's being honest with us, that's the most important thing."


  "I just want him to be happy. I don't want a repeat of-"


  Mr. Finnigan places his finger gently on his wife's lips.


  "That will never happen again. Don't be afraid. We have to trust him now."


  She gives him a soft smile.


  "I know."


  With a tender gaze, Mr. Finnigan leans down and kisses his wife. I take my chance and crawl past them and through the front door. I'm sure I end up pulling my hips through their legs. They both seem to shiver as they step away from each other.


  "Have fun."


  "I will. This couple are fantastic. So suited. These pre-marriage sessions have been great."


  "Only one month 'til the wedding. I can't believe it."


  Mr. Finnigan gives her a grin.


  "Can't wait to marry them."


  "Bye sweetie. Love you."


  "You too, babe. Home soon."


  I watch them exchange one last adoring look before scampering up the stairs.


  



  "I didn't know your Dad was a minister."


  Dale jumps a mile as I walk through his open doorway.


  Dropping his head in his hands, he mumbles something about whether or not his heart will be able to survive this then looks up at me.


  "He's not anymore. He does counselling, funerals, weddings, stuff like that."


  He sits back in his chair with a sigh and rubs his eyes.


  There is an empty chair next to him. I take a seat and clear my throat so he knows where I am.


  He turns my way.


  "Hey, are you okay? You just disappeared."


  "Yeah." I shrug, trying to sound casual. "I just went home."


  "Everything okay?"


  I don't answer him straight away, I can't. I just gaze at his computer screen. He's been researching first aid pages. I can also see his Twitter account open, but the page isn't up, so I can't scan it for my name. I glance at him and see the map book open beneath his hands. He's marking out routes to try and also has a page of questions he's compiling to ask my friends.


  "Nicole?" Dale asks softly.


  "I don't get it." I shake my head, thinking about the day I've just had.


  "Get what?"


  My voice takes on a distant quality as I picture Dale's parents kissing each other goodbye then think about my mom crying in the kitchen. It then flashes back to school and I listen to my friends laughing about me being dead.


  "I'm popular. I'm pretty. In spite of their nastiness today, girls still want to be me and guys want to be with me." I snap out of it and look straight at Dale. "You barely have any friends. You have scars on your face that scare everyone away."


  Dale frowns and licks his lips.


  "Is there a point to this or are you just trying to give me a complex?"


  I pause for a long beat then look into his beautiful brown eyes. "Why do I want your life?"


  Dale's face folds with a look of such compassion and sympathy I have to turn away. I can sense him about to say something, but he's interrupted by a tap on the door.


  His mother pops in and looks around the room. "I thought I heard you talking to someone."


  "Oh, no, I'm just..." he blushes.


  "Acting out scenes for your book again?"


  He lets out a nervous chuckle.


  She grins at him then puts her hand on her hip as she walks through his room and closes the window. "You should be doing your physics homework, not writing."


  "I'm transferring, remember?" His cheeky grin is adorable.


  His mother flicks the drapes closed.


  "You're not transferred yet and until you are, I want you to give it your best... then you can write until you're crossed eyed."


  She pats his shoulder.


  "Yes, ma'am." He salutes.


  She gives a little laugh then kisses his cheek before leaving.


  To be honest, I'm glad for the interruption. I don't want to have my question answered. I don't want to see that look on Dale's face again, because that look makes me want to melt.


  I sit up straight and shake the bangs out of my eyes.


  "So are you writing a book or a short story?" I ask brightly.


  Dale hesitates, obviously surprised by my abrupt mood change. Jumping up, he closes his door and comes back to his desk.


  "I'm going for a novel."


  "Why won't you let me read it?"


  He plops back down in his chair.


  "It's still the first draft. It needs some major work and I'm not really ready to share."


  I wrinkle my nose at him.


  Flicking the map book closed, he moves it to the side of his desk.


  "Listen, I better get my homework done. I'll go as fast as I can, then we can plan out a route for tomorrow."


  "Okay," I mumble and rest my chin in my hand. I watch him work with a confused little frown on his face. It's actually quite adorable. I turn away and peruse his desk then smile when Dale absentmindedly grabs a book off the top of his manuscript. I lean over it and start reading.


  It's good. I mean really good. By the end of paragraph four I like the main character and by the end of the page I have to know what he's going to do about the piece of armor he's just discovered.


  I grab at the page and try to flick it over. My fingers whistle through it. I hold in my irritated grunt and try again.


  I let out a sigh and resist the urge to ask Dale to do it for me. Like he'd say yes after specifically telling me not to read it. I glance sideways at him. He squints his eyes and frowns as he studies the text, jots down some more notes then types something into his computer.


  I look back at the manuscript and narrow my eyes.


  Rubbing my fingers together, I reach for the page. Determination courses through me as I push my finger onto the paper and flick. The page bounces up then flops back down.


  My mouth drops open.


  Licking my lips, I narrow my eyes and reach down again. I hold my breath as I use more force to flick the page across. It lifts up beautifully and falls down beside the manuscript. I can now see page two.


  I lean down to read it and become aware of Dale's frozen form beside me. His eyes are slitty as he glares at me.


  "Are you reading my manuscript?"


  "I just turned the page."


  "I told you not to read th-. Holy crap you did just turn the page." He sits forward. "Can you do it again?"


  I try again. It takes three attempts, but we both give out triumphant chuckles as it floats in the air and lands on the floor beside me.


  Dale nods with a grin.


  "Good to know. Now stop reading my stuff." He picks up the two fallen pages and neatly places them back on the pile.


  "Why not? It's good."


  He goes still and looks at me.


  "Really? You think it's good?"


  "Yeah. I like Matthias already and I really want to know the significance of the breastplate he's just found. What's the symbol on the front mean?"


  Dale's eyes glimmer with a smile.


  "I guess you'd have to read it to find out."


  "Duh. That's what I'm trying to do."


  A small chuckle spurts from his mouth.


  "Okay fine, but you have to turn your own pages."


  Grabbing up his pen, I watch him try, but fail to get back into Physics.


  I continue reading. It's slightly frustrating turning my own pages, but after five or six, I'm getting the hang of it.


  Dale watches me with a slight look of wonder in his eyes. Every time a page flutters to the floor he shakes his head.


  "I wonder what else you can do?" He finally mutters, closing his Physics book and collecting up the pages I've dropped. "Here, try picking up my pen."


  I gaze at the object and try to collect it up, but it won't budge off the table.


  "Are you trying?"


  "Yes, but it's not working." I flick my finger on it and watch it roll slightly.


  "There you go." Dale looks excited.


  "Yes, but I can't pick it up and what's it really achieving anyway? Me picking up a pen is not going to help find me."


  "I know, but at least it shows that your mind is strong. It shows that you have some will power."


  I watch him open up the map book again and bring his computer screen to life. He blinks a few times and leans towards it as he stifles a yawn.


  "Seriously, Dale. You're no good to me unless you sleep." I look at the clock on his screen. "Come on, it's ten o'clock. Go to bed."


  "Okay, fine." He sighs, turning off the computer screen and walking to his bed. Reaching under his pillow he pulls out a t-shirt and boxer shorts. He whips off his shirt and I'm once again surprised by my instant attraction. He goes to lose his pants then pauses. "Are you... staying?"


  "Um. No, I... I'll head home. See you in the morning."


  Dale crosses the room and opens his door for me. Walking down the stairs, he lets me out the front. His grin is too cute as he waves goodbye. I hope no one can see him. What kind of moron randomly opens their front door, shirtless, and waves to the air?
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  I dread going home, but I force my legs to walk in that direction. I notice Dad's car in the driveway. At least he's home now. Wandering around to the back of the house, I decide to face the bathroom window again. It's thinner than any of the doors in the house and for some reason that makes it feel more do-able. I'm surprised to see it's still open. Mom usually closes it before she heads to bed.


  Because I'm an idiot... or maybe because I just moved a few pages of Dale's manuscript, I fool myself into thinking I can climb through the window this time. I, of course, fail. My mind makes me do another "ants in my pants" type dance before I can head to my room. As I ascend the stairs, I notice a soft glow through the doorway.


  My bedside lamp is on and Mom is sitting on my bed... reading my diary.


  "What are you doing?"


  I try to grab for the book, but it's pointless. I don't even ruffle the pages this time. My mother sniffs loudly and turns the next page. I try to see where she's up to.


  I can't believe I did it. I lost my virginity to Chris Cooper!


  I cringe. I can't believe my mother is reading this! Can I die now, please.


  "I thought it would be magical," my mother murmurs my words aloud, "but it wasn't. It actually really hurt and he's barely spoken to me since. Not that I care."


  My mother drops the book in her lap.


  "Not that you care? Oh, honey." She covers her mouth and blinks at tears.


  "I'm sorry, Mom." I sit down beside her. "The truth is... I... I don't know why I did it."


  Yes you do.


  "My friends told me he was hot and super cool and I'd be an idiot not to go for it. He was kind of insistent. It was just easier to give in. It kind of happened before I could stop it."


  I shake my head, feeling dirty and ashamed, yet knowing it was what I deserved.


  Mom reaches for a tissue and blows her nose.


  "How you holding up?" Dad appears in the doorway. His shirt is all wrinkled and coming untucked, his tie is loose and sitting at a funny angle. He looks tired.


  "This is our fault." Mom shakes her head.


  "Hey, don't talk that way." Dad steps into the room and leans against the wall.


  "Do you know how she's been living? She has every right to run away."


  "Why are you saying this?" Dad frowns.


  "I found her diary." Mom lifts the thick book, flicking the pages through her thumb. "I don't know this girl."


  "Do you really think you should be reading that?"


  "Yes!" She opens it up again and slaps her hand on the page. "Yes I should. I can't believe I've waited so long and let so much slide."


  She flicks to the back and scans the contents.


  "Did you know she stole your credit card last week?"


  Dad shoves his hands in his pockets and looks to the floor.


  "Yeah, I was going to call her on it when the bill came."


  "Were you?"


  He sighs.


  "Probably not."


  "How could we let this happen?"


  "We were letting her grieve, Trudy."


  "For over two years?" Mom slams the book shut and throws it into the drawer. "We weren't letting her grieve; we just didn't know what to do with her."


  She stood up and straightened her skirt.


  "We've done the best we can."


  "Have we?" Approaching my father with soft steps, she looks at him with broken eyes and whispers, "Is this really our best, Mitchell?"


  Before he can reply, she walks out the door. Dad turns to watch her leave.


  "Trudy."


  I hear her descending the stairs, ignoring his pathetic pleas.


  He lets out a long sigh and runs his hands through his hair. Pinching his nose, he curses.


  "Follow her, Dad." I walk towards him. "Please. She wants you to follow her."


  Letting out an irritated huff, he thumps the wall and follows her. Mom is fluffing around the kitchen, noisily making a cup of tea.


  "Jody's death was hard on all of us. We've all been trying to find our way, Trudy."


  "On our own." She pauses to look at him "How was that ever going to work?"


  She pours boiling water on her teabag and lets it steep.


  "We might as well face it, if Nicole's gone, we should just end it now."


  Dad stands up straight.


  "What are you talking about?"


  "Oh come on, Mitchell. We've only stayed together for her."


  Loosening his tie, Dad pulls it off and shakes his head. I can see him struggling to rein in his emotions, but he manages an even voice when he responds.


  "Not me. I'd never leave you."


  "You left me the day Jody died."


  "I stayed." Dad throws his tie on the counter, his voice breaking. "You just stopped letting me in."


  Mom lifts the teabag out of her cup and throws it in the sink.


  Leaning against the cold metal, she drops her head and whispers, "I don't know us anymore. I don't even know my own daughter."


  Turning, she looks at Dad, her eyes awash with tears.


  "Don't you see? With her gone, we have nothing left."


  Dad's face turns to charcoal as he grabs his tie and storms out of the room.


  "Dad, don't go!" I call after him. "This is why you have nothing left." I race after him and find him scrambling for his keys. "Where are you going?"


  He can't hear me and nearly walks straight through me as he makes his way to the front door, avoiding the kitchen altogether.


  The front door slams behind me. I stay close to Dad so I can make it into the car before he slams yet another door. He fires up the engine and screams out of the driveway.


  "Where are you going?"


  It only takes ten minutes at the speed he's traveling and we're very soon sitting in Sheriff Hutton's driveway. Dad slams out of the car and walks to the front door.


  The porch light comes on and Sheriff Hutton opens the door with a frown.


  "Mitchell? What are you doing here?"


  "Sorry for the lateness, Gerry, I just need to talk to you."


  "Okay." The Sheriff opens the door a little wider. "What's the problem?"


  "It's Nicole." Dad turns with a sigh.


  The Sheriff's eyes narrow.


  "What's she been up to now?"


  My Dad frowns.


  "What do you mean?"


  "Oh come on, Mitch, we both know she hangs out with the party kids."


  "Yeah." Dad nods. "Yeah, I guess she does."


  He dips his head then looks up like a lost kid. Are those tears in his eyes?


  "We can't find her. She didn't come home last night and none of her friends have seen her."


  "Have you called her?"


  "Several times. It just keeps going to voice mail."


  The sheriff's dark eyes glitter.


  "I hate Caller ID sometimes. You can't surprise people anymore."


  My Dad nods stupidly, it's obvious he's only now considering the prospect that I may have been dodging their calls. I'd love to tell him I've never done that, but it's not true. I actually have designated ringtones for them... it saves me having to look for my phone when I don't want to talk to them. I flush with guilt.


  The Sheriff puts his hands in his pockets as he studies my forlorn father.


  "You think she's run away?"


  "I don't know." Dad shrugs. "I just... what if she hasn't. What if something bad's happened to her?"


  "Yes! Thank you, Dad." I rush over to him. "Finally. Listen to him, Sheriff."


  "What are you thinking?" The sheriff puts his hands in his pockets.


  "Maybe she's hurt or maybe someone's taken her," Dad's voice cracks. "What if it's foul play and all this while we're assuming she's just run away? I can't live with that, Gerry. I need to find my daughter."


  Sheriff Hutton shoots Dad a sympathetic look and approaches him with slow steps. "Hey, I can understand what you're going through right now. With everything that happened to Jody, this must be a really hard pill to swallow, but I'm sure Nicole's fine."


  "I'm not fine!"


  "I'll put out my feelers in the morning and see if I can't rustle up some information for you. I'll call the L.A.P.D. and get her face up on some missing persons walls, okay?"


  "Should we start a search?"


  The Sheriff is obviously hesitant to say it, but let's out a breath and asks, "Where? Where would we even start?"


  Desolation washes over Dad's face.


  "I'm sorry, Mitch." Gerry pats Dad's shoulder. "I'll do everything I can to help you out, but right now, you need to go home and rest. If someone's taken her or hurt her, we'll find 'em. I can promise you that."


  Dad's shoulders sag. He looks hesitant to leave, but eventually mutters, "Thanks, Gerry."


  "I'll call you in the morning."


  "Yep, okay." Dad can do nothing more as the sheriff ushers him out the front door.


  Dad's moving in slow motion as he waves goodbye and gets in his car. I can't take my eyes off him as he drives home in robot-mode. We pull into our driveway and he cuts the engine. Placing his hands on the wheel he lets out a long, slow sigh and just stares straight ahead.


  "Dad?"


  I wave my hand in front of his face. What a waste of time. Laying my hand gently on his arm, I try to get a response, even a shiver, but he gives me nothing. He just keeps staring ahead looking lost and afraid.


  I want to lean my head on his shoulder and tell him it's going to be okay, but I can't.


  I haven't leaned my head on his shoulder since I was thirteen.


  The hopelessness engulfing us is almost too much to bear and I actually welcome the reprieve when my head starts to pound and the car's dashboard rushes towards me.


  



  *****


  
    
  


  



  I open my eyes with a gasp. The air around me is clear and cold. I shiver beneath my jacket. It hurts to move, but I can't stop my muscles from quivering. I want to give in and just let myself drown in a pool of tears, but I have no such luck. All I can see are my parents' broken faces, all I can hear are their desperate words. They play over in my head, continually bouncing back to my mother's whispered words, "With her gone, we have nothing left."


  That can't be true. I thought they had a great marriage. I just thought it was me on the outside. How did I not notice everything falling apart around me?


  The stones above me move. I look into the darkness, fear spiking through me. Was it an animal? I know bears and mountain lions roam these hills, has one come to eat me? I hold in my panicked breaths, forcing my body to lay as still as possible.


  Another pile of stones scatter. The sound is coming from up the hill. I know I should call out in case it's someone who can help me, but the idea of foul play stops me. What if someone I know was driving the car? What if they had hit me on purpose?


  From the way people spoke today, I obviously wasn't as adored as I thought.


  What if someone had intentionally tried to take me out?


  As quietly as possible, I shift further into the pine needles. It is a clumsy task, my body feels swollen and stupid. The boot on my left leg is growing tighter by the second. I want to rip it off, but my stiff hand couldn't, even if I tried. Eventually I'm nestled an inch further into the needles. The shakes return and I have to fight really hard not to make a rustling sound. Stones continue to scatter above me and I think I hear footsteps, cautiously descending the hill.


  I hold my breath. My heart is pulsing so hard I think it might run out of my chest.


  A soft curse wafts through the air followed by a cellphone ring. At least I think that's what it is. It isn't a common one. It sounds like a person whistling a slow, easy tune. It cuts off and I try to listen out for a muffled voice, but it disappears.


  Am I dreaming?


  Or am I letting someone who could actually help me walk away?


  "Help?" I call out through cracked lips, but my voice is too hoarse and dry to make much sound. Part of me is glad for it. Fear is pulsing through my system like a strobe light.


  I close my eyes.


  I want Dale.


  I want Dale.


  I want Dale.
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  The morning does not come in a hurry; neither does my return to Dale. I lay in the darkness, my mind flashing from terror to desperation. It's hard to hold a coherent thought for long. My brain keeps drifting down a murky path of nothingness before abruptly clearing, only to let the terror back in.


  The bitter cold engulfs me and all I can do is will the sunshine to lighten the sky. When I think I can't take it anymore I start wishing for Dale again. I don't know how long my mind screams his name, but I eventually open my eyes and find him lying next to me.


  I jolt upright. Jester is lying at Dale's feet. His nose pops into the air and he let's out a low bark then his tongue flops out of his mouth as if he's smiling. A few sniffs later and he's burrowing his way up the bed, trying to squish his head beneath my hand.


  Too bizarre.


  I gently stroke his fur, almost fooling myself into thinking I can feel it. It's probably just my mind telling me what I should be feeling. I sniff my fingers, but only smell pine and dirt.


  Too, too weird.


  Jester does that shaky-shiver thing dogs do when they're stretching, then lays his head, literally, in my lap.


  I glance over at Dale. He is stirring with a soft groan. Opening his eyes, he looks at his clock. He slowly sits up and rubs his face then musses his curls. A big yawn stretches his mouth wide before he goes still and looks around the room. "Nicole?"


  "Yeah, I'm here."


  He smiles and turns in the direction of my voice.


  "Good morning." He almost looks awkward that I'm sitting on the bed next to him, but not in a bad way, like a happy, blushy type awkward.


  My eyebrows bunch together.


  "Hey."


  He throws back the covers and gets out of bed. Grabbing a band off his nightstand, he pulls his hair back into a ponytail. It looks really good that way. I mean, sure you can see his scar pretty well, but with that ponytail... he kind of looks hot.


  I bite my tongue and frown. This accident is so screwing with my brain. I must have hit my head pretty damn hard.


  In spite of my scolding, I still can't help watching him move around the room.


  "Are you okay?" His head pops through a fresh t-shirt. "You seem really quiet."


  "Yeah, I just... it took it me a long time to get here. I guess I'm just tired."


  "Weren't you at home?"


  Dale pulls his jeans out of the closet and slips them over his Ironman boxer shorts.


  "I was, but then I went back to my body. I was there most of the night and..."


  My shoulders go taut as I remember my nighttime visitor.


  "And what?"


  Tears rush up from nowhere, making my voice wobble.


  "I heard footsteps."


  Dale whips around to face me, hope lighting his eyes.


  "Did you call out to them?"


  "I couldn't."


  "Why not?"


  I do three short sniffs and let the tears come.


  "Because my Dad went and saw the sheriff and he was talking about someone trying to hurt me intentionally and it freaked me out. What if that person who was there last night just came to finish the job? What if they really want me dead?"


  "Okay, shhhh, it's okay." Dale sits down next to me on the bed. I sense if he could see me, that he'd be wrapping me in a hug right now. I ignore how badly I want that to happen. "Nicole, you're talking a little crazy. I'm sure the car that hit you was accidental. Didn't you say they seemed drunk?"


  I mumble a quiet yes.


  "Look at me."


  "I am."


  "In the eyes."


  I do as I'm told. His deep brown gaze is intoxicating. "Promise me that if you hear footsteps again, you’ll scream your lungs out."


  "Okay."


  "Promise?"


  "Yes."


  "Alright." Dale looks away from me, breaking contact and shattering my little magical moment.


  I clear my throat and stand up.


  "I think the person got a call."


  "Yeah?"


  "It was a really unusual ringtone, almost like someone whistling. I don't know, maybe we can keep an ear out for it or something."


  "Good idea." Dale throws his things into his bag and grabs the map book. "Come on, let's go do some more scouting before school."


  We spend an hour or so driving further along the road we tried yesterday. Dale peppers me with questions about ringtones and I finally give in and hum it to him. I think it's pointless. We'll probably never hear it again anyway.


  As we drive to school, I once again complain that we've just wasted our time and Dale once again reminds me that we have crossed off another section of road.


  I roll my eyes at his optimistic attitude.


  "Maybe we'll have some luck at school. I might go chat to Amber and Penny, see if they can shed some more light on where you might have gone."


  "They're not going to tell you anything."


  "Would you stop being so negative please, you're messing with my morning vibe."


  I groan.


  "Uch! You're a happy morning person, aren't you?"


  "And let me guess, you're a night owl."


  "Maybe." I try to squash my smile.


  He pulls into the parking lot and finds a spot near the concrete stairs. Getting out of the car, he leaves his door wide open while hitching his bag onto his shoulder.


  "I'm out."


  He slams the door and we start walking up the stairs together.


  I turn to survey the crowd, looking for my friends, instead I spot Adam Hutton getting off the bus. He's looking frazzled, his blond locks scruffier than usual.


  "Adam's catching the bus."


  "Huh?" Dale looks over his shoulder. "His mom must have his car again today."


  "But don't you think that's weird?"


  "Why would it be weird?" Dale mumbles out the side of his mouth.


  "Well, how long does a car take to get fixed?"


  Dale frowns then veers left, opening a side door and leading me into an empty classroom. "What are you saying?"


  "I don't know, I was just wondering..."


  "Don't. If her car is waiting for a part, it takes time to come in."


  "Yeah, I just have a feeling."


  "Don't have a feeling, it's not him."


  "How do you know?"


  "He's my friend, Nicole. I know he wouldn't drive drunk. I know if he did hit you he would 'fess up straight away. He's a good guy."


  Dale's face has taken on a granite quality. His eyes swirl dark brown and I swear his scar is pulsing. I look down at my nails and remind myself that he's helping me and that Adam is possibly his only friend at this school.


  I clear my throat and shrug.


  "You're right. I guess I'm just feeling on edge after last night."


  He steps towards me.


  "I'm gonna find you. I won't give up, okay?"


  I smile at his sweet expression.


  "Just stop coming up with wild hunches about my friends."


  "Okay, fine."


  I nod and follow him out of the room.


  



  On the way to his locker, we spot Amber and Penny heading towards the dance studios. Dale veers right and follows them. He waits until they are dumping their bags by the floor before approaching them.


  Amber scrunches up her nose.


  "What do you want?"


  "Hey girls."


  He smiles at Penny and her politeness forces her to fire one back at him.


  "I was just wondering if you'd heard from Nicole."


  Penny steps forward with a sympathetic look.


  "I'm really sorry, buddy, but she's kind of with Trent. I don't think she's into you."


  Dale frowns.


  "I'm not into her."


  Ouch! Why does that sting?


  "I'm just asking where she is."


  "We don't know." Amber shrugs.


  "But you’re her best friends. Hasn't she called you?"


  "No, Mr. Busybody, she hasn't."


  "Why aren't you guys more worried?"


  "Look, Nicole is an independent girl. She flits off whenever she wants to and she never thinks about anybody but herself. I don't know where she is right now and frankly, I don't really care."


  I feel like Amber's just punched me in the gut. I gaze at her with an open mouth, unable to put words to the anger and hurt bubbling in my system.


  "Okay, so kind of harsh." Dale frowns.


  "What do you know, Scarface? Like you have any friends. Consider yourself lucky you avoid the drama."


  Dale's skin pales as he listens to Amber.


  Penny shoots him an awkward glance.


  "We have to get ready, so bye now."


  His jaw clenches tight.


  "I know she left with Trent. Where would he take her?"


  "He said he took her home."


  "I think he's lying."


  "Think what you like." Amber crosses her arms and stands in front of him. "But do it somewhere else."


  Sensing the inevitable, Dale shoots them a hard look and walks away without another word.


  I follow him in a simmering silence until I can't hold it in anymore. "I can't believe they just treated you that way?"


  "It doesn't matter."


  "Yes it does. They were really rude."


  Dale screeches to a halt in the now empty corridor.


  "You've treated me like that before too."


  "I know and I hate that I did. You don't know how many times I wish I could've taken it back."


  Dale shakes his head and lets out a scoff. "It doesn't matter anymore. I'm used to this. Don't waste your anger on Amber. I'm fine."


  "I so don't get you."


  Throwing his hands in the air, Dale stops and turns to face me.


  "Look, all people see is the scar and they label me straight away. I don't care. I know who I am and if two prissy rich chicks don't like it, I don't give a shit."


  "You're lying. How can you not hate that scar? It's ruined your life."


  A slow smile pulls Dale's face out of shape as he points to his face. "This right here, I wouldn't change it for anything."


  He turns away and heads to class, leaving me standing in utter confusion.


  Who talks like that?


  I'm about to follow him and ask when I see Adam scuttling around the corner.


  Why isn't he in class? Mr. Goody-good skipping out? That's not possible.


  
    

  


  I glance at Dale's retreating form then move to follow Adam. He walks the corridor with his head down. His hands are shoved in his pockets. Where's the usual confident strut he does? Does he seriously rely on his car that much?


  His car.


  I frown.


  Why can't I shake this feeling?


  We near the office and I nearly bang into him when we round the corner and he jerks to a stop.


  "Dad? What are you doing here?"


  "Hey, son." The Sheriff slides his shades into his shirt pocket and approaches with slow steps. "I promised Mitchell Tepper that I'd come down to the school and see if there's been any news on Nicole."


  "Oh." Adam nods. "Anything?"


  "Nope." The sheriff smiles politely at Miss Walters as she glides past. "My guess is she's doing a runner. But if she hasn't shown up by tomorrow morning, I'm going to need to be a little more forceful with my search."


  His eyes are cold and blue. They narrow slightly as they drill holes into Adam.


  "Why aren't you in class, son?"


  "I um, I have to pick up an assignment sheet from Mr. Simmons. Extra credit."


  His Dad nods.


  I don't know what it is, but his movements seem slow and intimidating.


  "I think it's best you come straight home after school today... on the bus. No getting rides with that Finnigan kid."


  "Dad, he's a good guy."


  "He has a past. I don't want him distracting you from your studies."


  "Dad- "


  "Adam." His pointed look makes Adam swallow his next words.


  "Yes, sir."


  His father gives him a hard look.


  "I know, Dad. Tonight... I mean, after school... straight away. I'll be there."


  "Don't be late."


  The sheriff pulls out his shades and slides them on. I have no idea what just happened, but I can sense Adam's fear. He runs a shaky hand through his hair and picks up the pace as he walks to Mr. Simmon's class.


  I watch him stride away and the feeling I can't shake grows.


  I need to talk to Dale.


  Spinning on my heel, I head back to where I last saw him, realizing that I have no idea what his next class is or where I am supposed to find him.
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  I impatiently wait by his locker, but he doesn't come by after his next class. I'm not sure what to do, so start randomly hunting the school for him. I walk from class to class, peering into windows and scanning faces. It's a futile task. By the end of second period, I still haven't found him. I head back to his locker and lean against it. Students buzz past me as they make their way to their next class.


  I'm studying their faces when Dale walks through me.


  "Ugh!"


  Students nearby stop and look in Dale's direction. He gives them an awkward smile and they slump away with confused frowns and whispers of his weirdness. He waits until they're gone before sharply whispering, "I asked you not to do that to me."


  "Hey, I was facing the other way, I didn't see you coming."


  "Where have you been?"


  He looks irritated, which for some reason makes me antsy.


  "I just- "


  "Don't keep ditching me. If you're not following me then say so."


  "Well excuse me."


  "I thought you were ignoring me again... not to mention the fact I looked like a complete idiot whispering to no one the entire way to class."


  "Don't you look like that even when I am here?"


  He fires a dark glare in my direction.


  "You said you didn't care what people thought."


  He shuts his locker a little too hard.


  "Follow me, please."


  I spin on my heel and walk outside with him.


  "Shouldn't you be going to class?"


  "Free period," he mumbles over his shoulder.


  We head towards the isolated end of the field. I can tell he's making a beeline for the bleachers. It's a good idea. We'll be able to talk in private.


  Once we're standing beneath the tiered seating he spins around to face me.


  "Did you go back to your body?"


  "No, I... I saw Adam and decided to follow him."


  "Why?" Dale's eyes narrow.


  "I don't know." I throw my hands in the air. "I just wanted to see why he wasn't in class."


  "And?"


  I sigh. "He was just picking up extra credit work from Mr. Simmons."


  "I told you he was a good guy. Stop being so suspicious of everybody."


  "I'm sorry, but something doesn't feel right."


  "Stop thinking the worst of my friends."


  "I'm not! This has nothing to do with your friendship. I just think his car story isn't solid."


  "It's like a brick. You're just reaching for something that isn't there."


  I step back with a huff and try to kick the dirt. This was getting us nowhere. I flick back my bangs and peer through the bleachers at the field.


  "His Dad creeps me out a little."


  "Yeah, I know what you mean. He's pretty strict. I don't think he likes me much."


  "I can tell. He told Adam not to get a lift with you today. Said he's worried you'll distract him from his studies."


  "Oh yeah?" Dale shakes his head. "What else did he say?"


  "That you have a past."


  Dale looks down and skims his shoe over the dirt.


  "What does he mean?"


  "Look it's nothing, okay. Just don't take off without telling me again and stop thinking my friends are bad."


  "I'm..."


  He starts walking away before I can get my words out. What is his problem?


  I stomp after him and am about to yell at him to stop when someone else does it for me.


  I grimace as Trent approaches with long, angry strides.


  "What the hell have you been saying about me?"


  Dale steps away from the juggernaut and puts his hands in his pockets.


  "Why are you still looking for Nicole?"


  "Because he's not a moron like you," I fire at my EX-boyfriend.


  Trent steps forward, leaning down to get in Dale's face.


  "You think I did something to her? You think I hurt her or something?"


  He shoves Dale, causing him to stumble back.


  "Tell him to get lost, Dale."


  "I didn't touch her, man." Trent's aggression is pulsing out of him. "She got out of my car. I asked her to get back in, but she wouldn't. None of this is my fault."


  "Bullshit, you little turd. If you'd just taken two seconds to listen and control yourself none of this would have happened," I yell.


  "I didn't do anything wrong."


  Dale gives him a stone cold glare that says otherwise.


  Before I know what's happening, Trent bunches his fingers into a fist and hits Dale square in the face. Dale tumbles backwards.


  "You asshole!" I push Trent away from Dale, but my hands go straight through him. He doesn't even flinch. Instead he bends over Dale's fallen form and points a finger at him.


  "Leave it alone, Scarface. She's gone and no one gives a shit."


  I drop to my knees beside Dale as Trent stalks away.


  "Are you okay?" I try to move his hands so I can see his face.


  "Don't touch me." He rolls away from me and takes his time sitting up.


  Blood is streaming from his nose and running into his mouth.


  "Why didn't you say anything? How could you let him do that to you?"


  "It's not like I had much choice." Dale stands up and flicks the blood from his nose with his finger.


  Gross.


  "Besides you mouthing off every two seconds was hardly helpful."


  "Well, I'm sorry, but you weren't exactly doing much to stand up for yourself."


  "Maybe if I'd had a second to think, I could have!"


  Rummaging in his bag, he pulls out his PE shirt and uses it wipe up the blood.


  "It's not my fault you're a slow thinker."


  Dale chucks the stained shirt back in his bag and stands up straight. His nose is throbbing red and he still has a smear of blood under his chin.


  I point to it. "You've still got-"


  "I don't have to be doing this, you know. If I walk away, you've got no one."


  I step back from his abrupt statement. Why is he saying this to me? Why is he becoming like everybody else?


  Tears sting my eyes as my voice rises.


  "I'm a very popular person."


  "Who no one gives a shit about! You just heard him say it."


  Dale points to where Trent was standing.


  "Do you honestly think if anyone else could hear you, they would take time to listen? I'm the only person at this school willing to do anything."


  "That is SO not true!"


  "Isn't it?"


  I don't know what to say.


  "You know why people don't like you? Because you act like a bitch. You say awful things and you treat people like crap. That's why no one's mourning you."


  "Why are you saying this to me?" I swallow. "I said sorry about the Scarface thing."


  "It's not about Scarface. It's about your attitude towards everything. It's about you suspecting one of the only friends I have at this school." He points to his nose. "It's about being punched in the face by your asshole boyfriend who thinks he can treat you like a sex slave and get away with it."


  Dale's breathing like a bull ready to charge.


  I cross my arms and can't help joining him. My breaths begin to spurt through my nostrils as I shake my head.


  "Don't you dare stand there judging me. What the hell do you know? Have you ever watched someone die? Have you ever listened to their screams of terror? That noise is impossible to get out of your brain! So don't stand there telling me that all my choices have been wrong. All I've been doing is trying to survive this hell!"


  "You don't think I understand tragedy?" He pulls back his hair, showing me the scar in all its glory. "I spent five hours trapped in a car listening to my friends die around me and just praying that I'd make it out alive."


  My anger flees the scene in record time. My arms drop to my side as I swallow down the lump in my throat.


  "I know how hard that sound is to ignore, but at least I haven't chosen to throw away my life on a bunch of bad decisions. I'm trying to help you, Nicky. But your screwed up life keeps getting in the way."


  He lets out a long sigh.


  "Fine." I lift my chin. "You're better than me. Congratulations."


  "I didn't mean-"


  "Don't talk to me again." I shake my head. "I don't want you to waste your time looking for me, I don't deserve it anyway."


  "Nicole, don't be like that."


  I turn and start walking away. I don't know what's just happened, but the thought of spending another second near Dale Finnigan is too painful.


  "I still want to help you!" he calls after me.


  I keep moving.


  "Nicole."


  The people beside me turn to look at Dale.


  "Who the hell is he talking to?" one guy mutters.


  "Beats me, the guy's weird."


  I cover my ears and keep walking. Blending with human traffic, I squeeze through doors as they open and eventually make it out of the school. Wrapping my arms around myself, I turn down Maple Lane and start walking home.


  I have nowhere else to go.


  Dale's words run through my head.


  All I can think is... he's right.


  My sins are finally catching up with me.


  I deserve this.


  No one will ever find my body, because I deserve to die.
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  The house is empty when I arrive. I have no choice but to jump... fall through the window and walk to my room. Stopping in the living room, I stand and gaze at the tall pine tree in the back yard. I can see Jody's tiny body falling as she screams my name.


  I squeeze my eyes shut and try to switch off the sound, but it doesn't work.


  "NICKY!" rings in my brain, loud, clear and deafening.


  I cover my ears and run up to my room. Flinging myself onto the bed, I bury my head in my arms and let the sobs take me. They climb up my body, making it wrench and jerk. I haven't cried this hard... ever.


  My loud moans and hiccupy breaths fill the room until there's nothing left.


  The silence that follows is depressing, but I can't move away from it. I lay there in numb silence for the rest of the day. I can't sleep, I can't disappear, all I can do is lie there and hear all my friends' nasty words swirl in my head. The only thing to break the rhythm is Jody's scream and the sick thud that followed it.


  At four o'clock the front door clicks open. I recognize my mother's clipped steps. I want to go down and see her, but I can't make my body move. An hour later I hear Dad walking in.


  "Get up," I whisper. I repeat the words until my brain starts functioning. Slowly I rise from the bed and make my way downstairs.


  Mom is pottering in the kitchen, chopping up lettuce, slicing up tomatoes. Dad's at the refrigerator pulling out a beer.


  They walk around each other in silence, not saying a word.


  Mom sniffs at a few tears as she chops the onions. I don't know what's really causing them, but Dad doesn't even flinch.


  What happened to our family?


  



  A memory of the four of us sitting around the dining room table - the one we never use now - playing a board game flits through my brain.


  Jody was giggling her head off at Dad's funny faces. Mom whacked him on the shoulder to make him stop then clutched her stomach as another round of giggles took her. I watched them with a huge grin, trying not to laugh at how silly Dad was being. Once he had our two giggle buddies in hysterics he stopped and shot me a knowing wink. Our entertainment was set for the night. We watched with amusement as they both tried to pull themselves together, but after one look at each other, they'd both snort and start all over again. Dad gazed at Mom with adoring eyes.


  I look at Dad's eyes now and they're blank, lifeless... numb, just like mine have been since that awful day.


  "I would do anything to change the past, you guys."


  They don't hear me... and I guess it doesn't really matter. I can't change the past. I can't change what I did or what happened.


  I just have to live with it.


  I mean, they will just have to live with it; I can go ahead and die.


  Tired of taking in the desolation, I turn and head back to my room. I know I've been wandering aimlessly for the last few years, but I feel more lost than ever as I take a seat in my cold, quiet room. I sit in the armchair by the window and gaze into the darkness.


  Time ticks by in slow, painful minutes. My body starts to ache with a coldness I haven't felt before. I wrap my arms around myself and curl into a ball. My head is throbbing again and I wonder if I'm about to return when I hear the doorbell ring.


  Jerking from my dark meanderings, I sit up and listen.


  I strain to recognize the voices and it's not until they're all stepping into my room that I see the sheriff appear from behind my mother. Her eyes are round with worry as she turns to him.


  "So, here it is."


  The sheriff nods, placing his hands on his hips and surveying my orderly surroundings.


  "She certainly has a lot of books."


  "Yes." Mom smiles. "She used to love reading. I'd always find her up here with her nose buried in a book."


  "Funny, she never struck me as the reading kind."


  The guy's barely said two words to me, how would he know?


  My father clears his throat.


  "She hasn't been into books for a couple of years now. High school brought out a different side in her. She's not at home as much anymore."


  The sheriff shoots my father a pitiful look.


  "Don't look at him that way." I stand up and walk to his side. "So you're the perfect father? You've never made mistakes before?!"


  I don't know why I'm standing up for Dad, but I despise that look of judgement on Sheriff Hutton's face. He's never lost a child, how would he know what to do?


  I jump back before the Sheriff puts his foot through my boots. He goes to my desk and rifles through some pages, reading bits and pieces.


  "It's just my homework."


  His eyebrows raise in surprise as he notices the A- on the top of my latest assignment. I try to snatch it from his hand, but the paper doesn't move. I stare at the paper, concentrating really hard and am reaching for it again when he drops it back to my desk.


  "So, where do you think they'll start the search?" Dad looks hopeful as he gazes at the sheriff.


  "That's not really why I'm here, Mitchell." Sheriff Hutton turns to face them with a sad expression. "I've been on the phone for a large portion of the day, I've chatted to her friends, I've asked around. The thing is..." He runs his hand through his hair and sighs. "We're not sure if we have the resources and funds for a search with absolutely no starting point... and the chances that Nicole has run away are so high... we've decided not to go ahead."


  "What?"


  My father steps forward, anger and grief playing tango with his expression.


  My mother's wide eyes fill with tears and she bites her lower lip.


  "I'm sorry, folks."


  "What if she didn't run away?"


  "Do you honestly think she hasn't?"


  My parents both look down and shake their heads.


  I can't believe he's doing this. I can't believe he's giving up on me before even trying. The urge to stand up and scream in his face is warring with the urge to curl into a ball and fall asleep forever.


  "We'll do what we can, Trudy. I've spoken to the L.A.P.D. already. I've just come to collect a recent picture of her and then I can scan it for them. They'll keep an eye out for her."


  My mother wipes at her tears and glances around the room.


  "Um... we don't have much that's recent." Guilt is dripping from her words; I can hear it wafting through the air. Regret sucks. "Maybe she has something on her computer or... in her drawers. Just give me a minute."


  Dad steps over to my computer and brings the screen to life. He starts looking through my folders to no avail. I'm not too worried, as long as he doesn't open my Facebook page, I should be fine.


  I glance over at my mother and see her pick up my diary then rifle through the drawer beneath.


  "Mom, don't." I shoot over to her, but not in time.


  Her face drops with disbelief and disgust. I forgot I left those prints in there. I mean who even prints photos now anyway?


  I think about the day I found the inside of my locker decorated with these party shots. I forced myself to laugh until I managed hysterical giggles, but I remember being quietly humiliated. As soon as everyone walked away I ripped them out of my locker and buried them in my bag.


  I should have just thrown them away.


  Stepping up beside Mom, I look over her shoulder and wince. The photos are hardly flattering. They were taken this summer when we went to Drue's cabin for the weekend. Alcohol had flowed and drunken antics had followed. Mom is staring at one of me half-naked, making out with Trent by the water's edge. I want to snatch it from her fingers.


  "Stop looking at those... please."


  She flips over to another one where me, Amber and Penny are flipping the bird at the camera thinking we are oh so cool and funny.


  My mother closes her eyes and drops the photos back in the drawer.


  "Find anything?" The sheriff turns.


  Mom slides the drawer closed and shakes her head. "No, nothing."


  "I think I've got something."


  Dad enlarges the picture on screen. He's found a shot of me staring at the camera. My eyes look void of life and my mouth is set in a tight line. I look annoyed, but at least I'm dressed and not doing any rude gestures.


  "That's the best you've got?"


  My Dad looks ashamed as he nods at the sheriff's question.


  "Okay, well e-mail that to me then and I'll get onto it first thing in the morning." Sheriff Hutton hands Dad his business card.


  My father nods then goes about opening up his webmail and attaching the photo.


  "What was she wearing the last time you saw her?"


  Sheriff Hutton pulls out his notebook, his pen is poised to scribble down a description.


  Dad glances up from the screen and catches Mom's eye. She shakes her head.


  "I didn't see her leave on Tuesday and Mitchell wasn't home."


  Dad looks annoyed and turns back to the screen.


  "She just called out a goodbye like she always does. I... she’s sixteen! It's not like I need to wave her off every time she leaves the house. I didn't think it was the last time I'd be seeing her." Mom's voice crumples, her last word coming out as a squeak.


  The sheriff flicks her a sad smile as he slides his pen and notepad back into his jacket. "I'm sorry you have to face this, Trudy. I really am."


  She crosses her arms and nods.


  "Please keep us updated."


  "I will, but I have to warn you... don't get your hopes up."


  Why would he say something like that to them? Can't he see they're already on edge?


  "I think you should leave now," my voice is hard.


  Sheriff Hutton pats my Dad's shoulder and gives it a squeeze before saying goodbye and leaving.


  The whoosh of an email sending is the only sound in the room. I gaze at my parents' shell-shocked expressions.


  I don't know what to say. I don't know how to make it better.


  "I'll go finish dinner." Mom's hands drop to her side and she walks out of the room.


  Dad robotically closes down my computer, not just putting it to sleep, but actually shutting it down.


  There is finality to the action and it leaves a tender bruise right in the middle of my chest.


  I'm obviously not the only one giving up.
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  It's eight o'clock by the time I make my way back down to the kitchen. Dad is stacking the dishwasher, while Mom is wrapping the leftovers. There are a lot. I guess I wouldn't be able to eat either.


  Mom opens her mouth a couple of times as if to speak, but then can't bring herself to do it.


  And so the painful silence reigns.


  Dad is just loading the last of the cutlery when the doorbell rings again.


  Mom looks at Dad with a questioning frown. He shrugs and shuts the dish drawer.


  I stay with Mom while he goes to answer the door.


  "Hi." Dad sounds confused.


  Is it the sheriff again? What other depressing news does he have? I walk towards the door then freeze.


  "Hey Mr. Tepper. Do you mind if I come in?"


  I recognize Dale's voice and shrink back against the wall. He walks meekly into the kitchen and gives my mom a soft smile.


  "Hi Mrs. Tepper."


  "Hi." She wipes her hands on a towel and moves around the counter to shake Dale's hand.


  "Dale Finningan," he reminds her.


  "That's right. You live just around the corner, don't you?"


  "Yeah, you helped us find the house."


  "I remember." She forces cheeriness into her voice.


  "What can we do for you, Dale?" Dad pulls out a stool and offers Dale a seat.


  Dale slides into the chair and looks around the kitchen.


  I should let him know I'm here, but I can't. Words are stuck in my throat, clogging my airways, making it hard to breathe. What's he here to say?


  "I..." He licks his lips and picks at the counter top. "I've been worried about Nicole. Do you guys have any more news?"


  My parents look at each other, trying to have one of those wordless conversations, but I think they're a bit rusty.


  Wait, no I see it.


  They just had one!


  Dad turns to Dale and with a broken voice admits, "We don't know what's happened to her."


  "Have you heard from her?"


  The hope in Mom's voice is hard to miss.


  Dale shakes his head with a sad smile.


  "You know you're the only one of her friends who's come to see if she's here. Are you two in some kind of relationship?"


  I can sense my mother's struggle to ask. After what she discovered in the top drawer of my bedside table, I can understand why.


  "No, ma'am." That smirk I love jumps onto his face. "No... uhh... she's not really into guys like me. I'm a little too outspoken and thoughtless for her tastes."


  I move from my position in the doorway, my heart melting at his quiet words.


  "So you're not friends?"


  "I really want to be, but I guess I need to control my tongue first."


  My parents look at each other in confusion.


  "I'm just really sorry if I ever said anything to hurt her and I'll regret it forever if I don't get to see her again and tell her that."


  I blink rapidly as tears blur my vision.


  My father's brow dips with concern.


  "Are you suggesting she ran away because you two had a fight?"


  "No, sir." Dale sits up straight. "In fact," he pauses and takes a breath, "I'm wondering if she didn't run away at all."


  "Why? Why are you saying that?"


  I wince at the sharpness in my mother's voice.


  It's impressive that Dale isn't shying away.


  "I don't know, Mrs. Tepper, it's just a feeling... or a wondering. Has anyone considered the fact that she might not have skipped town?"


  "The sheriff thinks she has." Mom's shoulders bunch with agitation.


  "But is he right? I mean it's all just conjecture, isn't it?"


  For some reason this is stressing my mother out more than the idea of me running away. Grabbing up the dishcloth, she squeezes it in her hands.


  "So what does that make her? If she hasn't run away, where is she?"


  Dale and I both see where this is going and I desperately want to intervene.


  "I'm not sure; I'm just suggesting that maybe someone should start searching for her."


  Dad places a tender hand on Mom's back and gives it a small rub. "I've sent a picture of her to the Sheriff. He's sending it to the L.A.P.D. for us."


  Dale looks annoyed.


  "Are they going to do more? Aren't they going to search the area? Pull together a party of people? I'll help."


  He rises from the stool.


  "Son, we have to admit that Nicole running away is the most likely answer to this."


  "But it's not the only one." He rubs his face. "Mr. Tepper I think you should be going back to the sheriff and insisting he starts searching for her."


  "We have this under control, Dale." Dad's voice is calm, but I can hear a small edge creeping into it.


  "Sir, I don't think you do. She didn't run away."


  "Dale." My mother slaps the counter. "Stop. We are doing what we can and I want you to go."


  "I'm sorry, Mrs. Tepper, I didn't mean to upset you, I just..."


  "Leave, please." Her voice breaks and wobbles as she turns away from him.


  Dale repeats his apology one more time.


  "Goodbye, Dale." Dad shoots him a pointed look and Dale has no rebuttal.


  With a soft sigh, he shoves his hands in his pockets and walks to the door. He turns to scan the room one last time, his eyes alight with a hope that is swiftly dying. Dipping his head, he silently walks from the room.


  



  His hand is on the doorknob when I reach him.


  "Thank you," I whisper in his ear.


  He goes statue still as his face washes with relief.


  "I'm sorry. I'm sorry I said that stuff to you," he whispers.


  "I know... but I guess I can kind of be an irritating bitch."


  "You're not." Dale turns to me. "I wish I could turn back time and erase that whole conversation. It's just my nose was throbbing and I was annoyed about Adam and I was so humiliated that Trent decked me in front of you."


  A laugh bursts from my lips before I can stop it.


  With gentle fingers I touch his swollen nose.


  "Oh that feels good." He closes his eyes. "Nice and cold."


  My heart skips a beat as he raises his hand and places it on top of mine. He hovers above it making sure not to fall straight through my fingers. His eyes open and he gives me a long, steady gaze.


  "Want to come home with me?"


  I listen for sounds of my parents' conversation. It's getting heated, but that's not why I want to say yes.


  I let go of his nose and reach for his hand. He senses what I'm doing and spreads his fingers.


  "Let's go."


  With a soft smile, he opens the door and we walk into the cool night air.
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  When we reach his house, we climb the stairs in silence. Dale closes the door behind him and I take a seat on his bed.


  "Where's Jester?"


  "He's been banished for the day after peeing on Mom's Persian."


  I chuckle and move further back on the bed as Dale lies down on his back. I lay down so my head is resting near his then roll onto my side so I can see him. He turns in my direction.


  "I wish I could touch you right now."


  "Why?"


  For some reason that makes me nervous. Plenty of other boys have said that to me before and I've always given in. I don't want it to be like that with Dale. Not that I can actually sleep with him right now, but if I could and I did... would he speak to me in the morning?


  My voice shakes as I ask, "What would you do?"


  "Well," Dale smiles, "you know your long bangs, how they always fall forward and cover up your left eye?"


  I nod.


  Dale moves to his side, so we're lying face to face. "I'd tuck them behind your ear and make sure you were looking at me so I could tell you that I don't think you're horrible, I think you're amazing."


  "No you don't." I scoff.


  He grins at me.


  "I think that's another reason why I was so annoyed this morning. All the people you choose to hang out with have no idea who you really are. They're spending too much time bringing out the worst in you to discover how awesome you can be."


  "I'm not awesome, Dale."


  "Yes you are. I asked around... talked to your old friends. One of them told me you used to write these amazing poems. Brody, the guy from your English class, said you used to invite everyone over for these movie marathons and your mom would cook enough popcorn to feed a country."


  I smile as I remember the large bowls we used to fill to overflowing. Popcorn would be found for days afterwards, shoved behind couch cushions, hidden under the rug. Dad would get so riled and Mom would just giggle and shake her head... then Jody would start eating it.


  "Lisa from your dance class said you guys would spend hours choreographing moves and performing these recitals for your parents. And Jake from Graphics said you used to read books and then redesign their covers. And-"


  "That's enough Dale." Far out. Had he been playing reporter all day?


  "Don't you see, Nicky? You're brilliant."


  I think about all the covers I had spent hours designing on photoshop. It's what I wanted to do with my life, become a graphic designer and work for authors all over the globe. I used to spend hours in bookstores studying covers, pointing out things I liked and would have done differently to anyone who would listen. My mother used to accuse me of being obsessed. I used to pin my designs up all over my walls.


  The summer after Jody died, I ripped them all down and threw them away.


  I lick my lips and look to the ceiling.


  Shaking my head, I sigh. "When Jody died my whole family shut down. We had nothing to say to each other."


  I could hardly tell them the truth about that day. I swallow and shoot a nervous glance at Dale. Thankfully he can't see me.


  "I didn't know what to do. I was so lost and when I got to high school, Brad Schuman noticed me. He thought I was cute... or vulnerable, I don't know. When he started flirting with me, I couldn't resist. He was the first person to talk to me and not follow it up with some sympathetic look or awkward hug. He pulled me into his life and just made me forget about everything. Once I slept with Chris all the girls thought I was cool and all the guys thought I was easy. It was a done deal after that." I grimace at the memories. “Before this happened, I would have sworn I'd be lost without them."


  "Pretty big wake up call, huh?"


  I turn back to look at him.


  "Anything like yours?"


  He wrinkles his nose.


  "Come on. What were you like before the scars?"


  Dale's laugh is cold and hard.


  "Awful. I was a little shit." He swallows. "My mom was sixteen when she had my sister. It was pretty bad. Dad was a senior heading off to seminary and they made a mistake. Mom was whisked away to live with her grandparents and they never thought they'd see each other again. Ten years later they bumped into each other and got married before anyone could stop them... and then I came along.


  “They had so much to prove. So many people against them. I think they were just afraid that if they weren't super strict that Rachel and I would make the same mistakes."


  He sighs.


  "Rachel didn't care, she was such a good kid and loved following the rules. I felt suffocated. When I turned thirteen I started hanging out with the bad kids at school, just to stress my mom out. They didn't know what to do with me."


  He starts picking at a thread on the pocket of his jeans.


  "I was thirteen when I started smoking, a few months later I picked up alcohol and then came the joy riding. We'd break into really nice cars and drive as fast as we could around the back roads. Then we'd ditch them in the woods and run home laughing. It was a rush. We nearly got caught by the cops a couple of times."


  His face bunches with pain as he goes quiet.


  "What?" I touch his frown lines, trying to smooth them away. He looks at me, his eyes filling with a sorrow he'll never fully be rid of. He closes his eyes and sighs.


  "I wasn't driving the night of the accident. I was squished into the back seat with two other guys. I don't know what happened. We hit something and tumbled down a hill. The guy next to me went straight through the windshield. It took an hour for the driver to die and then another two before the guy next to him stopped moaning. I don't know when Hugh died. He was in the seat across from me and spent about an hour screaming that his leg hurt. I couldn't do anything. I was pinned. My face was caught on something sharp and nasty. Every time I tried to move, I thought I might rip my head off and my shoulder was just radiating pain. I didn't think I'd ever be able to use it again."


  I blink at tears as I listen to his story. His voice is detached as he runs through the rest of the details.


  "Eventually it got really, really quiet. I knew it was only a matter of time before I joined these guys and I knew I deserved to go to hell. I don't know why, but I just started talking out loud. I wanted to live, so I started pleading."


  "With who?"


  "God." A gentle smile crosses his face. "I told him if I survived this I would make it worth his while. I'd stop wasting the life he'd given me and start using it for good."


  He looks serious as he nods.


  "I think about it every day... and every day it motivates me."


  I thought I liked him before this story, now he's moved up another few notches and all I want to do is be close to him. I shuffle to his side, wanting to curl into his arms, but knowing I can't. I rest my knee against his leg.


  "Your parents don't seem so strict now."


  "I wasn't the only one who needed to change. Mom quit work and home schooled me while I recovered. She helped me with my physical therapy and made me do all my exercises, kept telling me if I ever wanted to play the drums or be able to carry my wife across the threshold, I better get my shoulder working." He chuckles. "Dad gave up being a minister and we moved up here. They wanted to take me away from my old life, start afresh."


  He glances at me.


  "He took up counselling and mom decided to stay at home and care for me. We set some new ground rules and one of them was honesty. Every time I feel a little suffocated, I tell them and every time they think I'm slipping back they reel me in. It's been working okay so far... and ending home schooling probably averted World War Three."


  "It must have been hard for you, coming into a school in your junior year, halfway through."


  "It wasn't easy, but it was better than being home and telling my mother I was suffocating every day."


  "I wish I could talk to my parents like that."


  "Well, when you make it out of this, you should start."


  "If I make it out."


  He looks at me.


  "You will. This will be your second chance... just like mine. All you have to decide now is what you want to do with it." He gives me a gentle smile. "What do you want?"


  "I don't know," I whisper back.


  Dale's smile is sad, but he nods anyway. Stretching out his arm, he beckons me to lie on his shoulder.


  My hesitation is brief and I'm eventually snuggling into his firm chest. I run my hand over his shirt and he shivers. I wish I could feel him. I have to concentrate really hard to hover on his shoulder. Every time my mind starts wandering I feel my head melting into him.


  We lie in silence for a while. Me concentrating. Dale dropping into a light slumber. The night has set in. I can feel an odd coldness creeping into my bones. I inch closer to him, wishing I was snuggled beneath the covers, wrapped in his arms. I glance at Dale. His eyes are closed. I wonder what it would be like to sleep next to him all night.


  I'd never done that with a guy, lain beside him, just cuddling.


  "Are you a virgin?"


  Dale opens his eyes and sighs.


  "I wish I could say yes."


  "Me too."


  The answer comes so swiftly, I know it must be true. I frown.


  Dale clears his throat. "I've decided I'm not going do it again until I meet the girl I'm going to marry."


  "What?" I turn my head on his shoulder. "But you're a guy?"


  "So?"


  "Don't you have certain needs?"


  "Yeah." He nods. "I need to make love to my wife and not just screw any girl that comes along."


  "I guess there is a difference... between making love and having sex."


  "There most definitely is."


  "I don't think I've ever made love before."


  "Me neither."


  I drape my arm across his chest.


  "Do you think you'll be able to do it?"


  Dale chuckles. "Wait for the right girl?"


  "Uh-huh."


  "Yeah... I just hope I meet her in college."


  I laugh.


  "She's a lucky one, whoever she is. Most guys don't think like you, they just take and walk away."


  "That's only because you hang out with dickheads."


  "Let's face it. It's what I deserve."


  "No it's not," he whispers.


  How does he know? I don't want to think about it anymore so instead bury my head in his neck.


  "Can you feel that?"


  "Yeah."


  "What's it like?"


  "It's like fine mist is resting on my skin."


  "Does it feel nice?"


  "Yeah, Nicky. It feels really nice."


  Why does Nicky sound so sweet on his lips? The name was tainted after Jody screamed it before her death, but he makes it... hear-able again.


  I look up and his eyes start to close. He has a contended smile on his lips as he drifts to sleep.
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  I want to stay and watch him as the night drifts away, but something compels me home. Sneaking into the house, I pad to my parents bedroom and find it empty. Frowning, I turn towards the kitchen. Mom is sitting at the counter steeping yet another cup of tea. She's in zombie mode again.


  I watch her pull the teabag in and out of the cup of steaming water. Up-down, up-down, like a robot. She's staring into space looking empty and desolate.


  "Where's Dad?"


  Her only response is an eye blink.


  I step away from the counter and head into the living room. With the darkness outside, I can't see the dreaded tree, but I can still picture it in my mind... a little girl is falling from a high branch and all I can do is watch in muted horror.


  Shuddering, I close my eyes to ward off the image. I head for the stairwell. A light is on in my room.


  I run up there to find my Dad sitting on my bed. Party photos are scattered around him and my diary is open. Bile burns my stomach as I step into the room. He looks like he's been hit by a tsunami and all I can do is stare at him.


  The word sorry is resting on my lips, but I can't quite get it out, I'm too disgusted with myself to speak. I hate that they've found these. I hate that they know what I've been doing to myself.


  "It hurts, doesn't it?"


  I jump at my mother's voice. She stands there with her cup of tea, leaning against the doorframe, just like Dad had yesterday.


  "I - I had no idea."


  My mother takes in a shaky breath and blinks at tears.


  Dad starts packing up the photos, piling them together with a pained expression creasing his face. He holds the edges as if he doesn't want to touch them. Running his hand over the open pages of my diary, he lets out a slow sigh. "Do you think that Finnigan kid might be right?"


  "I don't want to think about it."


  Dad glances out the window, his mouth set in a pinched line.


  "Ignoring the issues doesn't make them go away, Tru."


  Mom looks hurt by his statement, her expression is beginning to fracture, but she takes a breath and pulls it together... just.


  "I don't know which is worse... her struggling out there on her own... or her dea-"


  "DON'T say it, Mitchell." Her eyes are wild when he turns to meet them. "I can't lose them both."


  My Dad's face cracks as his eyes fill with tears.


  "We've already lost her."


  He points to the pile of pictures.


  "But at least if she's run away there's still a chance she'll come back."


  Dad runs his fingers into his hair and grabs a fistful. "Why would she want to?"


  I can feel my heart splintering as I watch Dad's mouth fight back a sob.


  "You were right, Tru. We should have done better. We thought this freedom would help her deal with her pain."


  "We didn't want her to feel any blame or responsibility for what happened. We didn't want to put any pressure on her."


  "But she felt abandoned." Dad shoots up from the bed and thumps his hand on the wall. He leans his head on his fist and looks ready to smash something.


  "She felt completely unprotected. I'm her father." He spins to face Mom. "I was supposed to look after her and instead I fed her to the wolves. Look at this."


  He grabs the photos and throws them across the room, then reaches into my drawer and pulls out a packet of condoms I had hiding in there. They spray out of the box as it's flung towards the window.


  "She was sleeping around. My little girl was having sex! What else was she doing? Was she into drugs?"


  I shake my head. "Never," I whisper.


  "Is she O.Ded somewhere... at some party where no one cares about who she is or where she's come from?"


  Tears are streaming down my face as his shoulders slump. My mother is quietly sobbing into her tea.


  "I love her." He drops to his knees. "She's my little girl. I love her so much and I'll never get to tell her."


  Burying his head in his hands, he sobs. His whole body shakes as loud moans come out of his body.


  Mom places her tea on the desk and kneels beside him, running a hand over his back and burying her head into his neck. They weep against each other and I can't help joining them.


  Covering my mouth, I let the tears stream unchecked.


  He loves me. My Dad actually loves me.


  "I'm sorry," I cry. "I'm sorry, Daddy."


  My head starts to sear with a sharp pain as my bed rushes towards me. I fall to my knees and cry out as the sobs and aches mingle together. I'm heading back to my body. Part of me wants it. I can't watch my father fall apart. Another part can't bear to leave.


  I open my eyes as my room goes blurry, there's no stopping this now. A soft whistle plays in the back of my brain as I'm pulled back. It sounds familiar, but I can't think where I've heard it.


  My parents fade and the whistling gets louder.
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  I open my eyes. My tears evaporate as the whistling comes clear.


  The ringtone!


  I hold my breath and freeze. I try to turn my head to peer up the hill, but my neck is stiff. I have to suffice with shifting my eyes in that direction instead. It is dark, but I can see flashlight beams above me. The whistle rings again.


  "Are you just going to ignore it?" The voice wafts down to me through the clear night air.


  "Yes."


  "But what if it's..."


  "I'm not answering!"


  I try to listen carefully to see if I know the voices, but they are muffled at best. I strain to make out the rest of the conversation, forcing my scattered mind to follow whatever phrases I can capture.


  "I'm sorry..."


  "Stop apologizing!"


  "I - I messed up! We don't do that in our family."


  "You're damn right, we don't. Now where do you think you hit her?"


  My heart accelerates as the words register.


  "Over there, see the railing."


  "Some of that damage is older, but that blue paint might be from your car."


  Blue paint. Remember blue paint, Nicky. I close my eyes and try to burn it into my brain. I feel the thought floating away from me, but will it back. Dale will want to know. Remember this, Nicky. Don't you dare forget!


  "I hope we find her."


  There's a pregnant pause and I hold my breath, wanting to make sure I don't miss any information. "She probably won't be alive."


  Should I call for help?


  "Please don't say that."


  "You better hope she isn't?"


  I swallow back my scream. What did he just say?


  "What?"


  "Your life is over if this gets out. Do you understand?"


  "I..."


  "There'll be no chance of a scholarship. You'll be looking at juvenille detention... maybe even jail. I'm not going to let that happen to you."


  "What are you saying?"


  "We find her and bury her - dead or alive."


  Panicky breaths punch through my system and I have to fight to keep my body still. My limbs feel like they're on fire and I have to resist the urge to throw my jacket off. I reel my lucid mind in and scream at myself to stay silent and still.


  "All we have to do is sell that run away story until everyone in town believes us. It won't be hard."


  Terror swirls through my brain. They're going to kill me. Whoever those men are up the hill, they have come to finish the job. The idea of being buried alive is horrifying. I don't want it to end like that. I'd rather pass away in my own sweet time!


  My depressing death wish from before vanishes as my mind ticks with strategies of how to survive this. I try to scan the forest floor for some kind of weapon, quietly grasping for sticks with my clumsy, stiff fingers. The pain is excruciating and I'm so scared of making a noise that I soon give up.


  I don't want to die like this. I have to get back to Dale. He has to find me.


  Licking lips that are begging for water, I'm about to will myself back to him when I stop. No. I need to stay. I need to protect myself and make sure these guys don't bury me.


  My eyes search the darkness, scanning for dark shadows and shapes that could be the men.


  A torch beam grazes the ground to my right. I try to turn my head away as the light flitters past me, but I can't move fast enough. I close my eyes instead, willing them not to notice me.


  "This is impossible. We're not going to be able to search this whole area by torchlight?"


  A frustrated sigh follows.


  "It's safer this way."


  "You want to do this all night? How are we going to explain it to Mom?"


  A loud curse echoes through the air. "We'll come back in the morning, have a proper hunt and finish this. It's time to put this mistake of yours behind us." The voice drops low and menacing. "And God help me, if you ever do something like this again, I'll strap you so hard you'll be walking funny for the rest of your life."


  Fear permeates the air around me. Whoever he is talking to, totally believes what was just said. I can sense his consternation even though he is all the way at the top of the hill. I know he hit me with his car and I know he deserves to be punished, but right this second, I almost feel sorry for him.


  I listen to a car engine firing up and then wait an eternity for it to drive away. My heart slowly returns to it's normal thud, but the heebie-jeebies are still massacring my system. Come the morning, I was a dead girl.


  "Dale," I whisper. "What do I do?"


  Shivers make my muscles quiver, but my body can barely shake. I'm growing weak. My parched throat needs water. The limbs that were throbbing yesterday are starting to go numb. My sluggish eyes struggle to stay open.


  "Dale. I can't let them do this to me. My parents won't survive death by murder. What do I do?"


  A tear slides down my cheek, but I don't have the energy to brush it away.


  "I need you to find me." My head lolls to the side. "Find me. Please find me."
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  "Find me."


  I open my eyes and I'm lying on Dale's bed. Sitting up, I see the room is empty. I run my hands over his neatly made bed and scan his desk for homework. He's already gone.


  No.


  I jump off the bed and rush out the door. The kitchen is empty, so is the dining room. I can hear his mother humming to herself in the bedroom upstairs. I'm about to run outside to see if his car is still in the driveway when I hear a flushing sound.


  "Okay, Mom. I'm off to school."


  "Have a good day, sweetheart."


  "Will do."


  Racing up the stairs, I follow the sound of his voice and nearly collide with Dale.


  "Help me."


  He tumbles backwards at the sound of my voice and lands on his book bag.


  "Sweetie?" His mother comes out of her bedroom, looking worried. "Are you okay?"


  "Yeah." He smiles. "I just slipped."


  He stands up and brushes himself off.


  Mrs. Finnigan's worry evaporates as he gives her a wink. She smiles back and watches him descend the stairs. I hold my tongue until we're outside.


  "You've got to help me. They're trying to find me. They're going to look for me today and bury my body so no one will ever know the truth."


  Dale unlocks his door, concern marring his features.


  "Nicole," he says softly, "calm down. Start from the beginning."


  "Okay." I climb over to the passenger seat and lick my lips. "You were asleep so I went home last night."


  "I figured." He buckles his seatbelt and starts the car.


  "While I was there, I went back to my body."


  "How are you doing?" He glances in my direction.


  "Not great." I struggle to say the words, knowing they'll disappoint him.


  His eyebrows bunch together as he brakes at the end of his road and flicks the indicator. "We're running out of time."


  "That's not our biggest problem... well I mean it kind of is... but not because I won't make it, but they might beat you there."


  "What are you talking about?"


  "The cellphone. The whistle. It brought me back to my body last night. I heard it ringing in my head and then I woke up and they were up on the hill with flashlights looking for me."


  "Who was?"


  "I don't know. It was two guys, one sounded older and the other one wants a scholarship."


  "You're not making any sense."


  I take a breath and force myself to slow down.


  "He said that if anyone finds out he hit me he'll have no chance of getting a scholarship and will be sent to juvie, maybe even jail."


  "Okay, so it was high school student."


  "Yeah, I think so."


  "And obviously someone from Big Bear High, right?"


  "I guess we can assume that."


  Dale frowns.


  "Oh, blue paint!"


  "What?"


  "He said there was blue paint on the guardrail, which was probably from the car."


  Dale nods and shoots me a quick smile.


  "Blue paint."


  I smile back at him.


  "So all we have to do now is look for a blue car with scratches on the bumper."


  "Yeah." I nod as we slowly drive through Big Bear Village.


  "That should be simple enough." Dale brakes to let a mother with her stroller cross the road.


  I glance out the window and frown.


  "Unless the driver's put their car into hiding or already taken it to the shop."


  "Enough with the negativity. I know you're scared, but what happened last night is probably a good thing. At least we have something concrete to search for."


  I spot Mrs. Hutton as Dale accelerates away. Pushing her shades into her hair, she smiles at the man walking by. Stepping down from the curb, she rounds the car and unlocks the door of her SUV.


  Dale continues plotting out strategy as we make our way to school.


  "You're right though, they may not have their car at school, but I know that everyone has to submit details of their car - make, model and registration."


  "Where?"


  "Up at the office. I had to fill in this form when I arrived. There has to be a record of it somewhere."


  "Yeah, but how are we going to get to it?"


  "I don't know Invisible Woman, how are we?"


  Dale gives me a sly smile and I shake my head.
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  "Oh come on." Dale says yet again as he slams the door closed after me.


  "What's your problem?" The girl beside him frowns.


  "Sorry." Dale blushes. "Just talking to myself."


  "Weirdo," she mumbles while scuttling away. Dale rolls his eyes and pockets the keys.


  "You can do this," he whispers as we ascend the stairs.


  "How do you know that?"


  "I just know."


  He gives me a warm smile and heads towards the office.


  He opens the door for me, pretending to actually hold it for someone else. She smiles sweetly at him. I give her a dark look and glance over her shoulder to see Adam walking towards us. He's filing along with a bunch of kids who have just gotten off the bus.


  "Let's go," Dale mumbles, leading me to the office.


  I so don't want to do this. I don't even know if I can.


  "Just stay calm. Let me do the talking." I give him a droll look, which he acts as though he can see, by shooting me a cheeky smile.


  "Good morning, Miss Garcia." Dale saunters up to the young office lady. She has been working here for about six months and all the guys try to flirt with her because she's hot. Dale is obviously no exception.


  "Mr. Finnigan." She smiles sweetly. "How are you doing today?"


  "I'm good." He leans on the counter. "I was just wondering if you could help me. I wanted to check what details I handed in for my car last year. Mr. Nelson keeps pulling me up and asking for my student ID."


  Her nose wrinkles.


  "Sorry about that. He's never been great with faces, but he does check the parking lot for illegal cars most days, I'm surprised he doesn't remember yours."


  "Me too, which is why I'm wondering if I wrote down the wrong registration number or something."


  "Let me have a look." She waves her mouse and pulls up a fresh screen.


  Dale tips his head in the direction he thinks I'm standing. I wince back at his very pointed look that tells me to get my butt behind her and check out what she can see.


  I reluctantly climb over the barrier, but end up slipping and falling straight through it.


  "Ewww! That so creeps me out! I just fell straight through that thing." I shiver and let out another noise of disgust.


  Dale bites his lips together and covers his mouth in an attempt to stop laughing.


  "Shut up." I shoot him some quick daggers then lean over Miss Garcia's shoulder. "Okay, so she's scanning a list of cars. There's yours."


  I glance up at him. He shoots me a look that screams, you're not looking for mine!


  Rolling my eyes, I glance back at the screen. Blue, blue, blue.


  I can't jot down notes so just start calling out students' names. Dale scrambles for a pen as he tries to listen to both Miss Garcia and myself.


  "Terri Hemming, blue Saturn Astra, plate number 3HPV968."


  "And I see your registration plate number is 7ADK249."


  Dale scribbles down the information.


  "Nicholas Evans, blue Dodge Dakota, 6PQR842."


  I see Adam's name pop up and I'm hesitant to say anything.


  "Is that all of them?" Dale asks.


  Miss Garcia looks confused.


  "I can't see the end of the page, I need her to scroll down."


  "I'm sorry?" Miss Garcia frowns. "Did I miss a number?"


  "You do it," Dale replies.


  What?


  "Excuse me?" Miss Garcia tips her head.


  "I'm sorry." Dale gives her a charming smile. "I meant, could you repeat it."


  I look at the little ball on top of the mouse. All I'd have to do is flick it.


  I glance at Dale making a total fool of himself on my behalf.


  Biting my lip, I reach for the mouse then stop. "I can't do it while she's looking at the screen, it'll totally freak her out."


  Clearing his throat Dale steps back from the desk. "Let me just go make sure I've got this right." He waves the paper in the air, buying me some time and hopefully a distraction.


  I wait in agitated silence as Miss Garcia potters around her desk. All I can hope is that she leaves the screen up for me to see. The phone starts ringing and she turns to answer it. I take my chance. Looking at my finger, I will it to move the mouse.


  I'm sure if I was flesh and blood right now my lip would be bleeding. I am biting the crap out of it as I reach for the mouse.


  My finger goes straight through the first time.


  I bite my lip even harder. Glancing at Miss Garcia, I can hear her wrapping up the call and turning back to face the screen.


  Please! Move!


  I flick the ball of the mouse and watch it turn. The page darts to the end. Letting out a surprised laugh, I squat down to quickly memorize the last three blues I see.


  Dale breezes back in.


  "It's right." He raises his hands. "I don't know what Mr. Nelson's problem is."


  Miss Garcia chuckles.


  "I'll see if I can bend his ear." She winks.


  "Thanks Miss Garcia, you're the best."


  Worried I'll forget the names if they keep talking for much longer, I hold my breath and just walk straight through the barrier.


  Ugh!


  "Let's go." I call over my shoulder.


  "Have a great day." Dale waves then pushes the door extra wide as he's leaving the room.


  "Okay, Annie Spencer, blue Dodge Avenger, can't remember the registration but it starts with a five, I think. There's also Philippa Wright... she has a blue Mercury? Yeah, a Mercury Cougar." I snap my fingers.


  "Any others?" Dale scribbles down the info as he walks out to the parking lot.


  "Yeah... two." I hesitate. "Um... Micheal Bishop."


  "I know his car."


  "And..."


  Dale pauses at the door. "And?"


  "Adam Hutton, midnight blue Ford Mustang."


  With a frown, Dale nods his head. I notice he doesn't add it to the list as we sneak down the stairs to the parking lot. Ducking behind a Jeep Wrangler, Dale checks the school entrance and windows for any teachers before bobbing up to quickly scan the cars.


  "I see Michael's car. Let's check that one first."


  We creep around the cars. Bobbing down by his front right bumper, we look for any damage or new paint jobs. There doesn't seem to be any.


  "Looks like we can cross him off the list." Dale pulls out his pen and puts a line through the name. Dale goes to stand again but I stop him.


  "Let me. At least teachers can't spot me." I stand tall and train my eyes on anything blue. "I see a blue Saturn. Is that on the list?"


  "Yes, Terri. Let's go look."


  Her car is fine as well.


  We spend the next half hour checking every blue car we can find. They all seem totally fine. We slump back in our original spot.


  "What's left?" I'm a little disheartened as Dale scans his list.


  "Just Nicholas Evans."


  "And Adam," I whisper.


  "Nicole." Dale warns me.


  "I'm sorry, but why isn't car his car here?"


  "His mom has it. How many times do we have to have this conversation?"


  "She doesn’t, I saw her getting into her own car in Big Bear Village today. And when we first got to school, I saw Adam getting off the bus."


  Dale's head whips in the direction of my voice.


  "You actually saw him getting off the bus?"


  "No, not actually, but he was walking with a bunch of kids who had just gotten off the bus."


  "It still doesn't mean it's him."


  "No, it doesn't, but if it was... his car would probably be where?"


  I can sense Dale's reticence. I don't want to push him, but for all I know those guys are driving to my spot right now.


  "Please, Dale. If it's not him, we can rule him out, but shouldn't we at least check?"


  He grips his school bag with a tight fist and frowns.


  "Will you let me say, I told you so, for the rest of my life?"


  "Of course." I grin, but it doesn't last for long.


  I'm asking this guy to be suspicious of his friend. From what I know of Dale, he's loyal to a fault. This is going against everything he believes in.


  "I can just do it on my own. You go to class."


  "It'll take you way too long to walk there." He glances at his paper. "And if Nicholas Evans is the guy I'm thinking of, he lives even further away."


  He folds away the paper with a sigh and buries it in his pocket.


  "We don't have time to mess around."


  "But you can't play hooky. I don't want you to get in trouble."


  A soft smile brushes his lips.


  "It's okay, Nicky. I can handle trouble."


  "But-"


  "Let's go."


  He crouches from his spot and pulls out his keys. I follow him to his car and we duck inside.


  We don't say anything as we make our way to Adam's house. I notice Dale's initial speed is wearing off the closer we get to the Hutton home.


  "I might park a block or so away," he mumbles. "We can sneak in around the back."


  "Okay." I nod and follow his direction once we park.


  Shutting the door quietly, he looks to the ground and starts walking.


  "Let's get this over with."


  I want to hold his hand as we walk, but they are jammed tight in his pockets. We weave our way into the woods and find a small track that winds back up the hill towards the road. I listen to Dale's reluctant steps.


  I shouldn't be making him do this. Adam's his only friend at school... except for Sophie, I guess.


  An unsanctioned jealousy rips through me. Squeezing my fingers into fists, I try to block images of Dale holding her hand and kissing her goodnight after youth group. My mind doesn't play fair and the images keep coming back to me. The part I can't take my eyes off is Dale's happy smile. He deserves to be in class right now, acing everything. He deserves a sweet girl like Sophie who will adore him.


  What he doesn't deserve is me. If he knew the truth, he wouldn't be doing this.


  "Stop."


  Dale halts his next step and turns to face me.


  "You don't have to do this. You should just go back to school."


  "We're here now. I'm not going back."


  "But I don't deserve this, Dale."


  "Deserve what?"


  I open my mouth to tell him, but can't. Instead I feebly utter, "Life."


  Dale's face drops with a compassionate frown. I close my eyes against it.


  "I don't know what you think you've done to have the right to talk like that, but whether you like it or not, I'm finding you."


  He slowly turns back towards Adam's house and keeps walking.


  My story rests on the end my tongue, but I can't make myself tell it. Dropping my head, I follow Dale the last few steps of the track and come to rest outside the Hutton's garage.
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  I morosely gaze at the wooden structure. I almost don't want to know what's inside. The feeling in my gut is pulsing with strength. What if it's true? Will it crush Dale completely?


  I reach for his hand and try to squeeze it, but he moves away before I can. Placing his hands on the high window ledge, he pulls himself up to look in the window, but can't quite see.


  "Anything?"


  He drops down with a huff.


  "No, there's a sheet blocking the window." He musses his curls and flicks them out of his face.


  I follow him around to the back door, which he tries to yank open. The door bangs back and forth against a barrier.


  "There must be a bolt across the door."


  We walk around to the front and he tries lifting the garage door, but it's useless.


  "There's no way in. We should just go. There's probably no car in there anyway."


  "Then why is there a sheet covering the window?" Dale curses softly and shakes his head. His body goes still and he looks at me. "You could go through the wall."


  "What?" I step away from him. "No way!"


  "Nicole. You have to."


  "No, I don't!" My breaths quicken as I pace around him, knowing he's right. "You want me to put my face through a wall."


  "Of course I don't want you to, but I can't see any other way. You've walked through other stuff."


  "This is different!"


  "How?"


  "It's like a thick building wall, not some thin partition or piece of glass. What if I get stuck in the middle!"


  Dale shoots me a pitiful frown. "You won't get stuck."


  "Yeah, because I'm not doing it."


  "Then you have just wasted our morning." He throw his hands up. "I'm not willing to accuse my friend without proof."


  "I can't do it."


  "Yes you can."


  "No, I really can't."


  "Nicole. Get your ass through that wall. Do it!"


  I step back and cross my arms, firing some pretty decent eye bolts at him. He's looking straight at me, man I wish he could see them.


  "For the record," I say quietly as I step towards the garage. "I really don't like you."


  "For the record, I really don't care."


  "Liar," we both say in unison before breaking into broad smiles.


  Dale's expression softens as he moves towards me.


  "I know you can do this. Just take a breath, close your eyes and walk straight ahead."


  "How do you know I'm facing the garage."


  "Just a hunch." He shrugs.


  I pull in a few shaky breaths then let my arms flop to my side.


  "You can do it," Dale says one more time as I stretch my hand towards the wall.


  My fingers go straight through the wood and instinct pulls them out again.


  "Close your eyes," Dale reminds me.


  I do as I'm told and start walking forward.


  I can't feel anything so open my eyes to see where I'm up to. I gasp as I realize I'm standing inside the wall. With a little wail, I push myself through.


  "Gross! Gross! Gross! Gross! Gross!" I jump around the room like I've just walked through a cobweb.


  "Are you in?" Dale calls from outside.


  "Yeah." I turn to look behind me and notice a car covered with a huge calico cloth. I'm pretty sure it's Adam's Mustang, but we'd have to pull the sheet off to know for sure.


  "Okay, Nicky, now unbolt the door and let me in."


  I walk towards it and look at the lock. Thankfully the bolt isn't padlocked. I reach to pull it open, but my air fingers are useless.


  "I can't. My fingers go straight through."


  "Nicky." Dale is leaning against the outside door. I hear him taking a slow breath, forcing himself not to lose it with my incompetent self. "If you can flick paper, you can open this lock. Now concentrate."


  I close my eyes. "Don't sound so patronising, please."


  "What do you want me to say? Open the damn lock?"


  I grin. "Yeah, that would be good."


  Dale snorts out a laugh. "Man, I..."


  My eyes go wide as he swallows back his words.


  "You what?"


  "Nothin'," he whispers. "Just open the damn lock."


  "Alright fine, but give me a minute and don't talk." I lift my chin. "I need to concentrate."


  A soft thud sounds on the other side of the door, followed by an exasperated sigh. I squash my grin and focus on the lock.


  It feels like it takes forever, but bit by bit, I manage to move the bolt until finally it comes free. I stand back from the door.


  "Okay, it's unlocked."


  Dale turns the latch and pushes it open with his shoulder. Light floods into the room.


  Looking at his watch, Dale grins at me. "Ten minutes. Not bad Air Fingers."


  "Thanks," I mutter.


  Dale's humor vanishes as he notices the car beside us. Lifting the sheet, we spot the midnight blue paint. I gaze at his deep frown lines as he slowly pulls the sheet off. Without saying a word, he squats down by the right bumper, running his hands along it then glancing up at the wing mirror. I don't need to see it to know what it looks like; Dale's face is screaming the truth.


  "I'm sorry, Dale."


  He shakes his head and stands up, kicking the lower bumper. I move to stand next to him and notice the scratch marks. I run my finger over the slight dent.


  "That's where he must have hit me."


  "You talking about the dent?"


  "Yeah."


  I guess I should be feeling happy that we know who it is now. Adam knows where I am, so Dale can now find me. But a quiet sadness settles around us. I don't envy Dale, in fact my heart is breaking for him as I watch his eyebrows bunch together and his brown eyes swirl with disappointment.


  "What do you want to do now?"


  "Head back to school." He shakes his head. "Kick Adam's butt then make him take me to where you are."


  "Okay." I nod. "Should we-"


  A ring tone whistle cuts my sentence short.


  "Do you hear that?"


  Dale looks at me then stops to listen. "Whistling?"


  "Ringtone." Fear clips my word, making it come out short and sharp.


  Dale's eyes round with surprise and he scrambles to cover the car as we hear the one voice we never expected.


  "Sheriff Hutton speaking."


  "What?" I can't believe it. He knew. He knew where I was this whole time.


  "Yeah. Can it wait?.... No, no I understand.... Uh-huh.... Look just give me ten minutes and I'll be there.... Yep.... Yep.... Okay, bye." The sheriff lets out a short curse then I hear him dialling another number.


  Dale waves to get my attention then points to the door.


  "Shouldn't we cover the car first?"


  He shakes his head and mouths, "Too much noise."


  "Where are you?" The sheriff sounds pissed. "I told you to meet me there this morning and you took off to school."


  Footsteps draw near to the garage as his voice gets louder.


  "This is your mess, son. And I'm helping you out of it. Now I have to head into the station, but as soon as I'm done, you better be outside school waiting for me."


  The call ends with a definitive beep.


  Dale is just about to step out the back door and make a run for it when Sheriff Hutton appears.


  "What the hell?"


  Dale steps back, fear fluttering over his features, before he pulls his face into a hard glare.


  "What are you doing in here?"


  The sheriff looks over Dale's shoulder and spots Adam's car fully exposed. His face blanches and his eyes grow wide. Grabbing Dale by the collar he pulls him outside.


  "You're trespassing son and I won't tolerate that kind of behavior!"


  "Let him go!" I try to loosen the sheriff's grip on Dale, but he doesn't even feel me. Throwing Dale against the car, he pulls out his cuffs.


  "What are you doing?"


  Dale doesn't say anything as his wrists are bound with the cold metal, he just has this really dark look on his face.


  "Looks like you and me are gonna have ourselves a little trip to the station."


  Opening the back door of the squad car, Sheriff Hutton shoves Dale inside.


  Dale slumps back in his seat and closes his eyes. His scar burns red and he looks like he wants to throw up.


  This is all my fault.


  Shit! What do I do?


  The car starts to pull away from me and I do the only thing I can think of. Picking up my pace, I run straight into the backdoor and land in Dale's lap. If he's going to jail then so am I.
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  "You've been in one of these before, haven't you?"


  I gaze down at Dale. He's sitting on the cold bench of a jail cell with his head in his hands. His curls are covering his face and he hasn't looked up once since he's been thrown in here.


  His curls bounce as he nods at my question.


  I sit down beside him.


  "I thought you said you were never caught."


  "Yeah, well..." Dale sits up. "Maybe I didn't want you knowing I had a criminal record." He thumps his head against the concrete wall and curses.


  "My parents are going to get a call asking them to come and collect their son from jail." Squeezing his nose, he shakes his head. "I promised them it would never happen again."


  "This isn't your fault."


  "It doesn't matter. I just don't want them to get that call. I can see my mother's expression and hear Dad's disappointed sigh. I used to hate that sound." He thumps his head again. "I should have run as soon as I heard that phone ring."


  "He probably still would have caught you."


  He ignores my comment and drills the cell bars with his dark glare.


  Dale had been like this since the Sheriff yanked him out of the garage by his collar. It was really disconcerting. I could handle irritated Dale... and thoughtful Dale... I was even getting used to sweet, disarming Dale, but darkly pensive Dale was a little scary.


  I think back to the ride in here.


  



  The Sheriff kept looking in the rearview mirror, making snide remarks.


  "I knew you'd slip back into your old ways eventually. I've read your record, boy. I know all about your thievin'."


  Dale kept staring out the window, not rising to any of the taunts.


  "What were you trying to take from my place, huh? My son's car? You were going to take the Mustang for a joy ride, weren't you?"


  The Sheriff's mocking nastiness was so uncalled for. I couldn't help wondering if he was laying it on so thick, because he wanted to get Dale out of the way.


  I gazed into the rearview mirror, trying to catch a decent look at Sheriff Hutton's eyes.


  It was only when he started demanding Dale explain his presence by Adam's car that I noticed a lick of fear in his expression.


  "What do you know?!" His voice started to rise as he sped towards the station. "You better start talking, boy."


  He slammed the brakes hard and Dale lurched forward in his seat, only just managing to stop his face from slamming into the seat in front of him.


  With the dignity of a king, he quietly repositioned himself in the back and continued to glare at the back of Sheriff Hutton's head.


  Everyone looked at him as he was dragged into the station. The deputy didn't ask any questions as he watched Dale being hauled towards the cell. The bars slammed, followed by the definitive click of the lock.


  The Sheriff's eyes narrowed as he gazed at Dale.


  "You just sit tight, champ. I'll be back soon."


  



  He hasn't come back. I look at my watch. We have been stuck in here for thirty minutes. Time is ticking away and there is nothing I can do to stop it. I think of the Sheriff collecting Adam from school then driving out to where my body is.


  Where will they bury me?


  A myriad of possibilities scatter through my brain. They have every chance of getting away with this.


  But what about Dale? I look across at him and wonder what his future holds.


  How will the Sheriff silence him?


  My imagination explodes with images more torturous than the next... Dale incarcerated for a crime he didn't commit, Dale getting beaten up in prison, Dale having to face his parents' shame and disappointment... or the worst of all, Dale lying next to me in a hidden plot made for two.


  I wrap my arms around myself to try and stop the shudders wracking my body.


  My eyes well with tears.


  "This is my fault. You've only ever been good to me and all I've done is ruined your life."


  Dale slowly turns in the direction of my voice. His expression is a little broken and I turn away from it.


  Tears make my voice tremble.


  "I'm so sorry for the way I've treated you. I'm sorry for Scarface. I'm sorry for getting you messed up in this."


  "It was my choice."


  "No it wasn't. A guy with a heart like yours can't walk away from someone in need." I slip off the seat and kneel at his feet. "You are so good, Dale and I'm not."


  A sob catches in my throat.


  "I should never have chased you down that hallway and demanded you help me, I should have left you alone." I gulp back my sob. "I wish I'd just died when Adam hit me. It would have been better for everybody."


  "Don't say that." I look up to see his aching expression. He reaches out to where he thinks I'm sitting. I want to touch him. I want to wrap my hand in his, but instead I stand and move away.


  "I have no right... I'm sorry, Dale. I'm so, so sorry." I sniff and try to rest my head against the bars of the cell. It keeps slipping through so I move back and just stand still.


  "Nicky," Dale whispers, "you don't need my forgiveness. You need yours."


  I look over at him. He's trying to pinpoint where I'm standing, trying to look into my eyes.


  "You think you know me, but you don't. You don't know what I've done. I can't change the past and I can't forgive myself. This is just karma catching up with me."


  "Tell me what happened."


  I open my mouth then clamp it closed.


  "I can't."


  "Look, whatever it is, I swear I don't care. It won't change how I feel about you."


  I pace to the other side of the cell.


  "It will... and it should."


  "Did my joy riding change your thoughts about me?"


  "That's different. You've made something of your life."


  "And you'll make something of yours."


  He stands to join me, but I squish myself into the corner so he can't find me.


  "You should forget you ever heard me, Dale."


  "I'll never be able to, Nicky, and you know it."


  He tucks a curl back from his face. He thinks he's looking at me, but his direction is a little off. I don't want to correct him. If he actually catches me with that gaze of his, I'll crumble.


  No, I have made up my mind. This is over.


  "You have to tell people the truth. You need to make sure the Sheriff doesn't pin anything dodgy on you."


  "Nicole, you have to get me out of here. The only way I can prove my innocence is by finding you."


  I hate that he's right.


  "I just want this to be over. I should just go and you need to tell everyone the truth. I know they'll think you're crazy, but the truth will set you free, right? I mean isn't that the saying?" My voice is pitching high as I climb towards hysteria.


  "Stop talking," Dale orders. "Just shut up for a second."


  I close my mouth.


  He gives me a moment for my usual rebuttal, but I don't give it. He nods and swallows. "Why do you think I can hear you?"


  "I have no idea." I throw my hands in the air. Hysteria dances in my belly, making me giggle.


  Dale steps right up to me and aims pretty well. Placing his arms on the cell walls, he captures me in the corner. He waits until my obnoxious twitter dies down, which doesn't take very long with his face so close to mine.


  "You're supposed to survive this."


  "You don't know that."


  "Maybe I do. Maybe this is why God kept me alive in that car... for this situation right here."


  "I don't believe in God."


  Dale's face softens with a smile.


  "He believes in you."


  "You don't get it."


  I push against him, wanting to break free. My hands whistle through his ribcage and he shivers.


  "I don't need to get anything." He leans in so close I can't help looking into his eyes. "I like you."


  "No, you don't, you put up with me."


  "No," he chuckles. "I really like you." The blush lighting his cheeks, makes me wonder if he's actually telling the truth. "The first time I saw you, I thought you were so incredibly beautiful, but then you opened your mouth."


  "Hey!"


  He grins.


  "Let me finish... I wanted to be put off by you. I found you so irritating."


  "You know, you're really not selling this."


  "I'm not done. Now shut your mouth and let me finish." He gently smiles. "In spite of myself, I couldn't stop watching you and I remember this one day near the start of the year. You were really antsy and completely lost it with this guy in the cafeteria. You told him to suck it then threw a glass of orange juice in his face."


  I cringe remembering the scene all too clearly. Amber's crush. The guy I slept with. I couldn't get over my guilt and he wouldn't leave me alone, kept wanting a repeat.


  "I found you an hour later crying in one of the music suites. You were hiding behind a drum kit. The second I saw you, I knew you had a heart and it restored all my faith in you. It was kind of hard not to like you after that. All your snide remarks can be pretty transparent."


  I swallow down the lump in my throat.


  "I wanted to impress you so bad and when I found your iPod, I thought it was my chance."


  Self-loathing swamps me.


  "I still can't believe I called you Scarface."


  "Yeah." Dale shakes his head. "I guess it was kind of the last straw for me. I figured any more chances weren't worth it... but I was wrong."


  He tentatively leans forward, reaching out his hand to touch my cheek. The urge to turn away is overruled by the power of his eyes. Before I can stop myself, I lean into his hand and rest my cheek in his palm. Dale's eyes glimmer with a smile. "This is my chance and I'm not going to screw it up. So Nicole, get me hell out of this cell so I can find you."
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  I know Dale's right. Finding me will be the only way to prove he's innocent. But how the hell am I supposed to get him out of this cell!


  "Okay, I can go through the bars, but then what?"


  "You'll need to find the key and bring it back to me."


  I squeeze my eyes shut and silently swear. I don't think I can do this. I'm about to tell Dale that when he whispers, "I know you're scared, but you can do this."


  Opening my eyes, I look directly at him. His eyes are filled with such conviction I might just be capable of believing him.


  "Okay," I sigh. "Okay."


  Dale shoots me a winning smile and walks towards the cell bars.


  "Good luck."


  I let out two quick breaths then close my eyes and step forward.


  My body breaks apart as I pull myself through then I spin around with a small smile.


  "Are you through?"


  "Check." I nod as I look down the corridor. "Okay, I'll go exploring. You just wait for me here."


  Dale's eyes shift from side to side before he nods.


  "Okay."


  I watch him trying to bite back a grin as I realize what I've just said.


  "Oh shut up! I'm nervous."


  His face illuminates with a smile.


  "You'll be great."


  "Yeah, whatever."


  I ignore his quiet chuckle as I creep away from the cell and head towards the front desk.


  



  I don't know why I'm tiptoeing, it's not like anyone can hear me! Sneaking up to the front of the station, I peer over the top of the desk and spot the deputy with his head buried in a pile of paperwork. He looks bored to distraction as he flicks through notes and signs various pieces of paper.


  A noise from the adjacent office distracts me and I look over the desks to see the sheriff pacing away from his guest. He looks at his watch in agitation and glances out the door. I instinctively duck then roll my eyes and stand. He looks annoyed as he nods at... is that the mayor? I squint my eyes, but can't get a decent view as Sheriff Hutton walks in my line of vision.


  I decide it doesn't really matter who he's talking to and the longer it takes the better. From memory, the mayor is a total blabbermouth so this meeting of theirs is working in my favor.


  Forcing my brain to think cell key, I pull my attention back to the deputy and his desk. It's not exactly the tidiest work area I've ever seen. I frown as I walk through the partition and stand behind the man. He pulls off his glasses and gives his eyes a rub before stretching his arms back and letting out a yawn. I jump out of his way and spot the keys next to his coffee mug just before he leans forward again.


  How am I supposed to get those without him noticing?! They're right beside his left hand.


  Frowning, I fidget with my watch strap as I try to formulate some kind of plan. I can't go back to Dale without the key. I just can't.


  Wiggling my fingers and stepping around the policeman, I try to reach past him for the keys. His hand jumps up and scratches his shoulder. I try once more and the same thing happens. The only way I can get those keys is to pass straight through him and even if I do that, he'll probably freak out when he sees the keys moving along the desk by some invisible force. No - I have to distract him.


  I scrunch my lips up as I look at the back of the deputy's head. He scratches his shoulder again and I get an idea.


  Please work. Please, please, please work!


  Rubbing my fingers together, I run them down the side of his neck.


  He twitches and scratches the spot. I grin and do it again. This time he slaps it. My smile grows wider and wider as I continue to torment the man until he jerks tall and moves away from his desk.


  "You okay, Walter?" The female officer working at the desk behind him looks up.


  "Yeah, I just feel like something's crawling on my neck."


  "Let me take a look." She stands up, hitches her pants then leans over her desk to study the deputy's pink neck.


  I quickly step into the vacated space and snatch at the keys. My fingers slip straight through them.


  "Oh come on!"


  It's not like I have seconds to spare. I glance over my shoulder as the female officer mmms and squints her eyes, trying to find some invisible bug or bite.


  Looking back at the keys, I narrow my eyes and mutter, "You are coming with me."


  I put my index finger inside the key ring and slide it across the desk. Like magic it shuffles across the wood and lands in my left hand. I wrap my fingers around the precious cargo and cling for dear life as I make a beeline back to the cells.


  I'm in the corridor when I feel them begin to slip.


  "No!" I try to squeeze them tighter, but it's no use. Air fingers are back and the keys are heading for the floor. They land with a loud tinkle that will surely be investigated. Dropping to the floor, I give them a shove and thankfully they glide across the shiny floor and come to rest in between two filing cabinets.


  The deputy's head pops around the corner. He looks down the corridor with a confused frown then starts slowly walking towards me.


  "Don't look at the cabinets. Don't look at the cabinets," I say over and over, until he walks past them.


  He turns again and puts his fingers in his belt. His frown lines are deep with confusion and panic is knocking on my door until he shrugs. His face drops back to boredom and he makes his way back to his desk.


  I let out a sigh and force my heart to start beating again as I scramble for the keys.


  As quietly as I can, I pull them from beneath the cabinet and shuffle them along the ground. I must look ridiculous as I crawl on my hands and knees towards Dale, pushing the keys ahead of me.


  "Okay, that is the freakiest thing I have ever seen."


  I look up at Dale's comment and smile.


  "Nearly there."


  "Good job." Dale squats down and reaches through the bars, gathering up the keys in his hand and searching for the right one.


  "Try that one." I point at the small, flat key.


  "Which one?"


  "The small one. No... yes, that one."


  Dale jiggles the keys around as he tries to get the right angle and slot it in.


  My breath catches.


  "Someone's coming."


  I can hear the slow footsteps of leather boots on linoleum.


  Dale scuttles over to his bench, shoving the keys in his pockets. He's just slumping into a look of despair when the deputy's head appears.


  "What's the noise?"


  Dale looks at him with forced confusion.


  "What do you mean?"


  "Don't get smart with me, kid. I heard a noise."


  Knowing he can't move and risk the chance of the keys jingling in his pocket, Dale stays lounging against the wall and shrugs.


  "I'm sorry, officer, but it wasn't me."


  The man's eyes narrow and I so don't want to see where this is going. Jumping behind him, I run my finger down his neck again. The officer twitches and slaps the spot. I do it again. He scratches this time. I repeat myself one more time and the deputy mumbles an irritated curse then spins on his heel. I watch his retreat and notice him heading for the men's room.


  Dale stands with a chuckle.


  "Was that you?"


  "Too mean?"


  "Perfect." He grins.


  Pulling out the small, flat key, he tries to work more quietly this time and slips it into the lock. It's not the right one.


  "Crap!"


  "Don't worry. I'll just try them all until we find it." Dale's calm voice soothes my nerves, but I still dance from toe to toe until two keys later the lock clicks open.


  We both freeze at the sound, but nothing heads our way.


  Sliding the door open, the smallest amount possible, Dale wriggles through.


  "You're free!" Before thought stops me, I wrap my arms around his neck.


  He shivers and I jump away from him. "Sorry."


  "No problem." His smile is golden. I can feel my entire body warming with it until the sound of boots approaching distracts me.


  I let out a gasp. Panic flashes over Dale's face.


  "Run, I'll distract him."


  "But-"


  "Just go!"


  I race back down the hall towards the deputy. He is wiping his face down with a paper towel as he saunters back to check on Dale. This can't happen. We need more time.


  I hold my breath, close my eyes and run straight towards him, passing through his body and making him stop with a jerk. His spine twitches and his limbs do a quick dance before he spins to look behind him.


  "Yes, come this way."


  He slowly scans the walls around him, looking nervous, before taking a cautious step back towards the cells.


  "No!"


  I glance around me and spot distraction number two. Running the opposite direction, I aim for the open filing trays stacked on the shelves along the wall. With as much forced as I can muster, I tear them from the shelves. They land with a bang, scattering paper everywhere.


  The deputy appears in seconds.


  "Everything alright back there, Walter?" The female officer calls.


  "Yeah," the deputy sighs. "Just the wind wreaking havoc again. We have got to find another home for these file trays." He bends down and starts collecting up papers.


  I jump over him and head for the exit.


  Dale is ducking beneath the front counter. I was hoping my file tray distraction would pull both the officers away, but it didn't work. I stand up to see where the female officer is working then bob back down again.


  "If you trying walking out that door, she'll see you straight away."


  He nods with a frown.


  "How are we supposed to do this?"


  Dale mouths, "Distraction?"


  "Another one? I'm running out of ideas!"


  His lips quirk with a grin as he squeezes the keys in his hands. I watch his knuckles turn white and am suddenly inspired.


  "Use the keys."


  He looks at me.


  "Throw them across the desk or something. They'll turn around and look and we can run out the door."


  Dale thinks for a moment then nods at my plan, pointing to the door.


  "What?"


  "Open the door," he mouths.


  "They'll see."


  He quickly points to himself and mimes throwing the keys then points at me and mimes opening the door.


  "I'm not strong enough to do that."


  He nods.


  "No, I'm not."


  Throwing me a stern look, he does another definitive nod.


  "Your faith in my ability is stupid."


  His eyes soften with a look of adoration, which I totally fall for. My insides buzz with warmth as my lips fight a smile.


  "Okay, fine. I'll move to the door and count to three. You throw the keys and I'll try to push it open."


  He gives me the thumbs up.


  I creep over to the door and lean against it.


  Concentrate, Nicole. Don't you dare screw this up.


  I look to Dale, who's poised, ready to risk himself yet again for my sake. He's such an idiot.


  Glancing at the door, he gives me a nod.


  "Okay, one... two... three." I let out a grunt as I try to convince myself I'm not made of air and push on the door.


  I hear the swoosh of keys, followed by a, "What the hell was that?"


  Dale rushes past me and I turn to see the officer rummaging on the floor behind her desk.


  



  Nervous giggles make my muscles quiver as I race around the side of the building, following Dale through the parking lot and over the fence. Dale scrambles up the wood and flicks his leg over the top. Me, being Miss Shortness will have no show. Squeezing my eyes shut, I pass through the wood and end up next to Dale as he lands on the ground. He leans against the planks to catch his breath.


  "This is bad." I start to rock on my heels. "This is really, really bad. I just broke you out of jail."


  "Calm down."


  "Calm down? We're hiding from the police right now? As soon as they find out you're gone all hell is going to break loose."


  "Don't you think I know that?" Dale runs a shaky hand through his curls.


  "What now?"


  "We go find Adam and get your body before Sheriff Hutton does."


  "School's like five miles away. How are we supposed to get there?"


  Dale frowns then licks his lip. He's obviously reluctant to say whatever it is he needs to say, because he opens and closes his mouth a couple of times then winces.


  "What?!?"


  He sighs. "Fancy a joy ride?"
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  "Are you out of your mind? No! I'm not going to let you get into more trouble for me."


  "What else are we supposed to do? We don't have time for a five mile run."


  "What if you get caught?"


  "What if I don't get to you before the sheriff does?"


  A shudder runs down my spine. I want to break into my spiel about how he shouldn't be doing this for me, but he's already started moving. I let out an agitated huff and follow him.


  It only takes a couple of minutes to make it to the road parallel to the police station. I reluctantly scan the cars, looking for lowered windows or unlocked doors. Thankfully the residential road is hardly busy. Most people are at work this time of day.


  I spot a car parked across the road. "What about that red one?" I point to it.


  "No, let's take the grey one on this side."


  "What is it with you and crappy cars? That is a piece of junk." I look at its beat up exterior.


  "Yeah, a piece of junk that probably won't be alarmed."


  We run towards it. Dale tests the driver's side, but it's locked. Bending down, he peers in the window and a small smile flitters over his lips.


  "They forgot to lock the back door."


  Running around the car, he opens it up and climbs through to the driver's seat.


  "Keep an eye out for me."


  He reaches below the steering wheel and pulls out some wires.


  "Of course you know how to hot wire a car," I mutter. "Who doesn't?!"


  I turn away to scan the street and make sure no one can see him. My pulse is racing so fast I think I might pass out. If my physical condition doesn't kill me, I might actually die from a brain explosion.


  The car revs to life.


  "You in?"


  "Yeah."


  Dale reaches over me and slams the back door closed.


  



  I can tell he wants to drive like a maniac, but is fighting the urge in order not to draw any unnecessary attention. For all we know the Sheriff is still pacing in his office and the deputy is still stacking up hundreds of sheets of paper. All I can do is cross my fingers and hope that is the case.


  Taking the back road, Dale parks on the opposite side of the school. We sneak in through the back and jog across the fields. The students who spot Dale just assume he's running late and trying to get in undetected. That fence is where all the late kids arrive.


  We duck behind the bleachers and edge our way towards the school buildings. Dale checks for a clear path then sprints to the make-out alcove where many a free period has been spent by numerous couples. No one is there today and we lean against the wall as Dale catches his breath.


  "Where will Adam be?"


  Dale glances at his watch.


  "Let me think. We're not in many of the same classes, but it's... what day is it?"


  I scour my brain.


  "Friday?"


  "That's right. Friday, okay... we have Advanced English first then..." he mumbles a few more classes then stops with a nod. "Free period. I think he has free period and he usually goes to the library."


  Dale goes to make a move and I grab at his arm. He shivers and looks at me. "You'll be spotted. Wait here and I'll come back and get you."


  "It'll take too much time."


  "I don't want you to get caught. The library is right next to the quad, it's like major thoroughfare through there."


  Dale finally gives me a reluctant nod.


  "Okay, but I'm not waiting here, it's too far away. I'll hide in the resource room."


  "Yeah, I know where that is."


  We carefully make our way to the hub of the school. I pass through the library doors and quickly scan the tables. I spot Trent whispering into some redhead's ear with a seductive smile on his face. I resist the urge to punch him as I walk past. I'd much rather do that when I'm flesh and bone. If I'm going to hit him, I want it to hurt.


  There's no sign of Adam in the normal group study areas so I start systematically searching each of the aisles.


  Ten minutes later, I'm rushing out the doors with an irritated frown.


  I arrive in the resource room and gently clear my throat, so I don't surprise Dale. It doesn't really work. He still jumps and places his hand on his heart.


  "Sorry."


  "Anything?"


  "He's not in the library."


  "Shit!" Dale flicks a curl out of his face.


  "Where else does he go?"


  "I'm not sure." Dale curses again and thumps his head on the bookshelf in front of him.


  "It's okay." I touch his arm. "We'll find him." I look around me as I try and force my brain into action. "If you were Adam right now, where would you go?"


  "I just said I'm not sure."


  "But let's think about this. He's hit me with his car. He's possibly feeling guilty and his Dad is pressuring him into finishing me off."


  Dale stands up and nods as he listens to me.


  "He knows his Dad is coming to collect from school soon, so... where's a good place to hide?"


  Dale stares at the ceiling as he thinks. His head soon drops to face me and he nods.


  "I know this one room that's never really used. Mr. Attley shoves all his old computers and broken tech stuff in there. The students he likes are allowed to go and potter in there during their free periods. I'm pretty sure Adam's on his list."


  "It's worth a shot."


  We start running, heading down a flight of stairs and through a rabbit warren of corridors.


  "How do you even know about this room?"


  Dale slows to a stop outside the door.


  "Mr. Attley told me about it."


  "Kiss ass."


  He gives me a dry look and opens the door.


  We creep inside. The room is crowded and dusty. Computer monitors and keyboards are piled in disarray along the counters. Various cables hang from nails along the wall and scattered along the centre table are a plethora of technical gadgets. Obviously students have been taking parts from different devices and trying to turn them into something new. I squint at a digital camera attached to the bottom half of a remote control car.


  Hmmm. Images of it sneaking into the girls' locker room make me frown.


  Nerdy boys.


  Dale flicks the lights on as I move further into the room. There doesn't seem to be any sign of human activity. Dale throws me an annoyed look and I'm sure he's about to swear when we hear a soft tink from the back of the room.


  "Hello?" Dale calls.


  There's a pregnant pause as we inch further into the room.


  Finally someone clears their throat and peers around the corner.


  "Oh hey, man. How's it going?"


  Dale's face is etched with disappointment as he approaches the giant blond hiding behind a mound of technical books.


  "Hey, Adam."


  I watch his face with concern. He so does not want to have this conversation right now. He shoves his hands in his pockets and stops next to his friend.


  "What are you doing down here?" Adam glances up from the open laptop. The keyboard is removed exposing all the chips and wiring that make it tick.


  "We need to talk, man."


  Adam looks away. I notice how pale he is. The dark circles beneath his eyes make him look like he's been in a bar fight.


  "What's up?" he finally mutters.


  Dale's face bunches with pain.


  "Where's Nicole?"


  Adam picks up a miniature screw driver and continues tinkering.


  "How should I know?"


  "Adam, don't lie to me."


  Fast breaths spurt through Adam's nostrils as he shakes his head. My stomach coils. He's not going to tell us. He's going to deny everything and then his Dad will arrive and arrest Dale all over again.


  "Come on. Please, I need to find her."


  Another head shake.


  "I don't know what you're talking about. Look the girl's an unpredictable basket case. She could be anywhere."


  Dale's eyes darken with rage and from out of nowhere, he turns all Hulk on everybody. Letting out a loud cry, he grabs Adam's collar and pushes him until he's fallen flat on his back. Dale's muscles are bulging, the tendon in his neck looking ready to snap as he digs his knee into Adam's chest.


  "Where is she?!"


  "I don't know, man. She ran away." Adam's voice is quivering, his eyes wide with fear.


  Dale punches him square in the face, leaving behind a burning red mark.


  "I know it was you. I saw your car. Now tell me where she is!"


  Adam's bottom lip begins to wobble and his voice breaks as tears bubble up from nowhere.


  "I didn't mean to do it. I was tired of all the pressure. I needed a night off." He sniffs. "I wasn't supposed to be out and I was rushing to get home, but I'd had a few drinks. She came out of nowhere, man. I didn't mean to hit her, but it's like my arms were made of lead. By the time I saw her, it was too late..." He pulls in a ragged breath. "And now she's dead. I killed her."


  Watching him is pitiful. Dale slowly stands and steps back. Adam sits up and wipes his nose with his finger.


  "She's not dead."


  "You don't know that."


  "Yes I do. We need to find her. I need you to take me to her."


  Adam stands on shaky legs and rubs his swollen cheek. Fear is oozing from his very pores.


  "I can't. I can't do it."


  "Look, I know what your Dad's expecting of you, but you don't have to."


  "How do you know that?" Adam's brows dip together.


  Dale shakes his head.


  "It doesn't matter right now, okay? We're running out of time." Stepping forward, he grabs Adam's collar. "You don't have to be a killer, Hutton. Now get moving before I have to drag you to the car."


  Adam shakes himself loose and gives a small nod. With jittery hands he grabs his backpack and slings it over his shoulder. His knuckles are white as he grips the strap. I watch his freshly bruised face twitch and my insides spark with foreboding.
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  As we race through the back of the school and jump into the grey hunk of junk, my nerves begin to twitter. I feel like my blood is beginning to run with ice cold water and I can't seem to stop shaking. I don't want to say anything to Dale. He has enough to worry about with fobbing off Adam's questions of where he got the car.


  A police siren wails in the distance and I jerk to see if it's right behind us. Turning back around, I slump down in the back seat and close my eyes. He shouldn't be doing this for me. It's too much risk.


  I could argue until my brain explodes, but I keep coming back to the same point. In order to prove his innocence he's got to find me... but he doesn't have to save me... and maybe he shouldn't.


  I look at his beautiful face in the rearview mirror. His eyes are dark with concentration. I can see worry skirting around the edges of his expression as he glances into the mirror and catches my eye... not that he knows it. I bite my lip and blink at tears.


  "Where are you going? I said Artic Canyon Road. You're going the wrong way."


  "I just need to get something from my house."


  "Are you crazy?" I lean forward. "You might get caught."


  "I need Jester," he fires into the back.


  "I didn't know your dog could find people."


  "Me neither," Dale mutters, "but I think he knows Nicole."


  "How?"


  Dale ignores Adam's question as he screeches to a stop outside his place. Taking a minute to assess the house, he lets out a breath. "Well, Mom's car isn't here. Let's hope she's not home."


  Glancing over his shoulder, Dale jumps out of the car and runs around the back of the property. Adam and I wait in agitated silence. I can see his hand hovering near the door handle.


  "Don't even think about it."


  He looks out the window, one hand gripping the edge of his bag until I think his fingers might puncture the material, while the other hand taps the door handle. I watch in agony as his mind ticks over in slow motion, eventually he lets out a sigh and leans back in his seat as Dale runs towards the car with Jester in tow.


  I shuffle to the far side of the seat as Jester clambers in next to me. He starts barking and trying to lick my face.


  "Stop it!" I push him away and he lets out a little whine.


  "Your dog is nuts, man." Adam watches Jester with a frown.


  Dale lets out a nervous laugh as he pulls back onto the road and races towards the San Bernardino National Forest.


  It takes about thirty minutes to reach Artic Canyon Road. I spent most of the trip staring out the back window, expecting to see cops on our tail at any moment. If I was in human form, I'd probably be sweating blood right now. I can no longer control my limbs, they are shaking with a cold that seems to be seeping into my very core.


  I want to mutter that I'm cold. I know that will make Dale hurry. I know it will help him to look harder, fight harder and make sure I survive this, but he doesn't know the truth.


  He should.


  He needs to.


  He can't put his life on the line for my sake.


  Would he still be risking all this if he knew?


  He'd find me either way now. They'd search. Jester would smell my body and he'd prove his innocence. I didn't need to be alive to vindicate him.


  "Here." Adam indicates for Dale to pull over.


  We get out of the car. I notice Adam hesitate by the door. He reaches for his bag, but after a sharp look from Dale decides to leave it in the car.


  I glance past him at the surrounding area and frown.


  "This doesn't even look familiar," I whisper.


  "It's day time."


  Adam looks at Dale weirdly. He clears his throat and points to the guardrail. It's dented and blue smears of paint are running across it. "You must have hit her here."


  Adam blanches and steps away, looking skittish.


  Returning to the car, Dale frees a barking Jester.


  "Where are you?" He looks up for me as Adam glances behind him, looking totally freaked out by Dale's strange behavior.


  "I'm by the front passenger door."


  Dale leads his dog to me and stands patiently as Jester thoroughly sniffs my ankles, all the way up to my crotch.


  "Hey!" I slap at his nose.


  Dale bites back a smile.


  "C'mere Jess." He tugs the leash and makes the dog sit as his feet. Bending down, he rubs Jester's ears while looking at his eyes. "I need you to find her for me. You just follow that smell, okay boy?"


  Jester barks. I want to tell Dale this is so not going to work, but bite my tongue. He doesn't need my standard negativity right now. Looking just a touch nervous, Dale unhooks Jester's leash and steps back.


  "Go hunting, boy. Go on."


  He points to the embankment and Jester does a flying leap over the guardrail. He has got to be the only one enjoying this right now.


  I wrap my arms around myself, trying to stave off the cold as Dale cautiously climbs over the guardrail. He stops and looks back at his quiet friend.


  "Let's go."


  The giant blond suddenly seems small as he scratches his neck and runs a hand through his hair. "I don't want to, man."


  Dale's face turns a dark shade of black.


  "Get your butt over here, Hutton."


  I wouldn't argue with that tone of voice either. I nibble on my pinky nail as I watch the exchange. After what seems an age of stony silence, Adam raises his leg and joins Dale on the other side.


  The loose debris is slippery beneath their feet as they half walk, half slide down the embankment. Dale catches his balance against a tall tree.


  "Any of this look familiar?"


  Adam shrugs, looking annoyed. "It was dark, man."


  I reply, "It all looks the same. I'm not sure how far down I am."


  Dale nods and continues edging his way down the slope. Adam's reluctance to follow is irritating, but it can't beat the feeling swamping me.


  The thought drums in my brain until my head is hurting with the effort.


  He can't find me until he knows.


  I grip my temple and want to whimper. Squeezing my eyes shut, I take a quick breath and yell. "Stop!"


  Dale nearly lands on his backside, but he manages to catch himself on a branch and stand straight. He looks back towards me, anxious after my sudden outburst.


  I make my way towards him, hating myself and this moment.


  "I can't let you do this." I stop by his side and touch his arm. "You have to know."


  "Know what?"


  "What you're trying to save."


  "Nicole, I told you I don't care about your past."


  Adam glances back at Dale.


  "What'd you say?"


  "Uh... I'm just going to check over here, make sure we're covering everywhere. You keep following Jester."


  Adam gives an unenthusiastic nod and keeps descending the hill.


  I look back to Dale and swallow.


  "I know you say you don't care, but I can't let you put all this on the line for me. I honestly don't deserve it."


  He looks a little annoyed that I won't let this go.


  "What, Nicole? What did you do that was so terrible?"


  Holding my breath, I count to five then release it in a gush. The words tumble out of me, small and pathetic.


  "I killed my sister."
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  Dale's skin is white, his eyes wide with horror.


  I knew he'd change his mind.


  "Just call Jester back. You don't have to keep looking for me."


  Dale's blink is slow and forced, but when his eyes pop open they have lost their 'deer in front of headlights’ quality.


  "Where are you standing? I want to look at you for this."


  "I'm at your three."


  In slow motion, he turns to face me. I gaze at his scar, something that should be so ugly and marring, instead I want to touch it, to run my finger along its smooth edge. I make fists with my hands and look to the ground.


  "You need to listen to me very carefully." Dale's voice is slow and controlled. "You did not kill your sister. She fell. It was an accident."


  Bubbles rush up inside me; they are filled with guilt and regret. I bend over as the agony makes my chest want to rip apart.


  "You don't understand. I was supposed to be watching her. She was my responsibility." I draw in a ragged breath. "She was such a cool kid. So sweet and adorable, everybody loved her." I swipe at the fresh tears swarming my cheeks and stand up, forcing myself to get through this. "Usually when mom and dad went out we played and danced or made up games, but I didn't want to that day. I was annoyed that I had to look after her and everything she was doing just irritated me.


  "I eventually got so mad that I dragged her outside and locked the door."


  My voice was starting to break, making it hard to continue. I sniffed loudly, my stomach jolting with sobs.


  "I went to my room to keep working on my latest cover design. I heard Jody calling, but I ignored her. She was just trying to get my attention. She was shouting for help and I kept thinking, 'Yeah, whatever, Jo. Cry wolf all you like.'"


  My body is shaking as I force out the rest of the story.


  "Then she screamed. She sounded so scared and I jumped up and ran to the sliding door in the living room. She was dangling from one of the branches of this really tall pine tree. The one we weren't allowed to climb. The one I had secretly taught her how to climb."


  I cover my mouth with my hand then sniff.


  "She looked towards me, Dale, and I swear our eyes met for a second before her little fingers slipped. The last thing I heard was her screaming my name then this... thud."


  Dale's face is etched with agony as I glance at him. I close my eyes and look away.


  "I ran out to her. She was lying on the ground all broken like a little bird and there was blood oozing out all over the ground, soaking into her hair." I fall to my knees as the image crystallizes in my brain. I force myself to gaze upon her lifeless face.


  "You've never told anyone this before, have you?"


  "No." My voice is so small, emotion robbing it of any volume.


  "Nicole." Dale bends down in front of me, somehow sensing I'm now on the ground. "I know you think you don't deserve any other chances, but I refuse to believe I can hear you, unless you are meant to live. You have to fight."


  "For what?"


  I look up at him, images of my current life flashing through my head like flying photographs.


  "The right to correct your mistakes."


  "I can't fix this one. I can't bring her back." I jump up and move away from him.


  "I know," his voice is soft, "but you don't deserve to die."


  "Neither did Jody." I spin around and look at his crouched form. "She was such a good kid, pure and sweet. I was always the trouble maker; it was me who deserved to fall out of that tree."


  Dale slowly stands and puts his hands in his pockets.


  "Maybe. But would you have wanted Jody to live without you? Her big sister that she looked up to? What would have that done to her?"


  I close my eyes and shake my head, feeling the inevitable cold edging towards my heart. "It doesn't matter. It's over."


  "It doesn't have to be." Dale's voice is high and urgent. "Take this second chance, Nicole, make something of your life. Please. Please you have to fight."


  "I don't deserve a second chance."


  "Nobody does. That's the way grace works. Don't throw this away."


  Desperation is marring his features.


  I don't know what to say to him. I've never seen anyone beg with me like this before. He wants me to live. A shock of cold runs through my middle and I gasp. It moves through my limbs and the shakes grow with intensity... and then my nose is wet.


  I twitch and wave my hand in front of my face.


  My nose tickles.


  I scratch it, but the wet tickling sensation returns.


  "Nicole, are you still there?"


  "Yes." I scratch my nose again.


  "Are you okay?"


  "Something's tickling my nose."


  I shake my head from side to side as Dale jumps up, hope lighting his face like a bonfire.


  "Jester."


  Without a backwards glance, he runs down the hill, tumbling and sliding, calling for his dog.


  Jester barks back loudly. We follow the sound and soon stumble across a scene I'm not overly keen on seeing. Adam is standing above me, his hands in his pockets. He looks pretty shell-shocked as Jester sits by my ashen face, his tail thumping on the ground.


  "Good boy."


  Dale falls to his knees and slides the rest of the way towards me. He gives Jester's head a quick congratulatory rub then gently pushes the dog away.


  At first he looks a little lost as he gazes down at me. I don't exactly look crash-hot. In fact I look disgusting! My skin is so pale you can almost see the veins running below the surface. My lips are tinted blue and when Dale picks up my hand, I'm like a limp rag doll.


  Brushing the hair back from my face, Dale checks from my pulse, looks horrified then after a few more frantic finger jabs to my neck, lets out a relieved sigh.


  "Nicole, wake up." He gently runs his hand over my face then bends low to check for breathing. "This is not good."


  He looks up at Adam as he whips off his sweater and wraps it around me.


  "She's like an ice cube. We have to call for help. Get out your phone."


  Adam steps back.


  "I can't, man. I won't do it."


  Dale glares up at him.


  "Get. Out. Your. Phone."


  Shaking his head, Adam retreats further away. By some magnetic force his eyes are locked on my body. They are wide and filled with fear.


  "Dad will find out... and then we're all dead."


  Looking ready to pummel something, Dale reaches into his back pocket and pulls out his phone, with one hand resting on my forehead like a mother would, he lifts his other to check for reception. Glancing up at the phone in his hand, he swears and throws it on the ground. "There's no reception down here. You have to go up to the road and call for an ambulance."


  "I ca-"


  "Adam! You want to live with this for the rest of your life? She's dying! Now DO IT!"


  Once again surprised by Dale's uncharacteristic outburst, Adam stumbles backwards. His eyes are like saucers, swirling with a mixture of fear and something else I can't quite figure out.


  "MOVE." Dale's voice breaks.


  Adam blinks slowly then looks at my dying body one last time before making his way up the hill.


  "Do you think he'll do it?"


  "I don't know," Dale sighs. "But I'm not leaving you. Go back into your body. Please, Nicky. Wake up."


  "I'll try." I gaze at my lifeless form and close my eyes, willing the blackness to surround me so I can return.


  "I'm fading," I whisper.


  "Good, come back to me." He caresses my face while talking, looking at my eyes. I can sense how desperately he wants them to open. I squeeze my eyes shut again. Cold blood is running through my veins and the shudders work through my system again.


  A slow blackness starts in the corner of my mind. "I think it's working. Everything's going black."


  I open my eyes and spot Dale's hopeful expression. He's leaning over me, his face just an inch from mine.


  "Come on," he whispers.


  The blackness is closing in, blocking my vision of him. It feels different this time. Nothing hurts. If anything I feel like my body is filled with helium.


  "Nicole?" Dale touches my face.


  "I'm sorry," I whisper.


  "Nicole."


  I float away from him, the blackness consuming me as I'm lifted into the air. I can still hear his desperate pleas for me to wake up, but I can no longer reach him. Fear pulses through my system as I reach out into the blackness.


  So this is death. A black nothingness. I was hoping to feel some sort of peace, some sort of end to my misery, instead the fear builds in my system until I feel like I'm drowning in it.
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  "Wait," I croak. "Wait, I'm not ready! I'm not done!"


  My voice echoes off the surrounding walls, making me quiver.


  "I'm not done." I scream again then curl into a ball as my fear-filled cries wash back over me.


  Where am I? My body trembles with sobs as I rest my head on my knees. Is this it? Is this what I'll have to endure for the rest of eternity? A black nothingness?


  I strain to hear Dale, but his voice has faded to obscurity.


  I strain to see what's in front of me, but when I reach out my hand, I can't even see my fingers wiggling.


  Forcing air into my lungs, I stand on shaky legs and try to move forward, cautiously taking small steps, unsure what I'll find.


  There seems to be nothing around me. I don't know what I'm standing on, I can't feel anything.


  "Hello? Please, can anybody hear me?" My voice sounds small and foreign.


  I stumble backwards and fall to the ground. The shudders are returning, filling me with dread. There is no escaping this.


  My eye catches a small glimmer high above me.


  I focus on it as best I can. It looks like a star and seems to be falling towards me. My eyes are transfixed. As it gradually descends my new world gets brighter. I glance around me. I'm sitting in a bubble. As if some kid has blown one from soap suds and I'm caught inside. I spot Dale on the ground below me, he is frantically doing CPR on my limp body. I wince and turn away. His desperation is heartbreaking.


  The intensity of light around me is growing stronger as the star continues to descend. I wonder if it's going to land on me as my eyes squint against the bright glare. I raise my arm and cower away from it. Landing just in front of me, it burns so bright it sears my retinas. I blink at the blotches impairing my vision.


  The light starts to fade. As I win the blotch war, my vision clears and I am soon staring at the most beautiful thing I've ever seen.


  Air rushes out of my lungs in a big gush.


  "Jody?"


  "Hey, sis."


  She grins, that little impish one I always fell for.


  "You look..." I reach out to touch her, but pull away last minute. This is too weird. Am I really looking at my sister? She looks exactly like she did when she was nine, except glowing and radiant. Her smile is filled with light and love, her eyes are glimmering. My hand drops to my side. "You look beautiful... the same as you were."


  She shrugs. "I thought it would be easier for you to see me this way."


  "What do you normally look like?"


  Her dimples jump into place. "You'll see."


  "So I go with you?" Hope spurts through my system followed swiftly by despair.


  Jody's head tips to the side as she studies me.


  I look away from her assessing gaze and cross my arms.


  "We both know I don't deserve to, Jo."


  "Why not?"


  "You know why?!"


  "Nicky, you need to understand this. It's not your fault."


  "I shouldn't have locked you outside." I shake my head.


  "I shouldn't have climbed that tree."


  I glance at her with a frown.


  "I should have come when you called me."


  "I should have done the right thing and left you alone. There were a million other things I could have been doing that day, but I chose to annoy you. I knew how badly you wanted to finish that cover, but I wanted to play. I was trying to punish you."


  The defensive walls inside my chest start to crumble as I fight to win the argument. "I'm your older sister. It was my responsibility to care for you."


  "You never let me down, Nicky." Jody's voice is quiet and sure, leaving no room for objections. "I adored you every day of my life. You were the best older sister ever and I'm so sorry you've been suffering because of me."


  "How can you be so forgiving?" Tears bubble on the edge of my lashes.


  "That's easy." Her eyes light with a warm smile. "I love you."


  I can do nothing but grin back as I swipe at my tears.


  "I've missed you so much. You were such a ray of sunshine, remember how Mom used to say that all the time."


  We both chuckle, but mine quickly dies away. "Home's not the same without you."


  "I know and I miss you guys too."


  "I wish I could turn back time and change what happened."


  "Life doesn't work that way." Jody shrugs. "Besides, I'm happy, Nicky. It's so amazing up there."


  She points in the direction she descended from.


  "Better than anything anyone could possibly imagine." She shakes her head, looking blissfully happy.


  It sounds amazing. I look up and feel the tug of curiosity.


  Jody holds out her hand.


  "You don't have to be afraid. I'll take care of you."


  She giggles.


  I smile at the sweet sound and reach for her hand. A shout from below grabs my attention. I glance down and watch Dale lean over my body, pumping my chest, forcing me heart to reignite.


  "No! Nicole! Come on!"


  I pull away from Jody, my heart splitting open at his cries.


  "He's a really great guy." Jody's voice catches my attention. "I like him better than your other boyfriends."


  "He's not my boyfriend," I murmur, unable to tear my eyes away from him.


  "Well, he should be."


  Sadness swamps me as I glance back at Jody.


  "I guess he never can be now." I shrug my shoulders and turn back to face her... ready to join her in this mysterious life of light.


  Jody raises her little hand and steps away from me with a soft sigh.


  "If you went back, what would you do with your life?"


  "I don't know."


  Jody's eyes take on a granite quality.


  "You've been punishing yourself for my death... partying, hanging out with people who don't care about you, dating guys who only want one thing."


  She looks a little broken over it all.


  I flush with guilt and look away from her.


  "That would have to stop."


  My air supply is cut short and I look over to her with wide eyes. What is she saying?


  "Do you think you could do that?" Her question is said with a strong voice, way older than her nine years. I suddenly feel like the junior as I dip my head and tuck a strand of hair behind my ear.


  "Nicky? Do you think you could?"


  My brain ticks over with images of what my new life could be like. I'd have a few road blocks to face before I got to where I really wanted to be. Could I overcome them?


  Eventually I nod.


  "Yeah, I think I could."


  "No more slips up?"


  Her face is stern, her childlike innocence nowhere to be found.


  I swallow my chuckle.


  "I'll try."


  "No, you have to promise. Promise me it will end."


  The earnest seriousness in her eyes makes my mouth go dry.


  "I promise." And I really mean it.


  Her face flashes with disappointment and she nods.


  "Then you have a choice."


  My heart does a slow double thud before taking off like a race horse.


  "I do?"


  "Yeah," she sighs. "I'm allowed to give you a choice. I don't really want to."


  She looks to the ground.


  "It'd be great to have you up there and you'd be so happy. Life down there is really hard and your road to recovery is going to be long and painful."


  She looks up, her big blue eyes glinting like a salesman's. A deep dimple appears on her left cheek and her lips twitch.


  "But if you want to, you're allowed to return."


  I study her for a long beat, knowing what she wants... then I look through the bubble back down to earth. Memories of my last few days caught between life and death flood my brain... Dale's smirk, Adam's pale fear, my Dad's guilty tears and my Mom's silent sorrow. I look up at the light and once again feel a tug towards it. It's stronger this time so I look away.


  "What will happen to everyone I leave behind?"


  "I can't see into the future." Jody shrugs.


  I frown at her.


  "But you just said my road will be long and painful."


  Her eyes pop wide with an 'are you kidding me?' look.


  "You've been hit by a car. I'm just using common sense."


  Laughter bursts out of me before I can stop it.


  "You always were smarter than me, Jo." I shake my head and look to my feet. The weight of the decision is huge. I've hated my life for so long and now I have the perfect escape, but...


  I flick my watch strap a couple of times then look across at Jody.


  "I really want to come with you." I force my lips to smile. "But I can't do it to Mom and Dad." I gaze through the floor and watch Dale urgently trying to resuscitate me. "I can't do it to him."


  When I look back, Jody is gazing at me with a resigned smile.


  "He told me you'd say that."


  "Who?"


  She shrugs.


  "The one who believes in you."


  My brows dip with confusion.


  "Don't worry, you'll get to meet him one day, but for now just know that we're both watching you."


  The thought that she might be talking about God flitters through my head. My brain flashes with a quick 'I don't believe in him', but it's followed by a swift, 'are you sure about that?'


  I shake my head. That's a question for another day.


  Stepping forward, Jody rises to her tip toes and wraps her arms around my neck.


  "I love you, Nicky."


  "I love you too." I squeeze back as hard as I can, enjoying the familiar feeling of my sister, wrapped in my arms. I try not to imagine what life would have been like had she not died and I then have to try extra hard not to imagine returning to earth without her.


  She squeezes me back then pulls away.


  "Remember your promise."


  "I will."


  Our parting smiles are filled with warmth and affection. My tummy rumbles with giggles as Jody turns away and does a few quick dance moves we'd worked on as kids. She turns back with a cheeky grin and then starts to float away from me. I watch her ascend. When she is once again a tiny dot, the bubble around me pops and I'm falling.
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  It’s hard not to scream as I rush towards the earth. All the pain that had been numb inside the bubble returns. My arm starts to scream, my knee starts to throb and my head is pounding as air rushes back into my lungs and I cough.


  "Oh, thank you, God."


  Dale touches his forehead to mine and whispers his gratitude again, placing a long, soft kiss on my forehead.


  I try to open my eyes and look at him, but all I manage is a brief glimpse of his face next to mine. I close my eyes and wince as another cough makes my body spasm.


  "It hurts." My words are slurred and I want to weep, but my body can barely function.


  Dale brushes the hair back from my face.


  "I know," he sounds as though he's feeling my pain, "but help's on the way. It'll be over soon, okay. We'll get you warm and safe. You're gonna be fine."


  His voice is shaking. I feel his strong hand rubbing my good arm and his lips are once again on my forehead. "I think you have hypothermia, that's why your skin's so cold." He tucks his sweater more firmly around me. "Come on, Adam. Hurry up!"


  His voice is starting to fade as blackness blurs the edge of my vision.


  "No." Dale shakes me gently. "Stay awake. You're not allowed to sleep until the paramedics get here, you understand me?"


  I want to nod, I want to say yes, but I can't do either. My tongue feels swollen and my cracked lips can't move.


  I squint my eyes open and glimpse his agonized expression.


  I so want this to be over.


  My mind calls out for Jody.


  "Let me come back. I've changed my mind."


  Then those images from before whistle through my head. Gritting my teeth, I try to will my brain away from the liquid slosh that threatens to drown me.


  I force my eyes open and search for Dale. Thankfully he looks at me. His smile is radiant.


  "Hey. Stay awake, okay?"


  "I can't," I whisper.


  "Yes you can."


  I grimace as I try to make sense of what he's saying. I need something to keep me here. I can't stand this floaty feeling tugging at my mind.


  "Where's Jester?" I force the words out.


  "He's at your feet."


  "Keep talking," I slur. "Tell me about the day you brought him home."


  Dale chuckles.


  "Well..." His voice washes over me like a soothing balm. I cling to it as he walks me through his first meeting with Jester. The story is sprinkled with his classic sarcasm that keeps pulling me back to the present. Laughter lines the edges of my brain and my lips want to smile, but then it all stops.


  At my feet Jester jumps up with a loud bark, followed by a low, threatening growl.


  I open my eyes to see his teeth barred and his black eyes narrowed for the kill. I glance at Dale.


  His face is pale, but his eyes are hard with rage. I force my head to turn and look above me. It's a struggle that hurts like hell, but I have to see.


  "Jody," I think, "please tell me you didn't just keep me alive so I could die five minutes later."


  I gaze at the muzzle bearing down on me.


  "Step away from her, Finnigan." Adam's voice is trembling.


  Jester barks again and looks ready to lunge.


  "Back down, boy," Dale's words are punched out as he moves in front of me, blocking my view.


  Jester's growl is menacing and fully freaking me out.


  "Shut up! Shut your dog up or I'll shoot it!" Adam's voice breaks.


  "Calm down." Dale slowly puts his hand back and points at his dog. "Jester. Down."


  The dog growls again and Dale has to repeat himself, his voice coming out loud and assertive. Jester lets out a whimper.


  "Sit."


  Reluctantly Jester lowers his butt to the ground, but looks in no way relaxed. Keeping a keen eye on Adam, his limbs are quivering with having to remain in his spot.


  "Where'd you get the gun?" I can hear the fear lining Dale's steady words.


  "Dad's desk. I don't know why I put it in my bag this morning." Adam lets out a strange chuckle, all high and squeaky. "I just had a hunch that something bad was going to happen."


  "It doesn't have to, man."


  "This is what my Dad wants." The desperation puncturing each of Adam's words is pitiful.


  "For you to be a murderer?"


  "You don't understand. This will ruin my life. There's no other way."


  "Yes there is, Adam. You don't have to do this."


  "I don't have a choice." Adam's voice break's apart with childlike tears.


  "Yes you do." Dale slowly stands. "You can choose to be the villain or the hero."


  I glimpse Adam through Dale's legs. The gun is shaking in his hand and terror for Dale ripples through me.


  "Stop!" I try to scream it, but the word gets stuck in my throat.


  Dale takes a step towards his friend.


  "I know you, Adam... and you want to be the hero right now. Trust me on this."


  The gun dips to the ground then springs back up as Dale takes another step forward. He edges back and raises his hands. Jester growls.


  "Your Dad is asking too much. You can't let him turn you into this. He doesn't want you to be this person. He just wants you to get into a good school and do well, that's all."


  Dale inches forward again.


  "No one has to know..." Dale swings his arms wide. "About any of this."


  He looks down at me, searching my expression, hoping for an answer that will save our lives.


  It takes me an age, but I eventually croak, "I never saw the car that hit me."


  Dale whips back around to Adam. I can't see his face, but I can picture the hope of a solution sparkling in his eyes.


  I can feel the clock ticking with excruciating slowness as we wait for a resolution. It's almost more painful than my wounds.


  As if working in slow motion, Adam's gun finally points to the ground.


  "Unload it." Dale's tight voice leaves no room for argument.


  Adam silently does what he's told. Tears are streaming down his face as he pockets the magazine and catches the bullet out of the barrel.


  Placing his hands on his hips, Dale bends over and pulls in a ragged breath.


  Reaching into his pocket, Adam pulls out his phone. Pressing three buttons, he lifts it to his ear and asks for an ambulance.


  Dale bends down beside me and brushes my hair back with a confused frown. "How come his phone gets reception?"


  "Because his phone kicks your crappy phone's butt," I whisper.


  His body shakes with mirth and he gives me a tender smile.


  "Can you hang in there a little longer?"


  With my good hand, I reach for his.


  "Just don't let go and I'll be fine."


  



  Dale keeps my hand in his and finishes his story about Jester. I fade in and out as I listen, but he keeps calling me home. Every time I come to, I hear Adam pacing around us then Jester's low growl when he gets too close. Eventually the distant sound of sirens draws closer and closer.


  Adam spins and rushes up the hill. I hear a flurry of voices as people descend. Dale is pushed out of the way as the paramedics take over. I try to keep my eyes on him, but it eventually gets too hard. Things become a blur as I'm strapped onto a stretcher and hauled up the hill.


  As I'm lifted over the guardrail a police car screeches to a stop beside the ambulance. An irate Sheriff jumps out of the car and shoots me a molten look before brushing past the paramedics and clamping an iron hand around Dale's arm.


  "You've got some major explaining to do, Houdini."


  Dale doesn't complain as the Sheriff marches him to the car and slams him against it.


  I want to cry as I strain to see what's happening. My insides surge with panic and I struggle against the straps.


  "Hey, calm down. It's okay." The paramedic places a gentle hand on my head, forcing me to relax.


  I try to lift my head to see Dale, but all I glimpse is a mop of curls being pushed into the back of a police car.


  Closing my eyes, I no longer fight the tears as the sirens wail and I'm driven away from the guy who saved my life.
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  Everything is black again. I don't want to open my eyes. I'm not sure what I'll find. A glass bubble again? A lonely forest?


  I squeeze my eyes shut. That only hurts my head.


  I know I should investigate, figure out where I actually am, but I'm scared. Memories and dreams have been pounding my brain like a stormy sea. Bright circles of light, Jody's precious face, Dale's soft smirk, my mother crying, the sterile smell of a hospital, rushed words, urgent shouts, my fist flying straight through Trent's shoulder, Dale's hand in mine.


  Soft skin registers against me and I squeeze my fingers. The hand inside mine responds with a gentle squeeze back.


  "Nicky? Are you awake, honey?"


  My eyes crack open and the first thing to register is bright light. I clamp my lids shut once more then lick my parched lips before trying again. The bright room slowly comes into focus. I turn my head and see my mother's blue eyes shining down at me.


  "Hey," her voice is soft and she tucks a strand of hair behind my ear. "Good morning." She smiles.


  "What time is it?" I croak and look around me.


  "About eight o'clock." She stifles a yawn. "You've been in and out of sleep for a few days. Don't you remember?"


  A few days?


  I squint my eyes and try to rustle up what memories I have. They are all blurry and filled with fog.


  "Where? What?" I frown. "What day is it?"


  "Tuesday."


  "When did I get here?"


  My mom blinks at tears. "Friday. You were in pretty bad shape. You've been on antibiotics and pain killers... and you were in surgery most of yesterday," her voice hitches. "That's why you've been so out of it."


  I gaze at Mom needing something other than my lost memories to focus on. She looks tired with dark circles under her blood shot eyes. She must have been with me the whole time. Reaching for her hand, I feel it fall into mine immediately. She gives me a brave smile and is about to say something when the door clicks open and my dad strolls in with two cups of coffee.


  He is looking gaunt and restless, but his face lights like a Christmas tree when he sees me looking at him.


  "Hey."


  Handing Mom her coffee, he gives her a quick peck on the cheek then walks around the bed so he can take a seat beside me.


  I'm flanked. Looking from one parent to the other, I take in their warm expressions, their haggard looking relief and it occurs to me that they love me. I mean, they really love me. My lips are about to start quivering when Dad's chipper voice makes them pause.


  "So, how are you feeling?"


  I run an assessing eye over my body, taking in my splinted leg and the heavy cast holding my elbow in place. The pain killers are managing to stave off the brunt of my discomfort, but I can feel it lurking in the background.


  Jody warned me this would be a long, slow road.


  I let out a sigh.


  "I look like one half of Frankenstein and I feel like my hair hasn't been washed in a year, so, I think we can tick the 'not so great' box."


  His smile is broad.


  "Why are you smiling?"


  "After a sentence like that, I think we can tick the 'she's gonna make it' box." He blinks and looks away then gives a loud sniff and turns back to me. "It's been a long week. It's nice to hear you speaking coherently."


  I run my hand over my cheek and up into my hair. I can feel the egg on my head. I wince. It's still pretty tender.


  "So, do you remember anything?"


  "Bits and pieces. It's hard to know what's real or if I just dreamed it."


  "The most important thing is that you're alive. It doesn't matter what happened." Mom squeezes my hand. "All that matters is that you're safe now."


  "But it does matter."


  What did I just say?


  "It matters." My mouth takes on a mind of it's own. "We can't just keep ignoring... everything. That's how I got into this mess."


  "What are you saying?" Mom's frown lines deepen.


  I close my eyes and take in a breath. I can't believe I'm doing this, but the idea of a fresh start is so tantilizing that I can't ignore the urge to say my piece.


  "Mom and Dad, we can't ignore the fact that Jody's death tore our family apart. You went into a cave." I point to Dad then look at Mom. "And you hid yourself behind this plastic veneer so no one would ever see your tears." They both look pale, but I push on anyway. "I dove into this world where people could hurt me, because that pain was less than dealing with losing Jo."


  Mom's shoulders slump and begin to shake as tears trickle down her face.


  "We all ran away from each other when we should have been banding together. I don't..." I clear my throat. "I don't want to come home if things stay the same."


  "They won't." Mom looks panicked as she grabs my hand.


  I look between my parents.


  "That damn tree has to go too."


  Mom lets out a tear filled laugh then drops her head on my forearm. My Dad looks serious for a moment then grabs his jacket and pulls his phone out. He won't look at me as he dials the number and begins to pace as a faint ring can be heard through the ear piece.


  "Yeah hi, Marty. How's it going?... I need you to swing past our place and get rid of a tree for me... I know you're busy, but I need it down by tomorrow.... No, I don't care how much it costs... Thanks."


  Ending the call, he spins and looks me straight in the eye.


  "I know I've let you down, but that ends now. Your mother and I have had a lot of time to talk these past few days. You're right. Jody's death tore us apart, but your near death has brought us back together. It's a new start, Nicky."


  "You promise?"


  Dad takes Mom's hand and then mine, forming a circle of three.


  "We promise."


  I want to tell them I spoke to Jody. I want them to know what I've been through, but I can't. Maybe one day, but for now my ghostly experience is something for just me and Dale.


  Dale.


  Panic makes my breath accelerate.


  "Where's Dale?"


  I reach for my dog tags but they're gone.


  My parents both frown as I frantically try to look for them.


  "Where's..."


  Dad's eyes narrow slightly then grow wide with realization. Letting go of Mom's hand, he reaches into his pocket and pulls out the Granite dog tags.


  "He give you these?"


  I let out a sigh and reach for them.


  "Yes."


  Running my thumb over the metal, I picture Dale sitting in a jail cell and tears swamp me before I can stop them.


  "Sweetie, what's wrong?"


  "Is he okay? I mean, what's happened to him?"


  "Nothing. Sweetie, he's fine. He's the town hero at the moment. I told you this the other night, but you might not remember." She squeezes my right shoulder with a glimmering smile. "He and Adam Hutton found you."


  "It's a miracle really." Dad shakes his head. "They were doing some research for a biology assignment - looking for some sample in the national park and Adam spotted a twisted guardrail. They decided to check it out and stumbled across your body. Isn't that amazing?"


  And totally unbelievable.


  "The police think you were hit by a car, but they have no way of finding out who the driver was. Sheriff Hutton said he would try to do a search for scraped up blue cars in the area, but he didn't think the chances were very high."


  I can feel the wrinkles in my forehead as I soak in the falsehoods my parents had been dished.


  "Are you mad?"


  I glance at my Dad. His expression is hard, his eyes black with barely quelled rage.


  "No. I'm alive and safe. I don't care who hit me... and neither should you."


  I reach for his fingers. I can tell his smile is forced, but at least he's trying.


  Images of Dale being pushed into the back of a police car assault me. The stolen car. The jail break. He was in juvie for sure. Tears burn the back of my eyes. "Where is Dale?"


  "At school."


  "What?"


  Mom takes my hand and sits down next to me.


  "He's been here as much as possible. His parents have had to drag him away several times. I'm sure he'll be by after school."


  "But... what about jail?"


  My parents give each other an odd look.


  "I thought..." I frown and lick my lips. "I thought he was arrested?"


  "Dale?" My Dad sits forward in his chair. "For what?"


  "For..." I swallow down my sentence and start to wonder about that car ride back to the police station.
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  I spend the rest of the day wondering about the car ride to the station. Sheriff Hutton must have changed his mind if Dale walked free, but I thought he'd be frying his backside and serving him up for dinner. We had totally been trespassing, there was no denying that.


  The word of a Sheriff against the word of an ex-criminal. Dale had no show.


  I fidget with my hospital wristband and shift in my bed, careful not to move my splinted knee. Checking the wall on the clock for the millionth time that day, I will Dale to walk through the door and explain everything.


  Mom and Dad left me alone to sleep for a little while, but my eyes won't stay shut. I don't care that I'm exhausted. I need answers.


  I didn't want to delve into details with Mom and Dad so spent the rest of the day chatting about the kinds of changes we were going to make at home. We were interrupted several times by doctors and physical therapists explaining about my long road back to recovery.


  Just thinking about how much work I need to do to get my limbs moving properly makes me want to cry. I bite down hard on my lip, not wanting to give into the waterworks again.


  I glance at the clock. Four o'clock.


  "Damn it, Dale, hurry up."


  My door clicks open and I glance up with a smile. It fades when I see a shame-faced Adam shuffle through the door. I think I spot a muss of curls in the corridor, but the door closes before I can confirm it.


  "Hey, Nicole." Adam fidgets with the zipper on his jacket while he waits at the end of the bed.


  "Where's Dale? Is he safe? What happened to him?"


  Adam raises his hands, no doubt trying to stop my invasion of questions.


  "He's fine. Dad didn't charge him with anything. In fact we snuck in the back of the station and Dad pretended that Dale had been there the whole time."


  "How did the deputy not notice?"


  Adam shrugs.


  "He had a ton of paperwork to clean up. When we got there he was just finishing and going on about wind or something."


  I bite back my smile.


  "What about the stol... borrowed car?"


  "Dale insisted Dad drive him back, so he could return it. He even stopped and filled it up with gas."


  How Dale is that? I grin.


  "Why did your Dad change his mind?"


  "Dale promised not to say anything... about me or my car."


  "And your Dad just let him go?"


  "I think Dad's going to be watching him pretty carefully."


  "He's afraid... and he should be."


  Guilt washes over Adam's face.


  I shoot him a sharp glare.


  "Why are you here, Adam?"


  "I was told I had to..." He looks to the door then back at me. "I'm sorry... for what I did."


  "You mean being a coward?"


  He flushes bright red and looks to the floor.


  "You don't know my Dad."


  Pity needles its way into my system.


  "I know enough. I get why you didn't say anything, but I don't get why you're letting him control you this way."


  Adam looks up.


  "He nearly made you a murderer."


  His lips go white.


  "If Dale hadn't been there, what would you have done? Would you have buried me alive, like your Dad wanted?"


  "How did you know that?" His white face wrinkles with confusion.


  I shake my head.


  "Do me a favor, Adam. Tell your Dad where to stick it. This is your life and you don't want to get to the end of it and realize you've actually lived his."


  His brows pucker.


  "Why aren't you trying to kill me right now?"


  "I have a smashed up arm and a splinted leg. It's kind of challenging."


  A small grin plays on his lips.


  "I mean it, Adam. I won't say anything about what happened, that's your decision... just please use this nightmare for good. I'm not going through all this shit so everything around me can just go back to the way it was. Change has to happen... and not just for me." I raise my eyebrows then lift my index finger and point it straight at him. "And if I ever see you pointing a gun at someone again, I'm gonna kick your ass to Jupiter."


  The smile on his lips grows wider.


  "You know when you say stuff like that you sound like her."


  "Who?"


  "The old Nicky."


  I smile back at him, feeling a blush warm my cheeks.


  "Get out of my room... and send Dale in, will ya?"


  Adam nods and pulls open the door, but Dale is nowhere to be seen. Instead the corridor is crowded with a bunch of familiar faces bustling towards me.


  



  They crowd into my room and surround the bed, all smiles and well wishes.


  Trent leans down and kisses my cheek. Julie Peters gives me a winning smile and squeezes my hand.


  I pull it out of her grasp. What the hell is she doing here?


  On the other side of the bed Amber and Penny are gushing while Matt and Drue make useless jokes because they're feeling uncomfortable.


  "Your Mom finally said it was okay to visit." Penny smiles.


  "We've been asking since they found you and she's kept refusing us." Amber sounds titchy as she gazes at my cast. "Can I sign it?"


  She looks around for a pen.


  "No." I cover the cast with my good arm.


  "What's your problem?"


  "Seriously?"


  Amber gives me a snotty pout then turns to Penny with a frown.


  "We've been so worried about you." Julie reaches for my hand again. I pull it away.


  "You don't say." I give her a cold glare.


  "Well of course we were." Penny jumps in. "You like disappeared and no one knew what had happened to you."


  "Really. No one knew how I ended up walking home late at night... in the middle of nowhere?" I look at Trent, who much to my delight, is squirming in the designer jeans I bought him.


  "Look, we know you've had a really tough week, but there's no need to be bitchy. I mean, it's been hard for us too."


  "Hard for you?" I can't hide my shock. "It's been hard... to like text and twitter and come up with a bunch of disgusting theories on what happened to me? Yeah, I can imagine that was really hard."


  "Who told you that crap? We didn't do that." Drue shakes his head.


  "Dale told me you ran a poll, most people thought I'd run away."


  "Finningan? He's lying. He'd do anything to get into your pants. He's been trying since he started at this school."


  "Funny." I shrug. "He's about the only guy I know who hasn't tried to get into my pants since Jody died."


  An awkward silence drops into the room. The group standing around me look tortured as they glance at each other or up at the ceiling... anywhere but where I'm lying.


  "Listen, you've been under a lot of stress. You obviously need some time out to pull yourself together."


  "You know what, Penny. Tweet this." I lift the middle finger of my right hand and point it straight at her. She lets out a little gasp and turns beet red. "Now get out of my room."


  "Babe..." Trent reaches for my hand, but I whip it away from him.


  "You don't get to call me that anymore. We're through. You and Julie can now make out as much you like, guilt free."


  Julie's eyes bulge wide and she glances at Trent then looks to the floor.


  "What are you doing?" Trent's voice is tight.


  "Ridding myself of the bad things in my life."


  "What, did they give you psycho pills for breakfast this morning?"


  I ignore the jibe with a sweet smile.


  "I have a promise to keep."


  His face bunches with confusion.


  "I don't want you to be part of my life anymore." I glance around the room. "You guys aren't good for me and our days of partying together are done."


  Amber lets out a disgusted gasp. Penny at least has the decency to look a little ashamed. Drue and Matt look typically non-plussed, but Trent's face is mottling with anger as he points at me.


  "You've just committed social suicide."


  "Good. I might actually achieve something positive this year."


  "What the hell has happened to you?"


  I look at Amber's bitchy glare and reply with a smile.


  "I woke up."


  Everyone in the room looks totally baffled by my weird statement. They'll never understand what I saw while I was dying. They will never know the truth and they don't deserve to.


  "You can go now."


  "With pleasure." Trent grabs Julie's hand and pulls her out the door, glaring at me one last time before turning away. Everyone else follows suit.


  I hold my chin high as they leave. It begins to wobble slightly when Amber slams the door, but I catch my lip and command it to stay still. I kept my promise to Jody. That's a good thing. It is. Who cares if I'm now a social outcast?


  Closing my eyes, I lean my head against the pillows and let the tears descend. At least Dale will be by soon to mop them up for me.
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  He didn't come. Dale never showed up to wipe away my tears... not one.


  I cross my arms and fume away in the back seat.


  "Are you okay, honey?" Dad looks at me in the rearview mirror.


  "Fine." I give him a tight nod.


  "Is your leg hurting... or your elbow?"


  "No, Mom, I'm fine, really."


  I turn away from their worried frowns. I should be happy that I'm heading home. I should be grateful that the doctor let me out a day early. Mom has been explaining how she's set up a bed for me in the living room so I won't have to go upstairs and I'd have everything I need at my fingertips.


  I don't care.


  Why had Dale not come by? I could have sworn I'd seen him when Adam arrived on Tuesday, but maybe I was wrong. Mom said he had been by while I was out of it. Why had he ditched me as I lay totally coherent for the last day and a half?


  Maybe he'd changed his mind about me. Maybe now that I was real and not just a voice in his head he didn't want to know me anymore. I tug at the hospital tag around my wrist, wanting to rip it off.


  Dad pulls his car into the drive. Cutting the engine, he looks at me with worried eyes.


  "I'm fine, Dad. Just get me into the house."


  It is a painful mission. I can't use crutches and the wheelchair won't go up our front steps, so Dad has to carry me while Mom fluffs around trying to get the damn thing to open. It ends up taking forever so Dad just has to stand there holding me, while giving constant advice that Mom just finds irritating.


  "Dad! Would you just shut up and let Mom do it on her own. She's not stupid."


  Mom gets the giggles. Dad responds with a dark look then mumbles, "I'll just carry you through to the couch." Which is exactly what he does.


  Placing me down, he gently pops a pillow under my leg and stands up, looking proud of himself.


  "All good?" He gives me a smile.


  I force my lips north then give him a quick nod. He gently pats my good leg and walks out of the room. Mom strolls in with the wheelchair and is nice enough to forgive Dad with a kiss as he mutters a quick apology.


  Taking a seat by my side, she flicks her hair out of her eyes and clears her throat.


  "We're going to hate that wheelchair, aren't we?"


  She looks over her shoulder at it and nods. "Probably."


  "This sucks." I rub my forehead and turn away from her.


  "You're not mad about that chair though, are you?"


  I can't look at her as I shake my head and feel the tears burn.


  "Are you ready to talk about your friends visiting you the other day?"


  "They're not my friends," I mumble.


  Gently taking my hand, she gives my fingers a squeeze.


  "You did the right thing, asking them to leave you alone."


  I look at her and shrug.


  "Maybe... but now I have no one." Tears catch in my throat.


  "What about Dale?"


  "What about him?" I sniff.


  "I thought maybe there was something going on between you two."


  "Yeah, well me too, but now..." I shrug, aiming for casual. "It doesn't matter anyway."


  I lift my chin.


  A small smile flitters over Mom's lips.


  "Starting afresh can be really hard, we all have challenges ahead of us. I feel like this accident of yours has been the defibrillator shock we've all been needing."


  I grin.


  "Yeah, I know."


  Tucking my long bangs behind my ear, she turns my head so I'm facing her.


  "You've been living a life you hate for a few years now. It's time to start fighting for the life you want."


  Her blue eyes sparkle.


  "I don't know what I want, Mom."


  "Yes you do."


  Her grin is filled with amusement and I let out a groan.


  "Fine! Hand me the phone."


  With the elegance of a queen, she rises from the couch and retrieves the phone along with a small scrap of paper. She places it in my hand with a wink and slides the internal doors shut behind her.


  I stare at the phone for a long minute trying to decide if I want to do this. Dale and I went through so much those three days he was searching for me. Maybe it was simply the high pressure that made me feel this way about him.


  I close my eyes and think about myself squished into the corner of a jail cell with his arms either side of me. That look in his eyes spoke volumes. I couldn't ignore it... but why hadn't he come to see me?


  With an irritated huff, I glance at the paper and dial his number.


  Two rings later.


  "Hello, Dale speaking."


  "Where have you been? Why didn't you come see me the last couple of days?"


  "Hey Nicole," his voice is calm and easy. "How's it going?"


  "Seriously?! That's all you have to say?"


  There's a pregnant beat and then he sighs.


  "I came to see you on Tuesday, but your friends beat me to it. I just thought you might need a little space to figure out what you want. I wasn't sure where we stood."


  "Where we stood? We just went through all that crap together and you don't know where we stand?"


  "Look, you already know how I feel about you. I don't want to pressure you to reciprocate, so I thought I'd let you make the next move."


  "You don't know anything about girls, do you?"


  "Give me a break, Nicole. I just want you to decide what you want for you... not because of me, not because of your parents... or your dumb ass friends. What do you want?"


  "I don't-" I'm about to say know, but stop myself. For the first time in what seems like years I do know what I want and I hate that he's making me say it. I huff. "I want you to call me and see how I'm doing. I don't want to lie alone in a hospital bed all night waiting for you to mop up my tears. I want you to be here to welcome me home. I want you to watch movies with me and hang out and listen to Granite with me. I want to read your book and design its cover. I want you to hold my hand and I want you to kiss me goodbye at the end of the day... and I don't want to have to tell you to do any of this stuff! I can't believe I'm humiliating myself like this. Just forget it. You're an obnoxious ass, Dale."


  He chuckles.


  I would have done anything for an old fashioned phone right about now. Instead I have to suffice with pushing the End Call button really hard.


  Leaning back into the couch with too much force, I wince as pain radiates up my arm. I blink at tears and swear. Swiping them away with an angry hand, I gaze out the huge glass windows and almost forget to spot the fact the tree is gone.


  Oh who cares about a damn tree?


  I lift my leg off the pillow and start shuffling towards the edge of the couch, aiming for the wheelchair. I grip the edge of it and drag it towards me. Then the doorbell rings. I sit statue still in the living room, straining to hear voices.


  "Oh, hi Dale. Come on in."


  I miss the next part.


  "She's just in the living room."


  "Thanks."


  I swivel around to face the door and make sure my pissed off face is in place.


  The doors slowly slide apart and his gorgeous mop of hair appears.


  "Hey." He gives me that smirk I love and it takes a huge amount of effort not to smile at him.


  "What do you want?"


  Flustered, I try to pull myself up, but the brakes aren't on the chair and it starts to roll away from me. I stumble on my good leg and start heading for an embarrassing finish on the floor.


  Dale's there in a second, gently catching me against him. His arm around my waist holds me tightly to his side.


  "I want to catch you when you fall." He grins.


  I roll my eyes.


  "That's the cheesiest thing I've ever heard."


  Scooping me into his arms, he nudges the chair out of the way and carries me to the couch, nestling me against the soft pillows and carefully arranging my leg. Taking a seat beside me, he brushes my bangs away and smiles.


  "I want to drive you to rehab. I want to be there with you and tell you not to quit when it really hurts and you want to give up."


  My insides turn to mush as his words sink in. I blink away the tears as he leans towards me.


  "And I want to kiss you every day, but not just because I'm saying goodbye."


  My lips stretch wide with a smile as his nose touches mine. We lock eyes for a beat that seems to last an eternity and then his gaze lights with a grin as he places his hand on my neck and gently touches his lips to mine.


  I've never felt anything like it.


  It's soft, sweet and holds more promise than any other kiss I've ever received.


  I place my hand on his cheek, running my finger over his smooth scar and relishing the warmth of his lips on mine.


  All I can think is, "I've finally found my way home."
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  "I once was lost, but now am found.


  
    
  


  Was blind, but now I see."


  
    
  


  Amazing Grace, John Newton, 1779
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  Love146 works to end the trafficking and exploitation of children who have been thrown into circumstances beyond their control. Their mission is to prevent these atrocities from happening and to help the children who get free, start on a new path to give them a life filled with hope and promise.


  
    
  


  

  



  
    
  


  Learn more about Love146 at:


  
    
  


  http://www.love146.org
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  Melissa Pearl is a kiwi at heart, but currently lives in Suzhou, China with her husband and two sons. She trained as an elementary school teacher, but has always had a passion for writing and finally completed her first manuscript in 2003. She has been writing ever since and the more she learns, the more she loves it. Keep an eye out for future projects.


  
    
  


  

  



  
    
  


  


  

  



  
    
  


   CONNECT WITH MELISSA PEARL


  
    
  


  

  



  
    
  


  You can contact Melissa Pearl online:


  
    
  


  

  



  
    
  


  Blogs:


  
    
  


  http://melissapearl.blogspot.com


  
    
  


  http://yalicious.blogspot.com/


  
    
  


  

  



  
    
  


  Facebook: http://www.facebook.com/melissapearlauthor


  
    
  


  

  



  
    
  


  Twitter: https://twitter.com/MelissaPearlG


  
    
  


  

  



  
    
  


  Smashwords: http://www.smashwords.com/profile/view/melissapearl


  
    
  


  

  



  
    
  


  A Zealous Design Author: http://www.zealousdesign.co.nz


  
    
  


  

  



  
    
  


  You can also subscribe to Melissa Pearl's Book Updates Newsletter. You will be the first to know about any book news, new releases and giveaways.


  
    
  


  Follow this link to sign up.


  
    
  


  

  



  
    
  


  


  

  



  
    
  


  OTHER BOOKS BY MELISSA PEARL
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  Golden Blood (Book 1 of Time Spirit Trilogy)


  
    
  


  Black Blood (Book 2 of Time Spirit Trilogy)


  
    
  


  Pure Blood (Book 3 of Time Spirit Trilogy)


  
    
  


  

  



  
    
  


  Gemma Hart has the power to travel through time, but every move she makes is dictated by her over bearing parents. When she meets Harrison everything changes. Suddenly willing to break the rules, Gemma jumps into a forbidden love, which leads to dire consequences. A battle for freedom rages throughout the books... and only the ultimate sacrifice will set them free.


  
    
  


  

  



  
    
  


  "Wow! Melissa Pearl is a mad genius, a master at her craft, and this remarkable author has successfully left me with my jaw on the ground. Oh the twists and turns and suspenseful journey that she has led her readers on. I'm at a loss for how to express how much The Time Spirit Books have meant to me and how sad I am to see this trilogy end."


  
    
  


  Carole McKenzie, Book Reviewer,http://www.thelifeoffiction.blogspot.com
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  Forbidden Territory (Book 1 of Mica & Lexy Series)


  
    
  


  

  



  
    
  


  Four teenagers embark on a geo-caching expedition into New Zealand's native bush expecting a long weekend filled with flirtatious fun; instead secrets are exposed as they stumble across a hidden marijuana crop and its gun-wielding watchmen. Forced apart they spend the next forty-eight hours racing blindly in opposite directions as they fight to find each other before the hunters do.


  
    
  


  

  



  
    
  


  "If you are looking for a sweet tale of friendship, romance and more than a little action and adventure, I would recommend checking out Forbidden Territory. It really was a fun read!"


  
    
  


  Michelle, Book Reviewer, http://bookbriefs.blogspot.com/


  
    
  


  


  

  



  
    
  


   EXCERPT FROM GOLDEN BLOOD


  
    
  


  

  



  
    
  


  Gemma Hart never knows when her father is going to whisk her back in time. Her toes start tingling and she has a few minutes to find a secret haven where she can disintegrate and appear in another time and place. While “across the line,” her training and skills are put to the test as she completes a mission that will change history for the lucky few her father has selected.


  
    
  


  Gemma's parents are adamant that secrecy is paramount to her family’s safety. If people knew what they were capable of, they could be "used and abused", as her mother always says. Afraid she might accidentally utter the truth and break the ancient oath of her people, Gemma spends her school days as a loner. Only one thing can throw her sheltered life askew... Harrison Granger.


  
    
  


  Harrison never expected to talk to the strange Hart girl, but after a brief encounter he can't stop thinking about her. He begins a campaign to chisel away her icy veneer and is met with unexpected consequences. As he slowly wins this girl over, he enters a surreal world that has him fighting to keep his newfound love and his life.


  
    
  


  

  



  
    
  


  GOLDEN BLOOD


  
    
  


  They were an enigma. Throughout the ages there had only ever been rumors of these mysterious people who appeared out of nowhere and disappeared just as quickly, whispers of swirling gold dust, unexplained piles of abandoned clothing left in dark alleys. Only a select few had glimpsed the reality and they chose not to speak of it. They knew the truth needed guarding. These people were special… chosen. Created for the sole purpose of changing history.


  
    
  


  

  



  
    
  


  


  Chapter One


  St. Augustine, Florida - 2011 AD


  



  Gemma Hart pulled on her jeans and zipped the fly. Grabbing her shirt off the toilet seat, she threw it on and struggled to do it up. Her hands were shaking and still rippling with pins and needles. She bunched them into fists and shook them out before attempting her buttons again. Her fingernails shone gold, but that would only take another moment to fade.


  She straightened her shirt, pulled on her black hoody and quickly assembled her long hair into a ponytail. Smoothing back any lumps, she fisted her hands for the last time. Flexing her fingers, she held them steady in front of her and examined the red knuckles on her right hand. They were still swollen, but the grazing was already healing. She ran a light finger over them, still feeling the man’s jaw crunch beneath her fist.


  She frowned. It had been her only choice.


  The phone in her back pocket dinged. With an irritated huff, she ignored the tone of the message and replied.


  



  IM FINE. WHEN IS DEBRIEF.


  



  She touched SEND and drew in a deep breath. The bell would ring soon and she didn’t want to be late for class. Gathering her bag from the floor, she checked her phone and made a mental note to be home by 5pm. Being late to class was one thing, but being late for a debrief was not worth the drama.


  Unlocking the door, she peeked her head out of the stall and crept into the bathroom. She washed her hands and leant against the basin, studying her weary reflection. She knew her body would soon be fully energized again, but it felt like the older she got the longer it took.


  She snorted out a cynical laugh. Seventeen and already worrying about aging? Yeah, she had issues.


  The bathroom door banged open. Gemma’s body snapped straight and her gaze dropped to the floor. She could feel the curious glances. No one ever just skimmed over her. She was always studied from a safe distance; never approached. But that was her fault, right? She wasn’t exactly the friendliest girl at St. Augustine High School.


  Clearing her throat, she lifted her bag, grabbed her binder and turned to look directly at the two bug-eyed freshman. They both looked to the ceiling. Gemma rolled her eyes and squeezed past them. What was the point?


  

  



  
    
  


  Golden Blood can be sampled and purchased digitally through Smashwords, Amazon and Barnes & Noble.


  
    
  


  It can also be purchased in paperback through Amazon and Zealous Design.


  
    
  


  


  

  



  
    
  


   BOOK RECOMMENDATIONS


  
    
  


  

  



  
    
  


  If you like YA Paranormal stories, you may also want to check out the Valkyrie Novels by T. G. Ayer.


  
    
  


  

  



  
    
  


  Dead Radiance
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  Bryn Halbrook had always seen the glow. But it is only when her best friend dies that she discovers the meaning of those beautiful golden auras  Death. Alone, lost in the foster system, she struggles to understand who she is and why she was cursed with the ability to see the soon-to-be-dead.


  
    
  


  

  



  
    
  


  The new foster kid, Aidan, isn’t helping any. Mr. Perfect seems to fit in no matter what, making her feel even more pathetic. But when his affections turn to her, Bryn finds him hard to resist. Impossible actually. A mystery himself, Aidan disappears, leaving behind a broken heart and a mysterious book that suggests Bryn might not be entirely human.


  
    
  


  

  



  
    
  


  Bryn stands at the threshold of a journey of discovery. Will destiny help her find herself, find her purpose and her place in a world in which she’d never belonged?


  
    
  


  


  

  



  
    
  


  Dead Embers


  
    
  


  [image: tmp_50eea05729650ff6ddcbaaf30d1cc7bc_wxA0mB_html_m1f238011.jpg]


  
    
  


  

  



  
    
  


  Valkyrie-in-training Bryn Halbrook just can't catch a break. With her boyfriend stuck in Hel and the taunting laughter of Loki still ringing in her ears, she struggles to concentrate on her training and duties in Odin's realm. The last thing she expects or wants is more adventurebut then treachery, a shocking abduction and a chilling discovery send her forth on another perilous, globe-hopping mission.


  
    
  


  

  



  
    
  


  As the ultimate battle, Ragnarok, draws closer, it's a race against time for Bryn, Fenrir and their team to discover who kidnapped her foster brother from the halls of Asgard and what's causing the mysterious deaths of so many of Odin's chosen warriors.


  
    
  


  

  



  
    
  


  In the exciting sequel to DEAD RADIANCE, Bryn encounters dwarfs and dragons, new friends and old foesbut worst enemy of all may be the person she trusts most!


  
    
  


  


  

  



  
    
  


  If you like time travel novels, you may like to check out Screwing Up Time by C. M. Keller.


  
    
  


  

  



  
    
  


  Screwing Up Time
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  Mark Montgomery is a slacker content with his life. He’s a senior at New Haven Prep, has a great friend, and after graduation he’ll get a brand new sports car from his parents, assuming he stays out of trouble. Then, she comes into his lifeMiranda with her I-just-escaped-from-a-Renaissance-Fair clothing. Only, she hasn’t. She has come from Bodiam Castle in the Middle Ages and demands a secret ingredient and a book of recipes for traveling through the treacherous colors of time. Although Mark has never even heard of either before, he must find them, or Miranda will die. To save her, Mark must break into a psych hospital to visit his grandfather who once tried to kill him, pass through the colors of time, take on a medieval alchemist, prevent Miranda’s marriage to a two-timing baron, and keep it all hidden from his parents. The sports car is definitely in trouble.


  
    
  


  

  



  
    
  


  ALL BOOKS AVAILABLE THROUGH AMAZON STORES.
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