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This book is dedicated to Sarah Roberts of Plymouth, Minnesota. Although being pretty is great and being smart is even better, being brave is the greatest gift a girl can have.

I love you, my friend!
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PROLOGUE
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W

hen I think way back, I can remember the first day of my life. It haunts me, and honestly, if I were not so good at pretending, it would break me. The mind is an intense thing, and without hope, if you let it, it can drive you mad.

Today, the memory hits me much the same as any other day. I am standing at my kitchen counter trying to eat half a humus and cheese sandwich, and bam, I awake to a bright, sterile-smelling place. My body is sore, I feel like I am choking on something, and everything is blurry. I see a lady with dark skin, and as her warm brown eyes come into focus, I feel safe. I can see a woman in the bed across from me, and as she takes a sip of water, the cup trembles in her hand. I hear someone ask how she is feeling, but her response is a weak rasp. When she turns her head and looks at me, her mouth blossoms into a beautiful smile. Do I have what she has? How soon will it be until I feel better? When will I be able to get a drink to clear this choking feeling?

Just as my frustration turns to sadness, the lady with the dark skin pats my stomach. “I’ll be right back with your dinner,” she says. It is a caring gesture, but it makes me more aware of my head. Do I have a brain injury? Not only do I feel a constricting sensation that could be a bandage or brace, but I also can’t seem to talk. 

I feel like I am having the strangest dream when, suddenly, everyone goes into a panic. As an alarm echoes through the room, people rush in and surround the lady next to me. She looks odd; her head is bent toward me, and her lips are slightly parted. Her wide, unmoving eyes look right at me, but she remains perfectly still. 

I want to rub my eyes, but I cannot get my arms to work right. Just as I look past the people surrounding her bed, she begins to shine so brightly. I resist looking away from the light, and the people continue trying to help the woman as if she is not even glowing. The light is like a beautiful sunrise over the ocean, shining so brilliantly that it erases the color of the water. But in this room, it erases her. She is golden, with rays of sparkling white shooting out from within her and up to the ceiling in every direction. As she rises with the light, she begins to break into a million pieces. Each piece swirls around in the air like tiny golden stars shining rays of light up through the ceiling.

Forced to look away, but when I look back, sadly, the light is gone. I expect the bed to be empty, but she is still there, unmoved by the light. While her frozen gaze looks at me the same as before, some guy is rubbing two paddles together. “Clear!” he shouts. When he places the paddles on the woman’s chest, her body convulses. Just as I turn away, I hear the man’s voice again and then that same sound, the sound of her body jerking on the bed. He keeps doing it until he is interrupted. 

“Dr. Reynolds,” someone says, “I think we have done all we can. It’s time.” 

When I look back, the room is at a standstill until the man speaks again. “Time of death 10:29 p.m.,” he murmurs. 

I am crying when the woman with the dark skin returns to pick me up. As she lifts me into her arms, I am shocked by the size of my body. I am certain I will wake up from this strange dream at any moment. She carries me into a different room, sits down in a rocking chair, and puts a bottle in my mouth. The milk tastes so good, and finally, that choking feeling, like liquid stuck in my throat, is washed away. 

I twitch from my relaxed state when she pulls something off my head. “You’re a little hot under this hat,” she whispers as my eyelids begin to feel heavy. 

My thoughts are with the woman in the bed and how the beautiful light appeared to take her away but did not. I remember her eyes and the way she looked at me. My last thought as I drift off to sleep is of guilt because I am okay, and she is not. Then I begin to dream I am dancing around on my toes...
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​1. Eighteen years later
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I

t all started in ninth-grade gym class. I remember the exact moment because it was the first time Caleb ever touched me. I was the first one out on the track that day. The temperature was up, flowers were starting to bloom, and the field was finally showing green in place of white. It was Friday, and we had to run the mile.

I had just begun to stretch when I noticed the guys walking out. Instantly, I regretted not waiting for Miranda. I glanced past the bleachers in front of me and stretched side to side with my hands on my hips. I remember feeling a cool breeze before the dizziness filled my head. The guys were all standing around as my vision filled with speckled white spots. Before the episode consumed me, I experienced my usual ten seconds of denial followed by sheer panic. I gasped before stumbling back right into Billy. My classmates thought I was crazy because they could not see the beautiful lady holding a baby where the bleachers used to be. As I watched her gaze down at the bundle in her arms, I could not have cared less about the whispers around me. Not only was her smile a beacon of hope, but I also felt her happiness as if it were my own.

Before the image was gone, I was aware of someone grasping my arms. I heard the faint sound of a boy’s voice, but I resisted being torn away from the beautiful image. My eyes squeezed shut, and when I opened them, Caleb Miller was in front of me, searching my eyes. “Are you okay?” he asks.

I pulled away with a jolt and glanced around the laughing crowd. 

“Dude, I think she's nuts,” Billy chuckles.

“You better watch what you say,” Caleb warns him.

“What was she even looking at? She’s crazy!” 

Caleb’s cheeks flush with anger. “Shut up!” he says, shoving Billy back.

Although you couldn’t see it, it was obvious Billy would be wearing Caleb’s handprints on his chest for several hours. No one said another word.

Miranda came to my rescue with a tissue. "You're bleeding," she says.

I took the tissue and wiped my nose. 

The gym teacher made Miranda’s day by ordering her to sit on the bleachers with me. As the rest of the class got ushered off to run the mile, Caleb glanced back. I cowered behind my Kleenex and wondered what shocked me the most: the lady in my vision or the feeling of his touch. 

Since that day, I have become skilled at the art of masking my insanity. It is already senior year, and I have managed to keep my craziness a secret from everyone. There is nothing easy about it, and believe me, I always need to be careful. The hardest part has been staying away from Caleb. I have not been within six feet of him since the day I freaked out in ninth grade. I do not know what it is about him, but when I looked into his eyes, I felt like he could see my soul. 

At the beginning of the school year, I started to develop a serious flaw in my Avoid Caleb Plan.  The problem is that I do not want to stay away from him. It would be so nice to see him at school or the ice rink, and not feel any strangeness toward him. I want things between us to be normal, but whenever I see him, my adrenaline produces an involuntary 180. My friends wonder what my problem is with Caleb, but I just blow off their insinuations. Miranda isn’t nearly as intrusive as Ashley. Miranda’s primary focus is guys with muscles and maintaining a perfect G.P.A. Ashley never stops asking me why I hide my feelings for Caleb. Although I vehemently deny it, I think she knows the truth. 

~~~~
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I drag myself into the Plymouth Ice Center, and it's your basic Saturday morning in Minnesota. I'm frozen to the core, and because I'm still half asleep, I've managed to get a ginormous ice chunk caught in the door, and it won’t close. I deal with it and find a seat on the bleachers.  I reach up and pull my hat down over my ears and peer through the glass wall, out to the ice. I see Ashley and soon forget about my frozen extremities.

Ashley’s coach is standing out on the ice and as usual, he's scrutinizing her as she spins perfectly into a blur of beautiful colors. He pushes Ashley hard, and at times, I have to suppress the urge to tell him to chill out. He pushes her to jump higher, spin tighter, and always to land firmer. He knows she is capable of it, and Ashley delivers every time. 

My eyes follow Ashley back and forth across the ice, and I begin seeing white spots flashing around the rink. First, the denial, now the panic. I'm again frozen in my seat as a lady is now dancing where Ashley had been skating.  I try to blink away the image, but the ballerina remains high up on her toes in a breathtaking red costume with gold woven throughout the bodice. As she dips and twirls, her fluffy tutu expands as far as her long, graceful arms. Somehow, I know every move she's going to make. It’s like I have performed this dance a hundred times. There is no question about it, but no explanation either. Everything about the ballerina is so familiar it's like looking in a mirror. 

The second I realize my nose is acting up, I reach for my easy-access Kleenex and head for the door.

“Complication of the cold?” Ashley asks, heading me off from the other end of the ice.

“I guess so,” I reply.

Ashley unzips her bag on the bleachers and pulls out two hot pink blade guards. After locking them into place, she comes with me to wait out my nose bleed in a warmer location. 

We pick a table in the cafeteria and sit. “I have Kleenex if you need more,” Ashley offers.

“Thanks, it’s not that bad.”

Compared to Friday night, when my school’s hockey game packs the house, there are few people around this morning. There are random groups of kids standing around talking or getting something to eat. And a few, like us, are just hanging out at a table.

The cafeteria smells like hot chocolate and nachos. I sprawl out on the bench seat with my tissue and can’t help wondering if the smell is coming from the kitchen or the floor. When some kids from school walk in, I sit back up and toss my Kleenex. Caleb veers off in one direction while a couple of others get in the food line. Miranda, Matt, and George come over and sit with us. Matt’s going off on George again. He failed another test, and Matt is worried he will get kicked off the hockey team again.

Matt’s grades are so-so; they don’t compare to his sister's 4.0. Matt and Miranda may be twins, but they are nothing alike. George, on the other hand, only picks up a pencil to stay on the hockey team. It’s not that he isn’t smart; he just doesn’t want to take the time. George prefers to spend every waking moment either eating or playing hockey.

“Dude, we’re seniors now. You have to study,” Matt says, using his hands to reinforce his statement.

George ignores Matt by asking Miranda if she wants to get food. 

With everyone engrossed in conversation, I take the opportunity to see where Caleb went. When Ashley jabs me with her elbow, I follow the aim of her sly figure. Caleb is standing with a small group of friends over by the door. He's wearing his black hockey pants, and his skates are on. He has one hand on his friend’s shoulder, a Red Bull in the other, and he's laughing. I take note of his long-sleeve thermal pulled tight over his arms and chest before I look away.

~~~~
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I seriously love bedtime, or I just love my bed. Either way, it is my favorite part of the day. Tonight, I can't sleep. I keep thinking about the strange vision I had at the ice rink. It is probably pointless to call it strange. It's not like there is such a thing as an unstrange vision. They just seem to get stranger every time. I've had so many throughout my life, and in a way, they seem like flashbacks. I decided to google it. The basic definition of a flashback seems to fit the picture...a sudden recall from the past, a memory that suddenly and quickly comes back to you. However, there is one small problem: it is never me, and I've never done any of that stuff. 

I reach into my nightstand and take out a thinning notepad. I pull the pen out of the spiral spine and begin to write. These episodes linger in my mind, No more than a clip of a memory that couldn’t be mine.

Frustrated, I tear the paper out and crumple it up. I've had plenty of strange dreams, too, but they're harder to remember. The ones from when I was young are vague but still, I remember. I've never been able to figure them out; they're always just there in the background, haunting me. The good news is that because I get enough time in between, I haven't become completely certifiable. The fact that I get a bloody nose after each episode is really my biggest concern.

Current thought process... 

#1. I will never have another episode. I will just be haunted for the rest of my life, wondering who these people are.

#2. The episodes are getting worse as I get older. A padded cell is all I have to look forward to.

# 3. I have some psychic thing going on, and someday, when I meet these people, it will all make sense.

# 4. The episodes are symptomatic of a deadly disease, and eventually, I will not have to worry about any of this anymore.

It took me a year to live down my strange behavior in ninth-grade gym class; no way it is happening again. That was my final thought before I fell into a deep sleep and began to have the strangest dream ever. 

It is Christmas time, and you can hear crystal clanking in the ballroom. The men are wearing tuxedos, and the women are dressed in sweeping gowns. 

There is a lady on the dance floor wearing a scarlet, strapless gown. The diamond choker around her neck is a gift from her dance partner, but she feels like a possession as he commands their every step move in perfect rhythm. Everything around him he controls and if anyone steps out from where he has placed them, he will put them back using any means necessary. She wants to break free, but she is wary of the consequences.  

Peering over his shoulder, she glances around the room. A man is staring at her from one of the tables. She knows better than to stare back, but she has never seen anyone quite so breathtaking. With a look of astonishment on his face, he watches as she dances away.

Before long, she's moving toward his table again. Her head is down, but she can feel his gaze. She waits and then looks up. Their eyes lock together, and a smile escapes his gorgeous face.

With his chiseled jaw, medium-length dark hair, and aqua-blue eyes, he is the most handsome man she has ever seen. His smile tells so much about him, and she wants to smile back.

When she and her partner circle away, her back is to him again. She can still feel his gaze, but suddenly, it's gone. She summons the courage to turn her head and when she does, his chair is empty. Then out of nowhere, like a ghost, he is standing there next to her.

“May I have this dance?” he asks, boldly taking her hand. As he cuts in, her partner has no choice but to step aside.

They dance together without saying a word, and it feels like time has stopped to allow them this moment. With her head resting on his shoulder, she watches the shiny black and white marble dance floor rotate beneath their feet. Desperate to see his face again, she lifts her head from his shoulder and gasps as Caleb looks down at her with his beautiful green eyes.

Pillows fly in the air, and all I know is I have lurched forward in bed with such force that I may need a back brace. Without thinking, I stumble out of bed to look in the mirror. There is an urgency to make sure it's me. Chills storm the length of my spine and connect with the cold sweat on the back of my neck. What is happening to me?



​
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2. Chance Encounter
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W

hen I wake up the next morning, I decide to put some serious thought into seeing a shrink. With Ashley practicing at the ice rink all day, I plan to stay in my pajamas and research psychiatrists online.

I go into the bathroom and brush my teeth. The ballerina from my episode at the ice rink and the lady from my dream last night will not get out of my head. I see now that they are the same lady. It’s always the same lady. It was her holding the baby in ninth-grade gym class, too. 

After I rinse, I start thinking about the guy from my dream, and as soon as I do, his voice plays back like a whisper in my ear. I could easily spend the entire day dwelling on those five words... May I have this dance? But because something about it seems to be stirring a physical pain in my chest, I force him out of my head; I force them all out of my head.

Back in my room, I'm instantly distracted by a sparkling blanket of new snow outside. I go to my window to take in the view. Except for the messy tire tracks coming from Ashley’s driveway, the cul-de-sac looks like the front of a Christmas card.

On my way downstairs, I stop for a quick sec to straighten Elvis’s picture above my nightstand. My friends tease me about my taste in music, but the truth is Elvis Presley is iconic, and I have tremendous respect for all things iconic. After I get Elvis straight, I pick up the framed photo I keep toward the back of my nightstand, hidden by a pile of books. My dad's painting my nursery while my mom's goofing around, showing off the size of her stomach. Knowing their happy ever after was cut so short, it's tough seeing the look on their faces. My dad's smile is so wide, and his eyes used to sparkle with happiness. My mom, who I look so much like now, is glowing with excitement for the future. It's a weird feeling I get when I look at their picture. It renews a pain that is already forever, but somehow, it's a good pain.

By the time I get downstairs, my dad is getting ready to plow the driveway. Please don't ask me to help, please don't ask me to help, please don't!

As soon as I walk into the kitchen, he rumbles off a good morning, and he's out the garage door. A gust of freezing air floats through the kitchen, and I give thanks he didn't ask for help. Let it be known the only thing I dislike more than physically being on any body of ice is shoveling snow. I grab a yogurt, and the doorbell rings. It must be Miranda, but I'm anxious to get back upstairs and google psychiatrists.

The second I open the door, dressed in my pajamas, my brain registers Caleb Miller standing on my porch. Instantly, I fall into some strange catatonic trance. Caleb smiles that smile and leans back against my brick veneer. The first two buttons on his shirt are undone, and my eyes are drawn to the white gold chain and cross resting just over his collarbone. He has on boots, jeans, and an unzipped black down jacket. When Matt says "Hey," that's when I notice he's standing there too. 

“Miranda isn’t here!" I blurt out.

“Chill,” Matt suggests. "Your dad invited us over."

The moment abruptly ends when my dad lumbers out of the garage with his new snow blower. He waves Matt and Caleb over just as snow begins cascading down.

Matt turns to walk away. “Nice outfit, by the way."

“See you later,” Caleb adds, following Matt over to the garage.

My grandmother's presence allows me to snap out of my daze and close the front door. She's got a laundry basket, and she's moving fast into the next room. "Why did Dad invite Matt over this morning?” I ask.

“I'm sure he told him to come see the new snow blower,” she says, continuing into the kitchen.

I can't believe Caleb Miller was at my door. Who cares?  I don’t care!  But deep down, in a place I try to keep hidden, even from myself, I do care. I care a lot.

When I remember wanting to look up psychiatrists, I head back upstairs. After careful consideration, I decide to first search mental illness. Bi-polar disorder, schizophrenia, manic depressive, and depression in general all pop up. However, none of the symptoms sound exactly right.

Whatever my problem is, I'm convinced it's going to require some professional help. After a few appointments, I can get a referral for the nosebleed issue. Crap, what if I have a brain tumor? I enter a new search on my keyboard. Brain Tumor Symptoms: intense morning headaches, fatigue, mood swings, and changes in normal behavior. One doctor is quoted as saying nose bleeds can be a symptom of a brain tumor, but two lines down, a different doctor says it's highly unlikely. The lines began to blur as my thoughts drifted to the logistics involved in following through with this inevitable appointment. I toss around a few scenarios before one sticks. When it does, I decide to wait to see a doctor until after my eighteenth birthday. It's only five weeks away, and waiting until I'm legal will keep anyone from finding out. Plus, with Christmas only three and a half weeks away, I'm way too busy to deal with this now anyway.

I locate my sticky notes and write a note to myself.  Make doctor’s appointment for any day after 1/10 (after 3:00 and not on a Wednesday!).

I'll be eighteen, and I won't miss school or ballet; I'm confident no one will find out. Just when I think I can relax, I start thinking about Caleb. I really do need to find a way to stop stressing about him. If I could push my feelings far enough away, maybe I wouldn’t have to work so hard to stay away from him. If necessary, I can always go back to my original plan.

~~~~
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The next week is uneventful, and I couldn't be happier. I keep things as routine as possible and make sure to get plenty of sleep. Because of the upcoming Nutcracker Ballet, I'm going to be extremely busy practicing for the next couple of weeks. With winter break just around the corner, I can also depend on my thoughtful teachers dumping enough homework on me to obliterate all hope of any free time.

While stretching out in ballet class the following Wednesday, I realize my insanity hasn't surfaced for well over a week. Fingers crossed, my luck holds until after my birthday. 

By Friday, I'm still feeling good. The only thing weighing on my mind is getting my application to the University of Minnesota. I stop and google the deadline for the tenth time. Where are those sticky notes? I'm so looking forward to college and the change. Being the same fish but in a much bigger tank, there is less chance of standing out. Ashley and Matt are banking on the U as well. Miranda only submitted Ivy League applications, and George is still undecided. George’s grandpa owns a dairy farm in Wisconsin, and because he is retiring, George is next in line to take over the family business. It's anyone’s guess what will happen.

I wonder what Caleb's plans are after high school. I've heard rumors about him going to medical school. But it's also common knowledge he's been offered a scholarship to play hockey. It occurs to me that as soon as senior year is over, I won't see him. I should be happy, but the thought of not seeing him at all starts up that physical pain in my chest. 

School always seems to fly on Friday. When the final bell rings, I head down to the office to do my ballet due diligence. Some nice person has taken the time to set up my ticket booth. Most people buy their Nutcracker tickets at the opera house. However, every dancer from the Plymouth Ballet Academy is required to sell tickets one day after school. 

After I sell about a dozen tickets, Ashley and Miranda come twirling over and offer to help. “Thanks, but I’m about done. I’ll see you guys at the hockey game tonight.”

“Okay, but don’t be late!” Ashley warns.

Ten minutes later, the school begins to feel like a ghost town, so I bundle up and head out the double doors. I glance around the foggy parking lot and stomp through the snow toward my Jeep out in the distance. It’s cold as heck today, maybe even below zero. I sigh at the thought of how long it will take to warm up my car. My friends refer to it as the ice box. It has a hard top, but with so many cracks and crevasses, it doesn't hold heat very well. If it's any colder than it is today, I usually get a ride from Ashley.

I get in my Jeep, toss my backpack into the passenger seat, and turn the key in the ignition. Nothing happens, so I try again. It still doesn't start. I pull my hat down over my freezing ears and try again, only this time with a slower, gentler touch. 

“This isn’t happening!” I proclaim, hugging the steering wheel. Just then, everything suddenly got darker. I can't see out my window because it's so fogged up, so I use my sleeve to remove the condensation. I look out the window, and when I do, electrified nerves send shockwaves through my body; the shadow of darkness is cast by a black Hummer parked right next to me. 

When Caleb walks up to my window, I want to die. His hands are in his pockets as he casually bounces up and down, looking very cold. Grudgingly, I roll my window down. 

“Car trouble?” he asks.

“Yeah, I don’t know what’s wrong,” I reply to the steering wheel. “It usually runs great.”

“It’s a ‘04, right?”

My eyes briefly flash up to him before I look back at the steering wheel to nod.

“It’s probably just a dead battery,” he says enthusiastically. “It’s cold today. No worries, I’ve got jumper cables.”

He insists I go warm up in his car. “Is there anything I can do to help?” I ask.

“No, I’ve got it under control,” he says, opening his passenger door.

I reach for the arm rail and hoist myself up into the passenger’s seat. 

Caleb closes the door and gets right to work. I fill my lungs with as much oxygen as they can take and glance around his meticulously clean car. I cannot believe he stopped to help me and what is he even doing here so late? I have my phone, but I am way more interested in what he is doing. He opens both hoods and now, he's busy attaching cables. I examine him from head to toe because why not? 

After getting the cables connected, he adjusts his beanie and blows a warm breath into his solid fists. I hope this doesn’t take long because he has a hockey game in a few hours. If he gets my car running, I need to get out of here and quick. At this point, I want to go home and go to bed. But then I remember I need to try and act normal around him. I need to stop acting like a five-year-old. He's just a guy, no different than Matt or George. 

Caleb's in my Jeep now, and he's revving my engine. He gives me a thumbs up, and we meet on the icy pavement as I climb out of his car. I thank him and attempt my exit.  

“So, why are you here so late?” he asks, sending my heart into A-Fib.

"I had to sell tickets for my ballet."

“The Nutcracker, right?”

I nod and wish my jacket would zip further than my chin.

“Is it too late to get three tickets?” he asks so sincerely I almost think he’s joking. He pulls out his wallet and hands me thirty dollars, which is the exact amount of three tickets. I don't want to take it, but I also don't have a choice. My plan is to walk around to the passenger’s side of my Jeep so I can get in my backpack and take a much-needed deep breath. But when I try, he stops me.

“Are you going to the hockey game tonight?” he asks.

A few minutes ago, I was planning on going home to bed, but suddenly, my mouth was telling him that I was for sure going to his game.

“Great! Then I’ll just get the tickets from you tonight.” 

I try and play it cool and safe. “Sounds good, and thanks again for jumping me."

An amused grin breaks out on Caleb’s face, and I seriously want to die.

“Anytime,” he says.



​
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3. Hockey Night
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E

xcept for a few available tight spots, too risky for the Jeep, the ice rink parking lot is packed. I drive down to the desolate far end of the lot, where an entire row of available spots exists if exercise is not an issue. When the trek across the lot is complete, I send Ashley a quick text and find out she’s in the cafeteria.

It does not take long to find Ashley and Miranda sitting with George. George is dressed in his hockey uniform, and he's devouring an enormous plate of pizza. I sit down with them and pile my winter wear on the table.

“Did you sell a lot of tickets?” Ashley asks.

“Only twelve,” I say.

“What were you selling tickets for?” George asks, choking down his pizza.

“Nothing you’d be interested in," I assure him.

“I know,” George says, snapping his fingers. “It’s Nutcracker time!”

“You’re not going!”

It has been two years since “the incident,” and George knows he and Matt are banned for life. Suddenly, I’m plagued by an unwanted thought...what if Caleb's tickets are for the three of them? 

When George is done eating, he gives us each one of his off-the-ground, back-breaking bear hugs and leaves to get ready for the game. We spend the rest of our wait time roaming the complex. When Ashley’s phone keeps ringing, she relents and answers it. After a twenty-second conversation with her mom, she jams her phone back in her pocket and heaves a sigh. “I’m so done with my mom’s psychotic paranoia!”

“Did you forget to call her again?” I assume. “You should just call when you’re supposed to; then, it wouldn’t be such an issue.” 

“Seriously?” Ashley says, glaring at me in disbelief. “You’re as bad as she is.”

“I just think it’s nice she cares, that’s all."

With the game about to start, Miranda suggests we go find a seat. We enter the hockey rink and go up the cement steps to some open seats just as the teams skate out. While Ashley squeezes in between Miranda and me, the fans cheer with excitement.

The referee drops the puck on center ice, and the face-off begins. The away team is the first to score. Matt is close a few times, and George steals the puck twice and passes it to Caleb. But, like Matt’s efforts, the goalie blocks both shots. Wayzata’s defense is equally tough. The teams are evenly matched, and it makes it difficult for either to score. Just before the second period ends, Caleb receives a pass from Matt and scores a goal.

At the start of the second intermission, the teams clear the ice. As the Zamboni smooths the surface, Ashley and Miranda complain about the obnoxious girls sitting three rows in front of us. While I nod in agreement, Miranda digs through her purse and pulls out an arsenal of new lipstick. She’s acting like it is life or death, so I grab a pale one and swipe it on. Ashley passes me the mirror and although you cannot tell I’m wearing lipstick, it does taste like coconut. 

"I'll have to get one,” I say, passing it back.

"Keep it,” Miranda insisted. “I can't stand coconut."

Ashley's not wild about her color, so while she digs for a different one, I look down toward the rink. The Zamboni is just finishing up, and I see Caleb standing with his team, leaning on his hockey stick. He waves at me and I give a half wave back before anyone sees. One of the idiot girls in front of us jerks her head back. Ashley's suspicious, too, and gives me a look. As she does, Miranda says, “Am I crazy, or did Caleb Miller just wave at me?” Before anyone can respond, the referee drops the puck.

A few seconds into the period, Caleb steals the puck and heads for the opponent’s goal. Deftly maneuvering around several defenders, he finds himself on open ice near the boards on the home side. Continuing towards the goalie, there is only one defender to beat. Suddenly, to his left, George delivers a check that takes out the final defender and leaves Caleb one-on-one with the goalie. Caleb unleashes a rifle-quick slap shot, and the puck streamlines into the back of the net. The Wayzata fans roar with approval! 

Up two to one, George now has the puck; he's like a massive machine moving toward the goal, but the defender he checked is looking for revenge. After their sticks and shoulders make contact several times, George loses the puck.

The girls up front are making it impossible for anyone around them to enjoy the game. “I could really do without Paige shaking her ass in my face,” Ashley grumbled.

They aren't dressed in their uniforms, but the girls are Wayzata varsity cheerleaders. One of my many issues with Paige is it really irks me that she thinks cheerleading is some superior method of dance. I don't care how she feels about ballet, but I'm so sick of her snide comments. Oh, happy day, someone's angry dad just told them to sit the hell down. 

Caleb receives a pass and races across the ice. Carrying the puck forward, the rest of the players battle at his rear as he continues toward the goal. Suddenly, George’s old nemesis, still seeking revenge, skates out of the pack and circles toward Caleb. The opposing player seems intent on causing bodily harm. They collide head-on, and Caleb is airborne before crashing down hard on his back. The whistle blows like a horn, and the crowd is horrified; Caleb is lying motionless on the ice. 

George reacts and skates off in the opposite direction. A moment later, he delivers a full-body check to his unsuspecting rival. The shrill, high-pitched sound of the referee’s whistle again fills the auditorium.

As the entire arena falls silent, a man in slacks and dress shoes walks out on the ice and makes his way through the crowd that has formed. He gets down on his knees and talks to Caleb for a solid five minutes. The man gets up, and with Matt's help, they take Caleb by the arms and help him up. Caleb pulls his helmet off and shakes his sweaty head. The man takes the helmet, and everyone seems to be inspecting it. While teammates and coaches lean in for a closer look, the news that Caleb has a huge crack in his helmet spreads around the stadium.

"That was scary," I say to anyone listening. 

"Thank God Caleb's okay," Ashley adds.

"Yeah, good thing that man showed up to help. Who is he?" Miranda wonders. 

“That’s Dr. Miller, Caleb’s dad. I’ve seen him around the rink a million times.” Ashley says, pointing to a lady standing on the side of their bleacher section. “There’s his mom down there."

Mrs. Miller is a tall, stylish woman with blonde hair. She's dressed in a long cashmere coat with slacks and high heels. Standing outside of the hockey rink, peering through the glass wall, she watches as her son comes in off the ice.

The game starts back up, minus Caleb, George and the injured player from the other team. Wayzata drives the puck across the ice with the other team in close pursuit. Under duress, the puck is passed to Matt. He crosses the ice with lightning speed. Cutting between two opponents, he flicks a quick wrist shot toward the goal. The goalie lunges, but he's too late. The crowd roars and stomps their feet.

Late in the game, it seems like the referee is blowing his whistle every two seconds; he calls the visiting team on multiple penalties. The setbacks are frustrating, but the opponent’s aggressiveness scores them a goal and brings the score to three-two.

With time running out, Wayzata’s coach signals for a line change. Caleb leads his line back on the ice for the first time since his injury and soon the puck is tied up next to the boards deep in the opponent’s end. Suddenly, an enemy player breaks out with the puck and rushes the Wayzata goal. With a quick, powerful stride, Caleb closes the distance between himself and the opponent. Without holding back any of his speed or aggression, Caleb blasts through the opponent’s blockade and recaptures the puck. He pivots and carves the ice with the puck safely in front of him. When a couple of players up ahead seem determined to take the puck, Matt intervenes.

Everyone is on the edge of their seats when Paige starts up again. She jumps up and down and screams at the top of her lungs. “Go, Caleb! You can do it 22!”

As if it was contagious, her two friends jumped up and started yelling, “We love you, 22!”  

Caleb fires an accurate pass to his teammate and Matt rushes the goal until the awaiting defense cuts him off. He centers the puck on Caleb, who's fighting for position in front of the goal. Caleb redirects Matt’s pass to the corner of the goal, and the puck crosses the line just as the buzzer signals the end of the game. The crowd goes wild! AC/DC is echoing throughout the arena as Caleb and Matt celebrate with their teammates.

Eventually, everyone settled down, and people began to leave their seats. Ashley, Miranda, and I vote on a celebratory cup of hot chocolate. Entering the double glass doors into the cafeteria, we make our way through a crowd buzzing with excitement.

We get in line for our drinks, and Ashley confronts me. “So, Caleb’s waving at you now?” 

Miranda is busy talking to the guy in front of her, and I'm glad. "No, why?" I reply, laughing it off.

“Liar!” 

“He was waving at Miranda.”

“I know what I saw.”

After several minutes of back and forth, Miranda breaks the monotony. “We’re up. Does anyone want anything besides hot chocolate?”

“No,” Ashley answers.

While Miranda orders, Ashley starts again. “It was obvious Caleb was looking at you when he waved. Don't even try to deny it. What is going on with you guys?"

“Who was looking at you?” Miranda asks, passing back our drinks.

"Let's find a table," I suggest.

We sit, and I spill the beans. It's a controlled spill, but I have to say something because, at any moment, Caleb might walk up and ask for his ballet tickets.

A crowd enters the cafeteria, and my attention immediately shifts. Caleb scans the room until our eyes connect. He's coming over, and I've lost my train of thought. Ashley and Miranda seem about done with me. I can feel myself start to panic, and there's no time to leave the tickets and run. 

Paige and her friends bounce up to Caleb and stop him in his tracks. They were just talking, but now Paige has her hands all over him. George and Matt stroll up, and Caleb redirects Paige's groping and walks the rest of the way over.

"Hey," he says, standing at the end of our table with his hands in his pockets.

"Hey,” I say back, "Great game."

Ashley gives an energetic, “Hi Caleb, awesome game!”  

Miranda is far more enthusiastic and begins talking non-stop. She is telling him how much we all loved the game, as well as how annoying the girls in the front row were. Then, she continues with a complete reenactment of everything Paige and her friends did during the game.

Caleb's listening to everything Miranda is saying but as he tries to laugh it off, his green eyes are intensified by his temporary skin tone.  I want to get this over with, but Miranda continues babbling. “Sorry about that guy slamming you. What a total loser!”

“Thanks,” Caleb replies, shrugging his shoulders. “It happens, but I wish George didn’t go after him the way he did.”

“Do you know what will happen to him?  Is he in a lot of trouble?”

“Coach said he’ll probably be suspended for a couple of games.”

"That's so unfair! That guy deserved it. He could have killed you."

Ashley chimed in, "Yeah, but George could have killed that guy too. Checking is dangerous. I don't think anyone should be doing it."

"Good point," Caleb agreed.

Caleb changes the direction of the conversation by asking Ashley about her skating. “What's your coach saying about the Olympics these days? Are you going for it?” 

Ashley takes a deep breath and lets it sail out. “He wants me to, and since practice is consuming my life, I figure I should at least try.”

“That’s awesome, Ashley!” Caleb says. “You’re going to put Plymouth on the map someday. I know it.”

“Thanks, Caleb.” Ashley beamed.

Matt and George come over with high-fives to Caleb. “So, what’s up?” George asks as Matt slides onto the bench next to Ashley.

“Becca and I have some unfinished business,” Caleb says, silencing the table. He glances down at me and smiles that smile, “Can I steal you away for a few minutes?” 

I have no choice but to go with him. He bought tickets to my ballet and clearly doesn't want everyone to know. “Yeah, sure,” I reply, picking up my purse. Ignoring Ashley and Miranda’s stares, I follow Caleb as if I'm being forced to walk the plank.

I'm really beginning to wonder where we're going when we start pass the hockey rink. Caleb swings the door open, and we walk in. The game’s long over, and the arena is abandoned. The only noise is the music playing low on the sound system. I notice the unattended Zamboni parked in the middle of the ice just as I unzip my purse and take out the ballet tickets.

“Are you wondering why I brought you here?”  

“It's fine if you want your money back.” 

When Caleb takes a step closer, I contemplate dropping the tickets and running out the door.  He slides the tickets out of my hand. “I definitely don't want my money back," he assures me. "Some things are meant to be.”

Caleb puts the tickets away in his wallet, and without saying another word, he reaches out and takes my hands. Instantly, I'm aware this is the second time he has touched me. The feeling runs through my body just like in ninth grade; it's like God himself has just handed me the most precious gift, but this time, I don't pull away.

He continues. “I’ve heard from a very reliable source that you don’t like to skate and that you don’t even like the ice. I feel it’s my personal responsibility to make sure you leave here tonight feeling differently.”

“W-what d-did you have in mind?” I stutter.

He points out to the unattended Zamboni. “Will you take a ride with me?  I promise I’ll keep you safe.”

Why is he doing this? I hate the ice. I really, really hate the ice!

As we walk out toward the Zamboni, I utilize my most careful steps. 

Caleb is on standby, ready to offer his arm, but I'm good. When we reach the Zamboni, he helps me up. There isn't much of a seat, so I cram myself in the corner. He takes a seat next to me and fires up the engine. Before long, we're in motion, listening to the music. My hair is blowing softly in a barely detectable breeze, and I begin to relax and enjoy the ride. 

“What are you thinking about right now?” 

I’m about to censor my thoughts, but after a glance into his eyes, I don't need to. "That this is almost as much fun as dancing.”

“So, you don’t hate the ice anymore?”

“Let’s just say that now I have a more open mind.”

“Do I need to get you in skates?”

“No! No skating! The ice is great. I love the ice!”

Caleb laughs whole-heartedly, “I’m glad to hear it.” He turns the wheel, and the Zamboni slowly responds.

“Is the Zamboni hard to steer?” 

When he glances at me, his smoldering eyes convey a warning. “You’d have to experience it for yourself to really understand how it feels.”  He reaches out, and I slide onto his lap and grip the wheel. In response to my apprehension, he wraps an arm around my waist and gives me a gentle squeeze. “I’ve got you. Don’t worry, you’re safe." 

I can feel every muscle in my body melt, and so can he. He keeps one hand close to the wheel and the other around my waist. We're moving so slowly, but the Zamboni is like a tank, and I'm worried we're going to slide and take out a wall. We circle around twice, and Caleb's voice breaks my focus. 

“Relax, it's not a 160-mile-per-hour racecar."

I loosen my grip and smile back at him, "How fast are we going?"

“One mile an hour.”

"Seriously?”

"Seriously."

We circle around again, and by now, we're both starting to get cold. "I'm glad we did this tonight."

He gives me another squeeze. "Me too."

When we get back to the cafeteria, Caleb stops me just inside the door. “I better take off. We’re playing hockey on the lake at 6 am.”

“Why not play here?”

“It’s not the same. It’s way more fun in the great outdoors.”

My face twists into an uncomfortable position. “It sounds cold and dangerous.” 

“If you’re having second thoughts about the ice, I can always stay and teach you to skate.”

“That’s okay.” I smile. “Have a safe and fun hockey game in the great outdoors.”  Before he left, I thanked him for the Zamboni ride and for buying the ballet tickets.

Just as I go to walk away, he says, "Any chance you want to come watch a real-life pond hockey game?”

I know I'm going to decline, but I agonize over my delivery. “I have too much to do to get ready for the ballet, but thanks for the offer." I feel bad because we both know it's because of the ice. To make up for my cowardness, I open my big mouth and promise to go next time. 

When I got back to the table, George and Matt had already left. Ashley and Miranda are busy talking to a group from school. I sit and try to acclimate back to reality by listening to a conversation about Secret Santas.

Ashley repositions herself next to me. “So, how did the business meeting go?” she whispers while Miranda continues spouting off information.

I keep my eyes on Miranda. “It was great."

I discourage Ashley’s questions and try to focus on the Secret Santa discussion. The group is divided. The girls all want to do Secret Santa, but the guys, not so much. It doesn't take long for Miranda to control the situation and inform everyone that the entire senior class will be participating. While the guys moan and groan, Miranda explains that she will pass out the names as soon as she can. In closing, she reiterates the importance of keeping the names totally and completely confidential.
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4.  Mall of America
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T

he next morning, I reach over to find my phone on my nightstand. “What?” I yawn with my eyes still closed.

Ashley's voice rings in my ear, “Good morning!”

I heave a sigh. “Seriously, Ash, it’s eight freaking thirty in the morning.”

“I’m not practicing today. Do you want to go to the mall?  It's going to snow, so we should get going.”

“Mall of America?” 

“Yeah.”

“Pick me up in 45 minutes. Did you text Miranda?”

“She has to study.”

“That’s what I should be doing." I fall back against my pillow. “I have a ton of homework, and with the ballet, I’m screwed.”

“Hello! That’s what Sunday's for.”

I bounce out of bed and rush back and forth between my bedroom and bathroom. Thirty minutes later, voila, I'm ready to go.

On the way downstairs, I can hear my dad and grandma chatting it up at the kitchen table. When I walk in, my dad puts his newspaper down. “Where are you off to?” he asks.

“Mall of America, Ashley and I need to finish Christmas shopping.”

"There’s a storm coming.”

“We'll be careful.”

My dad didn't look totally convinced. “Need a little money?” he offers.

“Always, thanks.” 

He opens his wallet and tosses a credit card across the table. “Don’t go hog wild.”

I snatch up the credit card just as Ashley blows her horn.  “I’ll be good!”

Ashley starts right in about her strange dream, so I get comfortable against her heated seat; it is going to be nice to hear about someone else’s crazy dream for a change.

Ashley’s grasp twists around the steering wheel. “I was skating outside on a pond. It was early in the morning, and I skated like I had the ice all to myself. The pine trees were covered in snow, and the birds were chirping away. Then suddenly, you and Caleb were on the ice with me. You were dancing together. I think it was a waltz or something. It was no doubt the strangest dream, but it was so real. You were in this beautiful red strapless dress, and Caleb was in a tux.”  

Ashley doesn't hear a peep out of me, so she looks over. I'm in shock, and I have that pain thing starting in my chest again. 

“Isn’t that funny?” she asks.

I glance back at her, wondering if she is aware of the agony I am currently suppressing. I nod and fake a smile. "And then what happened?”

“Basically, you both smiled at me. But it was so weird because it was like you guys were there the whole time. I just smiled back and skated around you like it was no big deal. It was so strange. Then suddenly, I had you both by the hand, and we skated across the ice. All I know is I was as happy as I could be, probably because you and Caleb were finally together and because you were actually skating... two things that would make me very happy.”

“That’s some dream,” I say, rubbing my forehead. 

Ashley sighed. “Becca, you do care about Caleb, don’t you?”

At this moment, I'm worn down from years of dancing around the subject. “Yes, Ashley, more than you’ll ever know.”

“Then why not encourage him a little?  Everyone else sees it but you. Everyone knows you two are crazy about each other.”

I shoot Ashley a look. “Why do you think that?”

“Becca, haven’t you noticed Caleb hardly ever takes his eyes off you?”

Momentarily distracted by the snow-covered ground speeding by, I look out the window. “It’s complicated, Ashley. I don't even understand it myself."

When we get to the Mall of America, I have to remind Ashley to call her mom. “Urrrg!” She huffs, simultaneously doing a little stomp dance in her boots.

Roaming through random shops with our Caribou drinks, we point out the different things we like and make fun of the things we don't. We find the perfect gifts for Miranda and know it will be difficult to wait until Christmas to give them to her. 

When the elevator deposits us back on the main floor, the doors open in front of the amusement park. As always, we go on the log ride three times and hit a different ride in between. 

“Miranda’s texting me,” Ashley announces. “Matt hurt his leg playing hockey on the lake, but he’s okay. She wants to know if we want to watch a movie later. George is getting pizza.”

“Sounds good,” I reply as Ashley texts our ETA to Miranda.

~~~~
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As soon as I walk into my house, I know my dad isn't home because my grandma has Elvis blasting. 

I go straight upstairs and toss my shopping bags on my bed, then go into my bathroom and start the shower. After turning the handle all the way to red, I close the door and go back to my room. By the time I return to the bathroom, it's like a sauna; I have to adjust the temperature or face third-degree burns. As the water pounds against my skin, I begin to warm up.

I start thinking about Ashley’s dream and for the life of me, I can't rationalize how we could have such similar dreams. I've never mentioned a word to her about one of my psycho dreams.

While I wait for Ashley to call, I plop down on my bed and grab a book from the pile on my nightstand. After only a few pages, I start to feel sleepy, so I switch to music instead. I put my earbuds in and scroll to one of my favorite songs. Before long, I'm spinning around on my wood floor as drums and trumpets fill my head. 

I raise my leg back, high into a tight arabesque penché, and to keep it straight, I focus on my bed. Out of nowhere, spots of white-speckled light shimmer through my vision. I gasp and break form; I'm in someone else’s room!

There is a beautiful wood dresser with crystal knobs and a matching desk. I can remember the feel of my hand touching the knob and opening the dresser. And the desk, I've sat there so many times. The bed frame is in the same dark wood. The linens are a shiny gold and white woven fabric. The bed skirt, two layers thick, drapes elegantly onto the floor. On the bed lay three prima ballerina costumes, and something so familiar about them caused my heart to pound with excitement; it was as if I just opened a time capsule full of my favorite things. 

I take a breath and slowly reach out for the white costume. It has pink lace throughout a white bodice and delicate embroidered pink roses along the edge of a skirt full of tulle. Just when I am about to touch it and make it real, in a flash, it's taken away. 

I yank my earbuds out, survey the room, and try to remember everything I saw. I know the costumes. They were mine, and I remember deciding. I take a minute and rack my brain, and then chills cover me from head to toe; I sit down on the edge of my bed. “I had to decide which costume to wear,” I whisper to myself because I need to hear it. “I chose the one with pink flowers.”

I hurry to the bathroom and lock the door. Staring into the mirror, a small spot of blood begins to pool up in my nose. I take a Kleenex out of the box and dab the blood away. In reality, I know I’ve never seen a costume that beautiful or much less ever worn one. The answers are here; I can feel them. It's like they are buried shallowly but under something so solid they can't get out. 

Before Ashley honks, I go to the cabinet above my desk and search for my sticky notes. When I find them, I write myself a note because now I don't think I can wait till after my birthday to see a doctor. Call Monday to make an appointment!!!!  
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5. Ashley has a Secret
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M

iranda welcomes Ashley and me into her house along with a gust of icy wind. Ashley asks how Matt is feeling after hurting his leg during the pond hockey game. Before Miranda can answer, Edward charges us in the entry way. His paws hit the tile, and he slid across the floor. Back on all fours, he barks with excitement. I scoop him up and offer my cheek for cold-nose puppy kisses. 

Ashley scratches his head and leans in. “Hi, cutie!” she gushes. With ears flapping back and forth, Edward is in a frenzy to kiss us both.

“All right, Edward, that’s enough kisses for one night,” Miranda says. We follow her into the kitchen as she explains that Matt’s leg is sore and swollen. “He’ll be fine in a couple of days if he can manage to stay off it.”

Ashley and I are instantly concerned because stationary positions aren't Matt's specialty. 

Miranda takes a bag of chips out of the cupboard. “So, how was Christmas shopping?” she asks. “I should have gone with you guys. Ever since Caleb dropped Matt off, I’ve been stuck waiting on him. I haven't got any studying done.”

On the outside, I manage to suppress all outward signs successfully, but on the inside, I'm freaking that Caleb might still be here. 

“You should have come. It was so fun,” Ashley replies, following us down to the basement.

Matt and George are sprawled out on the gigantic wrap-around couch in front of the wide-screen television. Ashley sits by Matt, who has an ice pack on his leg. I slap George’s feet out of the way and take a seat. As soon as Matt starts talking, it's clear Caleb went home hours ago. 

Miranda asks everyone what they want to drink and busts open the chips.

"I'll take a Miller Lite," Matt says.

Miranda takes a step toward him and swats him on the head.

After Miranda comes back with some bottles of water and a Mountain Dew for George, she sits on the couch and Edward jumps in her lap. She scratches his head and asks George about the pizza situation. "We should just get the pizza delivered so you don’t have to drive. It's snowing like crazy out there."

“No!” George panics, snapping into an upright position. “We’re getting Latuff’s. They don’t deliver.”

“Latuff’s is awesome!” Matt adds, twirling a pillow up in the air and catching it.

I reach over and pat George’s leg. “Come on, I’ll go with you. We can brave the storm together.”

George and I made a note of everyone's pizza preference: One large veggie and two large combos with extra meat. George hit his speed dial and called in the order.

As we drove down Northwest Boulevard toward Latuff’s, George switched out the CD.

“I love this song!” I sing, turning the volume up with my gloved hand.

George starts joking about us taking off together and not coming back. “Maybe a little dinner and a movie?” he muses.

I cannot resist the opportunity to torment him about Christina Appleton, a girl from school who has a huge crush on him. She's amazing, but George won't budge, and we're all starting to wonder why. “I would...but I wouldn’t want to worry about Christina coming after me."

George smiles a fiendish grin. “You’re right, and thanks for bringing it to my attention because I sure wouldn’t want Caleb coming after me," he says, laughing at how quickly he silenced me. 

When George was sure his verbal revenge was successful, his expression hardened. “Under the hockey-oath, you didn’t hear me say that.”

“Hockey-oath,” I agree. 

When we get back with the pizzas, we all settle in for dinner and a movie. Miranda and I tease George about the amount of pizza he can consume. In turn, George informs us that guys don’t like salad-eating chicks. “The next girl I date is going to be able to eat some meat!” he announces, tearing off an entire crust in one bite.

“Way to aim high, George,” Miranda says, disgusted.

While Miranda and I try to get George to eat a bell pepper, Matt tosses a pillow at Ashley when she isn't looking. She catches it just in time and glares a warning.

“Come sit next to me,” Matt whispered.

Ashley withdraws her glare and scoots over. Matt puts his arm around her just as she smashes him in the face with a pillow. Now they're tangled up together laughing, but when Matt yells in pain, Ashley plays the innocent.

“Ash, if you injure my brother any worse than he already is, you’re taking him home with you.”

“I’m pretty sure she broke my rib,” Matt joked.

I should have realized it before now, but somehow, I missed it. Matt and Ashley have a thing for each other. It's a peculiar thought at first because they have been friends for so long, but it's obvious something has changed. I've just been too absorbed in my own issues to notice.

Miranda and I get up to clean the pizza mess, and George tries to find a movie we will actually watch. He calls out titles to see if there are any takers. When Matt suggests a horror flick, Ashley shoots him down. “It’s Christmas, not Halloween, so no."

“Come on, I’ll protect you if you get scared.”

“You can’t even stand up."

George belches and encourages everyone to please decide. We finally choose an action thriller, and Miranda turns down the lights. As we settle in to watch the movie, it is completely quiet in the basement, except for the sound of the TV and the occasional snort from Edward. Everyone is engrossed in the movie when, suddenly, there is a loud knock at the basement door. 

Miranda and I shriek and throw our arms around each other. Being careful of his leg, Ashley leaps onto Matt’s lap. George stands up and adjusts his baggy sweatpants. “I’ll handle this,” he says in his best manly voice. 

George heads for the door with Edward barking at his heels. When he puts his hand on the doorknob, we all sink into the couch. He opens the door and Caleb steps in from out of the cold. “Dude, what’s up?” George says. “It’s not a murderous intruder. It’s only Caleb,” he announces.

Caleb apologizes for disturbing our peace as he bends down to pet the dog. When he's done, he looks at me, and I swear he is about to say something. Miranda turns on the light and starts commenting on his leather jacket. Then she offers to hang it up for him.

Caleb thanks her but says it isn't necessary.

Matt extends his arm from the couch. After the two friends share a handshake that is more like a loud clap, Caleb takes a seat. “Weren’t you having people over tonight?” Matt asks.

“Yeah, I can’t stay long. I just wanted to see how you’re doing,” Caleb replies, patting Matt’s leg too hard. Caleb cringed, “Sorry.”

Everybody laughs when Matt picks up a threatening pillow but then decides to put it down.

“Make sure to stay off that leg,” Caleb warns. “We need you back on the ice by Friday.”

“I’ll do my best, Boss.” 

Mirada grabs the remote and taps the sound down on the TV. She decided to take this opportunity to brief Caleb on her Secret Santa event.

Matt interrupts numerous times, “Miranda, leave Caleb alone. He could care less about your stupid secret snowman thing.”

“It’s Secret Santa, you moron!"

“Matt, it’s fine,” Caleb assures him. “I need to know this.”

Miranda smiles graciously. “Thank you, Caleb.”

When Miranda finishes giving all the details of the Secret Santa exchange, Caleb realizes he needs to get going. He zips his jacket the last few inches and glances around the room. “Goodnight,” he says. For just a moment, he looks at me and unknowingly gives me one more thrashing with his beautiful green eyes. 

In an instant, he is gone, and George is closing the door behind him. A sadness washes over me, and I know the night is through. It was absolute torture to see him leave, but it would have been worse if he had stayed.

Fifteen minutes after getting home, I'm already in bed. I'm so tired and I sure as hell better not be getting sick before the ballet. The very thought of it makes me feel sick. I let my mind wander, and as I do, I think about the look Caleb gave me when he first walked into Miranda's basement. Then I consider the slight possibility that he didn't come over just to check on Matt. I close my eyes, and Ashley and George’s words from earlier play back.

“Everyone knows you two are crazy about each other...”

“I sure wouldn’t want Caleb coming after me...”

As my friend’s insinuations continue in my head, I readjust my pillow with a couple of upward jabs and collapse. The episode I had before going to Matt and Miranda’s is one of my strangest. I feel such an attachment to those costumes I saw. Especially the white and pink one. It was like rediscovering a long-lost favorite toy from childhood. Even stranger is the fact that I can vaguely remember choosing that specific costume to wear.

None of it adds up, yet it seems like it should. It is completely impossible, but I truly believed at some point in my life I had to make the decision to wear one of those costumes. I feel like I'm two people living parallel lives, and I wonder if my other self is getting glimpses into my life. I drift off to sleep feeling the small door in my head, where all the answers are hidden, is beginning to open.
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6. Special Delivery
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M

onday morning, I wake up exhausted. Now I'm really worried I'm getting sick. I just don't feel right. It might have something to do with the fact I spent the whole night dreaming about people I don't even know. Random images flash back, and I recall this guy yelling at me. I drag myself out of bed, but crap, I can't shake the guy’s voice. I'm unable to recall his face, but he did have on a white doctor’s smock. I remember seeing Dr. so and so embroidered on the jacket. I wish I could remember what it said. Wincing, I recall his threats and how they twisted into an unnerving laughter.

I keep hitting a brick wall, so I let it go and check the weather situation. It's way too cold; to avoid suffering unnecessarily, I hitch a ride to school with Ashley. 

“Did you and Matt have a good Sunday?” I ask as Ashley rockets through the snow.

“Yeah, but Miranda knows we're together now, and to be honest, she could be happier." 

“She’s not mad, is she?”

“Matt says to just give her some time. He thinks she’ll be happy for us, eventually.”

“If there’s anything I can do to help, let me know.”

“Thanks, just act normal. That’s all we can do. She’ll be fine.”

“How’s Matt’s leg?  Will he be okay for Friday’s game?”

“Yeah, he’s much better, and the swelling is way down.”

“That's good news."

We get to the school, exchange a “Happy Monday!” and head our separate ways to first period. Apparently, all of my Sunday studying paid off because I aced my math test. As if that isn't enough good fortune, with only two classes left, I haven't gotten any new homework assignments. There is a God!

As I walk down the hallway, happy and care-free, I notice Caleb standing near the vending machines. I duck behind a group of kids and try to stay out of view until I can turn the corner. He's with Ernie Blackstone and it strikes me as odd seeing them talking. From what I can tell, Caleb is friendly with everyone, but this particular guy only seems to have one friend, and that's his computer. Caleb seems to be doing most of the talking and I can't help but feel bad for Ernie because every time he glances at the ground, to give his neck a rest, he has to push his glasses back into place. 

I am almost to class when Miranda appears from out of nowhere. “Can you even believe it?” she complains. “Ashley and my brother? What is the world coming to?”

I recall Ashley’s advice... Just act normal. Unfortunately, it doesn't help. Before I can stop myself, my mouth is in motion. “It could be worse; it could be your dad.” Right after the words come out of my mouth, I know it's the stupidest thing I could have possibly said. The look on Miranda’s face confirmed it. I decide a hug, with no words, will be better.

“They just better not have a terrible break-up. I don’t want to choose sides.” Miranda pouted.

“Yeah, that would be really hard. But don’t worry, Ashley and Matt would never let that happen. It’ll work out. You’ll see.”

Thankfully, Miranda responds to the encouraging words. A moment later, she pulls out a piece of paper and dangles it in the air. “What’s this?” I ask, thrilled to be changing the subject.

“Read.”

On the top, in bold print, it says, “YOUR SECRET SANTA ASSIGNMENT.”  Under that, in smaller print, is the name of a girl from my class. I scan the remaining print and basically, it's a list of rules and regulations for the Secret Santa gift exchange. “Nice work,” I tell her. "It's going to be so fun."

Miranda notices a group of senior boys coming up behind me. “Got to run!” she announces.

When school finally lets out, Ashley and I meet by the lockers and walk out to the car together. On the drive home, I confess my stupidity.

“It could be worse. It could be your dad!” Ashley repeats loudly. “Tell me you didn’t actually say that, Becca."

“I did, but I don't think it was as bad as it seems. She wasn't mad. Miranda knows how I am. There's something wrong with me, seriously."

“When I told you to just act normal, I had no idea you would take it so literally.” Ashley laughs out loud.

“You shouldn’t have told me that. It was way too much pressure.”

“What did Miranda say?”

“She’s fine now. She’s just worried about what will happen if you guys break up.” I try to change the subject. “Did you get your Secret Santa assignment?”

“Christina Appleton, if you can believe that,” Ashley replies with a grin. “Maybe I can get her a date with George.”
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