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That Was Yesterday




JULY 10, 1986




AT THAT MOMENT under the car, it was hard to tell what was worse, the acrid smell of burning rubber or the searing heat blasting from the engine’s undercarriage. Somehow Wynter had escaped the wheels of the black car as it barreled over her.

With her cheek pressed to the hot asphalt, she watched the car’s taillights burn red as it screeched to a stop. Wynter looked back and saw the boy again, blond and blue-eyed, but this time he was running, or trying to. The road moved under his feet like a treadmill. He was always too far away and going nowhere.

The boy finally reached toward her just as the car’s wheels began to squeal once more. Wynter returned her gaze to the car to see billows of blue-gray smoke pouring out from the back wheels, the car accelerating in reverse toward her. She tried to move but her body refused to obey. In her mind she screamed as the car rolled back over her a second time.

The impact of the rear tires jolted Wynter awake. Thankfully the store was empty. If word of her sleeping on the job had gotten back to Vinny, she was sure he’d fire her on the spot. She pushed aside the issue of Popular Photography that she had been reading and wiped away the sleep drool that had collected on the display case.

Her dreams had felt increasingly more real over the past few weeks, more visceral. And they left a lasting hangover that was an unwelcome and stubborn companion today. She rubbed her temples to soothe the relentless pounding behind her eyes.

Wynter had awoken that morning to a clammy sweat, her nightie stuck uncomfortably to her body, her mind still heavy with vibrant leftover images. As the day had pressed on, the morning dream faded and mixed with this latest one, but the pain lingered.

Maybe, somehow, it was real.

Of course, that was impossible and Wynter shook off the thought. She’d be injured or more likely dead. But the pain was real. She worked her fingers to the back of her neck and ran her fingertips through the roots of her red hair to try to bring some relief. It did not.

Shooters was the only camera store in Newhaven and her shift would soon be over. She imagined crawling into her cool bed to sleep off the rest of the day. Or at least until dinner time. But that meant she might dream again.

Wynter had briefly considered going home early but that meant she’d have to call and ask permission from Vinny, never a pleasant task. She could already hear his reply.

“What’s in it for me?” he would say as he wiggled his eyebrows, a lascivious grin spreading across his thin, greasy lips. Vinny was the brainchild behind the store’s logo, a sloppily drawn rip-off of the Hooters owl with a pair of binoculars to its eyes and a camera with a long telephoto lens dangling around its neck. Cheap and obvious. In a way it was genius since it captured his personality perfectly.

Vinny may have been a horrible boss, but his saving grace was to rarely show his face around the store. Wynter often wondered how someone with such limited business acumen could keep a photography store profitable, particularly in Newhaven, North Dakota, population 2,328. People weren’t exactly beating down the door for camera equipment and supplies.

Stedford Plaza, Newhaven’s one shopping mall and home to Shooters, had been deader than usual for a Thursday.

Small miracles.

Wynter loved photography and being paid to be around equipment that she could only hope to own someday was certainly a highlight when the days were long and boring. And some of the equipment was top notch. She most coveted the Pentax A* 135mm f1.8 telephoto lens, nicknamed “Speedy Gonzales” due to its fast aperture. Wynter had drooled over it ever since Vinny had brought it into the store, but he refused to let her try it on her old bargain K1000 SLR. With a price tag of over $1,000, she’d likely never get a chance. Vinny didn’t believe in “try before you buy.”

After rearranging the photography magazines and checking the levels of film stock for the third time that day, Wynter sat on a stool behind the front display case. Locked in front of her was good old Speedy. She hoped the lens would never sell because she was going to buy it some day.

Wynter laid her head down on the glass top. Its cool surface soothed her skin, and her head began to feel a bit better.

“Sleeping on the job again?” a voice said from behind. “Wait ’til Vin hears about this.”

Wynter lifted her head to see Daytona in front of the stockroom door with her arms crossed. Her skirt and Shooters T-shirt, both black to coordinate, hugged her body and left little to the imagination. With her straightened long blond hair, she could have worked at Hooters for real if she wanted to. That’s probably why Vinny had hired her. “Yeah? And what have you been doing?”

Daytona’s boyfriend Hunter appeared behind her, his hair sticking up at odd angles. “Doggie-style!” He howled like a wolf.

Daytona whacked his lean chest with the back of her hand. “We’ve been organizing the back room.”

“We’ve been organizing something.” Hunter laughed.

Why Vinny had hired these two remained a mystery. Wynter had long suspected hidden cameras in the stockroom to record Daytona and Hunter’s sexcapades. “How many times does the back room need to be organized?” Wynter gave Daytona a sideways look. “I’ve been keeping track.”

Daytona narrowed her eyes at her instead of answering the question. “I got to go to the bathroom.” She trudged out into the main concourse of the plaza, tripping the optical customer alert across the entrance. A soft ding-dong sounded inside the stockroom.

Hunter slid up beside Wynter at the counter. “Don’t be mad. She won’t tell Vinny anything. I’ll make sure of it.”

Wynter nodded. “I know. Sometimes it’d be nice if you guys did a little work around here.”

Hunter smiled. It was one of his best features and made up for his god-awful mullet. “If you had the choice, would you rather be working or... organizing?” He motioned to the stockroom.

Wynter shrugged, a delicate shade of pink mixing with her light brown skin. “It’s time to lock up.”

Hunter gave her a playful shove. “You’re hilarious, Wintergreen.” That was Hunter’s nickname for her. Wintergreen. It didn’t make any sense. “Got any plans for the weekend?”

“It’s still Thursday.”

“Doesn’t mean you can’t have plans.”

Wynter closed her eyes. The ache in her head was building again. “I just want to get home. Got a wicked headache.”

“Good thing it’s almost quitting time.”

The clock in the corner of the store read 5:10 p.m. and Wynter could hear the echoes of Daytona’s black Converse on the concourse tile.

“Your queen approaches.”

“She sure does.”

Daytona stepped into the store.

Ding-dong.

“Ready to go, Babe?”

Hunter hopped over the counter like an eager puppy.

Daytona directed her gaze at Wynter. “Lock up for us?” She didn’t wait for a response.

Hunter ran up and gave Daytona a playful slap on her behind before picking her up and throwing her over his shoulder. “Let’s go organize somewhere.” She pretended to protest between her giggles.

Before the two of them were out of sight, Hunter called back, “Make some plans!”

Deal with this damn headache, Wynter thought. That’s my one and only plan. And if Daytona and Hunter could leave early, so could she, just this one time. After balancing the register, she turned out the lights, pulled the security gate closed, and locked it.

As Wynter approached the exit doors of the plaza, she thought she heard the Shooters phone ringing. Whoever it was, they’d have to try again tomorrow. Her throbbing head took priority now.

She secured the strap of her purse over her shoulder and began her walk home. She couldn’t help but wonder if the dream would come back.
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NEWHAVEN, FLAT AND unmemorable, sprawled smack in the center of North Dakota, divided in half by Interstate 94 and connected on both sides by the Main Street Overpass to the east and the 19th Street Bridge to the west. Both structures crossed the highway, but the Main Street Overpass boasted four lanes instead of two and held the on- and off-ramps to the highway.

To the north lay residential homes and the business center of town, anchored by Stedford Plaza. FoodXpress Supermarket shared the plaza’s parking lot along Main Street with Pizza Zip and Golden Palace. Beside the parking lot, Finn’s Gas N Go, one of two gas stations in Newhaven, consistently won “Friendliest Full Service” in the annual Newhaven Register “Best Of” poll.

The south end of town was a stark contrast to the north. Smaller, cheaper residential homes peppered the area and the only business laying claim across the great Interstate divide was the Starlite SuperSkate roller rink. That arrangement was a match made in heaven since most of the rink’s customers were southies anyway.

Wynter wilted under the summer heat. The plaza parking lot was deserted. With an average summer temperature of eighty degrees Fahrenheit, both northies and southies loved to escape to the plaza and its air conditioning even if they had no intention to buy. It was usually Newhaven’s gathering place. But not today.

Why wasn’t Stedford packed?

It was a question that did not stay in Wynter’s head for long. Home was fifteen minutes away. She quickened her pace even though it made her head throb more.

She followed Main Street as it curved through the town’s business center. Ahead was the overpass. A bridge. Wynter despised bridges. The edges always pulled at her like a magnet to iron. In her mind she’d see herself flying off the edge to certain death in hundreds of ways.

Wynter closed her eyes and took a fortifying breath. Reopening her eyes, it was a surprise to see someone walking toward her, a black hoodie shrouding their face. She stepped onto the overpass’s one narrow sidewalk and made sure to stay as far from the outer railing as possible. She could feel the pull of the overpass’s edge already.

As the distance between them diminished, Wynter realized the person was close to her age and height. A boy. Curly blond hair poked out of his hoodie. Their eyes met for a second, his blue eyes intense, as they passed each other at the midpoint.

Wynter felt a shiver move through her body.

Do I know him?

She continued to walk across the overpass.

Should I look back? Is he looking back at me?

The overpass’s hold on her faded, replaced with intense curiosity and longing. By the time Wynter reached the opposite side of the overpass, she could stand it no longer. She turned to look back.

The boy with the blond curly hair and eyes like blue sapphires stood on the railing of the overpass, his arms slack at his sides.

“Hey!” Wynter found herself running back towards the boy, her concern for the overpass’s edge forgotten. “What are you doing?”

The boy locked gazes with Wynter but said nothing. His left foot stepped into the void.

“No! STOP!” Wynter pumped her legs as fast as they would move her. She reached out with her left hand, open and ready to grab the boy’s hoodie and pull him back to safety. But she was too late.

The boy stepped off the railing and plunged toward the highway traffic below.

If only I had turned around a few seconds sooner, I could have...

Wynter grabbed the railing and scanned the busy highway, steeling herself for a horrific spectacle below. But there was nothing. No boy. No aftermath. Nothing. The boy was all in her head.

Am I going crazy?

From behind, someone yelled at her. Wynter’s thoughts melted away. She pushed herself back from the railing, all at once aware of the overpass’s edge, stumbled off the curb of the sidewalk, and sat down.

She may not have recognized the boy—or did she?—but Wynter knew that voice anywhere. “Quinn?”

Quinn Benoit and Wynter had been best friends since middle school. Quinn worked at the FreshWhip stand at the plaza’s food court, practically a stone’s throw from Shooters. They had been inseparable all through middle and into high school, but after finishing 11th Grade Wynter had noticed a growing independence in both of them. It was strange and cool at the same time.

Quinn ran up the sidewalk, squatted, and stared back at her with the exotic eyes of her mixed-race parents. She wore a goofy grin behind glasses in rounded tortoise-shell frames and fine black hair cut in a bob. She still had her FreshWhip uniform on, a pink short-sleeved polo top with black shorts, and she held one of their signature drinks in one hand. As her voluminous black leather satchel slid off her shoulder, her grin changed to an expression of concern. “Hey, Bug. You okay? You were supposed to call me.” Quinn set her drink down on the curb and helped Wynter to her feet. “What’s going on?”

Wynter looked at her and tried to process both Quinn’s questions and what she had just seen. “I don’t know.” She stepped up with trepidation to the railing and looked over the edge. Still nothing but highway traffic below.

Quinn instinctively placed her arm across Wynter’s chest as if to prevent her from jumping. She knew Wynter had a history with bridges. It was weird, but hell, everyone had something weird about them. It was the weird things you remembered. “Whoa, girl.”

Wynter’s eyes cleared as she faced her. “I’m okay.”

“You sure?”

Wynter nodded.

Quinn grabbed her satchel, picked up her drink, and took a sip. “Want some? It’s orange-strawberry.”

“I just need to get home. My head’s killing me.”

“I got just the thing. Hold this.” Quinn handed Wynter the drink and began digging through her satchel.

The cool condensation felt good in Wynter’s hand. She closed her eyes, raised the cup, and ran cold droplets across her forehead.

“You’re supposed to drink it.” Quinn raised a brow. “What’s gotten into you?”

“Feels good.”

“Tastes better.” Quinn found what she was looking for. “Got it! Now this is good shit.” She held a small beat up aspirin tin, barely recognizable from all the scratches and dents. She popped the tin open to reveal half a dozen small white tablets and removed two. “Here. Take these.”

“What are they?”

Quinn smiled. “Don’t worry. It’s just generic Tylenol. And it’s not poisoned.” Even though it had been almost four years since tampered Tylenol had killed seven people, a rash of recent copycats had kept the public nervous.

Wynter popped the pills into her mouth without a moment of thought and washed them down with a swig of Quinn’s FreshWhip.

“Come on. I’ll walk you home.”

“But you’re a northie.”

“So? You’re my best friend, Bug.” Quinn shoved her satchel out of the way and hooked arms with Wynter. “Besides, we’ve got much to talk about.”

“Like what?”

“Like boys.”

Wynter shook her head gently. “I have no time for boys.”

“Screw that. We need boyfriends.”

“Why?”

“Besides the obvious...?” Quinn smirked and raised her brow.

“I hear enough of the obvious at the store. Hunter and Daytona are at it all the time. I end up doing all the work.”

“Tell Vinny.”

Wynter laughed. “Yeah, right. He’d probably join in.”

Both girls looked at each other and laughed. “Gross!” they said in unison.

“Hunter is hot, though,” Quinn said.

“What? Um, no.”

“But he is.”

Wynter rolled her eyes. “If you go for guys with nothing but air between their ears.”

“It’s not what’s between their ears I’m interested in.” Quinn sighed. She looked to the sky and a small smile curled her lips.

“You’re having a fantasy right now, aren’t you?”

Quinn answered with a suggestive grin.

“Jesus. Stop.”

“You work with him every day,” Quinn said. “Doesn’t he make your knees weak?”

Wynter shook her head. “Honestly, no. And even if he did, I can’t compete with Daytona.”

Quinn stared at her in disbelief. “Hell no. You got the body and the brains.”

“Change of topic for one hundred, Alex.”

“Someone in this go-nowhere town has to pop your cherry.”

“Ugh. Stop.” Wynter rubbed her temple.

Quinn relented. “Okay, okay. But I’m going to keep my eyes open for both of us.”

“Whatever floats your boat.”

The two girls traversed the overpass and continued down Main Street, straight into southie territory.

Wynter gave Quinn a friendly nudge. “You’re on the wrong side of the tracks now, honey.”

“Ooo, I’m shaking in my boots.” Quinn wiggled her finger at her.

No question about it. Wynter was feeling a bit better. The pills, plus Quinn’s energy, had begun to work their magic.
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A WHOOP-WHOOP SOUNDED from behind. Both girls turned to see a white Chevrolet Suburban following slowly behind them, the Newhaven Police Department logo boldly displayed on the side panel.

Quinn faced Wynter and smirked. “Speak of the devil. Sheriff Hotpants.”

“Don’t embarrass me, Quinn. I’m serious.”

“Have you ever imagined what Anson looks like naked?”

“What? He’s like twice our age. And he’s practically my uncle.”

“So? Last I checked fantasies aren’t illegal.” Quinn snuck a peek at Anson. “He’s wearing short sleeves. And those sunglasses.” They were Ray-Bans, the same style worn by Tom Cruise in Top Gun.

Wynter whispered through clenched teeth. “Control yourself.”

The four-door police SUV rolled up next to the girls. Anson slid his sunglasses down to look over the rims. “Hey there, Wynter, Quinn. Do you need assistance? A ride home perhaps?”

Anson Jacobs had led the McLeod County Sheriff’s Office and Newhaven Police Department for the past ten years and worked as a deputy ten years before that. Due to the low crime in Newhaven, Sheriff Anson acted more like a concierge for the town. He knew everyone by name and tried to be as helpful as possible to the citizens of his jurisdiction.

Quinn brought her head close to Wynter’s. “Anson wants to give us a ride,” she whispered. “It’s our lucky day.”

“I’m almost home anyway,” Wynter whispered back.

“But he’s so hot.”

Anson rubbed his trimmed beard, his biceps flexing. “Did you hear me, ladies? I got places to be, so...”

Wynter shook her head at Quinn.

Quinn licked her lips. “We’d love a ride, Anson.” She dug into her satchel, brought out a tube of lipstick, and gave her lips a quick refresh. “Want some?” Wynter declined and followed Quinn into the front bench seat of the SUV.

“I’ve got a bad headache,” Quinn said. “If you could take me home first, I’d really appreciate it.”

Wynter pulled Quinn close and whispered into her ear. “What are you doing? I’m the one with the headache.”

“Giving you more time with this fine specimen.”

“I didn’t ask—”

“Want something for it?” Anson asked. “I’m sure I’ve got some painkillers in the first aid kit.”

“Actually, I’ve taken something already,” Quinn said. “It just hasn’t kicked in yet.” She exchanged a glance with Wynter. “Um, it’s totally legal, if that’s what you’re wondering. A generic brand of Tylenol.”

Anson called in the ride, pulled a U-turn, and headed back into town toward the northern subdivision of Newhaven. “Don’t worry, Quinn. I believe you.” He locked gazes with her for a moment. “You’re not high. I’d know it if you were.” He winked at her.

Quinn turned to Wynter and mouthed “Oh my God.”

“Careful.” Anson motioned at Quinn’s drink. “Spilling FreshWhip in a police vehicle is a felony.” His eyes crinkled at the corners as he regarded the blue sky for a moment, before returning his attention to the road ahead. “Beautiful day it turned out to be. Hot.”

“Totally hot.” Quinn glanced at Wynter and stifled a giggle.

Wynter gave Quinn a playful whack.

Quinn spotted two boys ahead, walking on the gravel shoulder of the road. “Isn’t that—”

“Cash and Jake?” Anson nodded. “I passed them a few minutes before passing you.”

Quinn leaned over Wynter’s lap and hooked her elbows on the SUV’s open passenger-side window. Wynter covered her eyes in preparation for an embarrassing display.

“Oh no you don’t.” Quinn pulled Wynter to the window to join her, their hair mingling in the wind. “Hey Cash! Jake! We’ve been arrested. You going to bail us out?”

Cash and Jake scrunched their brows in confusion as the police SUV drove by. “What?” Cash said. “What are you talking...” His voice faded out with distance.

“Want me to stop?” Anson had already begun to slow down.

“God no,” Quinn said. “They’re nerds. At least Jake is. We don’t want them to get the wrong idea.” She leaned close to Wynter’s ear and whispered, “They’re probably virgins too.”

Wynter looked back at the two boys. Cash, with his short blond hair, blue eyes, a keen fashion sense, and dimples to die for, raised his hand to wave. Tiny butterflies fluttered in her stomach. Cash had always had that effect on her. She had wanted to ask him out on several occasions but always lost her nerve.

Jake on the other hand didn’t concern himself with coordinated clothes. Give him jeans, a T-shirt, and a Nintendo baseball cap, and he was good to go. His long brown hair snaked and curled around the hem of his cap.

Cash and Jake made a good pair. They kept each other’s styles in check.

Anson glanced at Quinn. “I take it you two already have boyfriends.”

“No,” Wynter said.

“We’re playing the field.” Quinn straightened her posture, her reaction almost defensive. “Keeping our options open.”

Wynter sat back and watched the reflection of Cash and Jake shrink in the SUV’s side mirror. She wondered what Cash was thinking.

“I see.” Anson chuckled. “You could do a lot worse. Cash is as reliable as the day is long. I don’t know much about Jake, except he’s a whiz with technology. If he’s a friend of Cash’s, that’s good enough for me.”

Anson turned onto Hobbs Avenue, lined with lush trees and finely manicured lawns. Some yards were separated by the quintessential white picket fences. Every garage could accommodate at least two cars. He turned into the driveway of a raised rancher with white siding and a red brick foundation forming the lower level. A baby blue Volkswagen Bug sat on one half of the driveway. “This is you, right?”

Quinn nodded.

Wynter opened the passenger door to let Quinn out.

“Take care of that head of yours,” Anson said.

“Thanks. I will.” Quinn rubbed her forehead before stepping almost nose to nose with Wynter. “Enjoy the ride home,” she whispered with a wink.

Anson radioed into dispatch before reversing back into the street.

Quinn waved, “Call me later, Bug!”

Wynter raised a “thumbs up” in response.

Anson navigated back to Main Street. “Why ‘bug’?”

“Short for shutterbug.”

Anson nodded and settled into the drive. “Quinn didn’t have a headache, did she?”

“No.” Wynter spoke quietly.

“Why would Quinn want to lie to me?”

“It’s nothing, Anson. We were just joking around.” Wynter paused. “She thinks you’re hot. So we—”

“Okay. I get it. Enough said.” Anson endured an awkward silence until, “Tell her I’m flattered.”

Wynter nodded.

“You’re the one with the headache.”

“It feels a bit better now.”

Anson gave her a concerned once-over. “You know you can call me for anything, right? Your mom and I have an agreement.”

“I know. Thanks.” Wynter propped her head next to the open window. The breeze played with her red hair. “How’s Mercy?”

“Pretty great actually.” Anson sported a wide smile whenever he talked about Mercedes. “She’s thinking about starting her own salon soon, maybe out of Halston.”

Mercedes “Mercy” Meadows had been sculpting nails at the Bombshell Salon ever since moving to Newhaven eight years ago. She had been Anson’s plus one for the past seven. Apart from her skill with nails, Mercy was known for her always-changing hair color. At the moment it was bleach blond with strawberry tips.

“When are you two going to get married?”

Anson balked. “Soon.”

“She’s not going to wait forever, you know.”

“Yeah,” Anson sighed. “I’m working on it.”

“Maybe you should—”

“Maybe we should keep our romantic lives to ourselves.” Anson crossed the highway into Newhaven’s southern, less affluent suburb. Rows of small homes built in the 1950s lined the side streets branching off Main Street, not an attached garage to be seen. “How’s that head of yours? Any better?”

“A bit.”

“Sure you’re okay?”

Wynter almost spilled the beans about the blond boy who was there, then wasn’t. She stopped herself at the last moment. Anson would never have believed her anyway. He dealt only in tangible evidence.

“Yeah, I’m fine,” she said.

Anson turned into the long entrance of the only home Wynter had ever known. She heard the buzz of the neon sign before seeing it.

Sven Dwarfs Trail’r Park.

The neon tubing in the first “e” in “Seven” had been burnt out for as long as Wynter could remember and removing the “e” from the word “Trailer” had never made any sense to her. “Dwarves” was spelled wrong, one could only hope by mistake. At the base of the sign was an old, beat up pay phone. She had no idea if it worked. In all of her sixteen years, she’d never had a reason to use it.

Welcome home, illiterate trailer trash.

Wynter began to giggle.

Anson raised an eyebrow at her. “What’s gotten into you? You’re really acting weird today.”

“I’m just super tired.”

Sven Dwarfs was laid out in a circle, with mobile homes lined up perpendicularly around the outside of the central ring road. The inner circle was reserved for recreation, but the grass was knee-high. Maintenance was a low priority.

Anson angled the police SUV next to pad #7 where a beige single-wide trailer sat, a wind chime hanging next to the front door. “Say hi to your parents for me.”

“I don’t think anyone’s home yet, but I will. Thanks.” Wynter climbed out of the SUV and closed the door. Anson scrutinized her as she went. “I’m fine. Really.”

“Alright. Later.” Anson waited for Wynter to unlock her front door and step inside. He reversed and followed the ring road out of the trailer park, a dusty cloud clinging to his bumper.

The trailer was empty and stifling. Wynter’s mother Madeline hadn’t yet returned home from her shift as a cashier at the FoodXpress and her father Nolan commuted to the Halston Public Library where he worked as a librarian. He wouldn’t be home for at least an hour. It was a perfect time to catch a nap.

Wynter opened the small windows in both bedrooms, the living room, and the kitchen to get a cross-breeze going. However, the weak breeze was warm too. It would have to do. She locked the front door and headed to her bedroom.

Wynter pulled off her work clothes, threw on a tank top and shorts, and flopped onto her bed. Catching some sleep before dinner would be a good idea. Usually sleep came easily to her, but after today she wondered if it would ever be easy again.
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WYNTER WANTED TO live in a larger trailer someday, or even in a real house. Nine-hundred thirty square feet seemed like a lot at first, but when the trailer measured sixteen feet on one side, everything inside was squeezed together, especially for three people. Privacy was in short supply.

Madeline and Nolan’s bedroom terminated one end of the trailer, with the kitchen on the other. In the middle sat the shared bathroom, Wynter’s bedroom, and the living room, connected with an “open plan” hallway. Although their respective bedrooms were small, they were comfortable and did not share any common walls.

But the walls were thin.

Occasionally, on the nights when she couldn’t fall asleep fast enough, Wynter had the pleasure of listening to her parents shake the trailer. She knew it was a normal thing, but not her normal. The sounds had inspired images in her head she would not soon forget, if ever.

Her bed was pushed into the corner of the room, leaving access to the small open window. Her mother had wanted to replace the threadbare curtains of her childhood, but Wynter had refused. She wasn’t ready to let them go.

Against the adjacent wall to the window sat a small corner desk. Keepsakes and books, more nonfiction than fiction, many on the subject of lucid dreaming and photography, lined the two shelves above.

A narrow half-length mirror hung on the wall between the bedroom door and a small closet just big enough to be functional. Wynter hung some of her clothes there but used most of the space to store her slowly growing collection of photography equipment.

Sandwiched between the closet and her bed sat a small dresser that doubled as a bedside table and held a reading lamp and a cheap clock radio. The wall above the head of Wynter’s bed was her shrine. It featured a large corkboard with a poster of the Sheyenne National Grassland, a map of North Dakota, and dozens of photographs. She had used pins to mark the map with her favorite locations to take photos.

The room was cramped with very little floor space, but it was her own space. That made up for a lot.

Despite her mounting exhaustion, Wynter ran her fingertips over the spines of her small selection of books and pulled out her favorite, Eyes Wide Dreaming by Dr. A. X. Gardner. She flicked on her reading lamp and opened the book.

Her plan was to reread the section on dreams crossing over into reality, but her body had other plans. She set the open book on her chest and closed her eyes.

That was all it took. Within the sanctuary of her bedroom Wynter’s weary mind succumbed to sleep. And as her sleep state deepened, the summer sun headed for the horizon, tracking a stretched yellow square of light across the remaining books on her shelf.
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WYNTER FACED A wide expanse of grass and trees, lush and green, stretching as far as her eyes could see. The gentle wind caressed her hair and left it warm and sweet like spun sugar.

She stood in the middle of a road. A white sundress, so light on her skin it felt as if she was naked, billowed around her. The painted yellow center line passed between her legs, the asphalt beneath it crumbling into dirt until overtaken by vegetation.

“What is this place?” Wynter thought, but instead heard her own voice as if she had spoken.

A sound rose up behind her. She turned to see the boy, the one with the blond curls and black hoodie. He, too, walked barefoot.

Wynter was at the Main Street Overpass again, except it wasn’t. The overpass and the highway beneath had somehow been transported to the middle of the grasslands. The traffic had come with it but made no sound.

The boy stopped and pulled back his hoodie. Tousled by the wind, his hair danced across his forehead.

Wynter took tentative steps toward him. “Who are you?”

The boy gazed at her with his clear blue eyes and said nothing.

“What’s your name?” Wynter took another few steps.

The boy turned to look at the never-ending stream of traffic below. He grabbed the railing and began to climb. In three steps his feet reached the top. He turned his stance to face her.

“Not again.” Wynter’s feet gripped the asphalt as she propelled herself toward the boy. Her dress floated on the wind like a cape. “Stop! Don’t jump!”

She could feel his eyes on her, feel his urgency, despite their distance. Wynter hiked up the hem of her dress and ran, bridging the gap between them as fast as she could manage.

The warm air turned hot in her throat and she could now hear the traffic noise below. Just a few more feet and she’d be able to pull this mysterious boy to safety.

The boy’s body arced toward the highway below, slowly at first, until gravity took hold. This time he reached forward with one hand.

“He wants to be saved.” Wynter was close enough to detect a hint of a smile on his face. She maintained her speed even though the asphalt burned her feet. But the distance between them was too great.

Wynter stretched forward with her hand. An eighteen-wheeler from nowhere barreled down Main Street across the overpass, its horn shattering her thoughts.

The boy fell out of sight below the overpass. Wynter had no chance to witness the aftermath. The eighteen-wheeler was already upon her.
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WYNTER AWOKE WITH a jolt. Her mom sat next to her on the edge of the bed, stroking her hair with a cool, comforting hand.

“There you are, honey,” Madeline said. “You were crying out. Hope I didn’t scare you.”

Wynter let out a breath of relief. “No, Mom.” She reached out and gently squeezed Madeline’s hand. “Thanks.”

“Must have been some dream.” Madeline picked Eyes Wide Dreaming up off the floor.

“It was.”

“I guess books like this don’t help much.” Madeline held the book on her lap.

“Actually, they do help. Sometimes.” Wynter sat up and swung her legs off the bed. “What was I saying? Just before you woke me?”

“I don’t know for sure.” Madeline paused to think. “Mostly gobbledygook. But there was one part where you said ‘wants to be saved’ or something close to that. Do you remember anything?”

Wynter shook her head and lied. “No.” But she had remembered, every part of the dream, every detail.

Her dad knocked on the door and poked his head into the room. His eyes registered the book on Madeline’s lap but did not dwell on it long. “Everything okay?”

Madeline glanced at Wynter, then back at Nolan and nodded. “Right as rain.” Madeline faced Wynter again. “It’s almost eight o’clock. You must be starved.”

“We fixed you a plate,” Nolan said. “Rotisserie chicken from the deli, baked potato, and corn on the cob.”

Wynter’s stomach growled as if on cue.

“Plus freshly baked sugar cookies for dessert.” Madeline smiled and placed Eyes Wide Dreaming on the bed. “Come on, Wynnie.”

The three of them moved to the kitchen. Nolan transferred a plate of food from the fridge to the microwave and reheated it. Piles of sugar cookies cooled on racks beside the oven.

“I guess using the oven on a hot day like today wasn’t the greatest idea.” Madeline picked up a cookie, took a bite and offered the rest to Wynter. “What can I say. I had a craving.”

Wynter sat at the kitchen table and popped the cookie into her mouth. “Mom, your sugar cookies are the best.”

Madeline waved her off. “Help me ice them later? After they’ve cooled?”

Wynter nodded.

The microwave beeped its completion and Nolan carried the plate of food to the table.

“Thanks, Dad.” Without another word, Wynter dug in. She loved the rotisserie chicken from FoodXpress.

Madeline and Nolan watched their daughter eat. Nolan, who was part Standing Rock Sioux due to his grandmother marrying outside of her tribe, placed his lanky arm around Madeline’s shoulder. She took his hand and kissed it.

Wynter noticed their gesture and smiled.

Nolan stood six-two, thin but strong, his face narrow and angular as if it had been carved from sandstone. He wore his long black hair tied back in a ponytail.

Madeline rocked a fuller figure and stood a few inches shorter than Nolan. Her curves complemented his angles. Her laughter was infectious, and it wouldn’t take her long to convert a crowd of strangers into friends. She preferred to keep her black hair natural and short. “If God had wanted me to have straight hair, I would’ve been born with it,” Madeline would say.

Wynter was struck by how perfect her parents looked together. “How did you guys, like, know you were meant for each other?”

Madeline looked at Nolan. “You take this one.”

Nolan strolled to the kitchen table and took a seat. “As you know, your mother and I met at Woodstock. That’s a story in itself, half a million people of all colors and races, coming together to celebrate peace, friendship, and music.”

“Don’t forget the love.” Madeline smiled and took a seat next to Nolan. “So much love.”

“I had been at the festival for a day already, enjoying the music and people. It was the second day, Saturday, maybe around dinner time?” Nolan paused to think. “It was evening, close to sunset. Canned Heat had just gone on stage singing ‘I’m Her Man.’ ” Nolan smiled sweetly at Madeline and kissed her forehead. “I saw your mom standing in the crowd and we just connected. I’m looking at her and she’s looking at me and it’s like the people all around us just faded away. I knew right then that your mom was the one. We spent the rest of the festival together.” Nolan’s eyes misted up. “I remember it like it was yesterday.”

Madeline reached for Nolan’s hand and squeezed it. “A week later we were married and you, our red-headed wonder, arrived nine months later.”

“And that was a shock,” Nolan said. “Thankfully the doctor told us a red-headed child was genetically possible from a mixed-race couple, but the odds were extremely rare.”

“You are indeed one of a kind.” Madeline smiled.

Wynter finished up her meal. “So you just knew? Just like that?”

Nolan nodded. “Pretty much.”

Wynter alternated her gaze between her two parents. “You do realize how romantic that story is, right?”

“Our story, and the music, is the romantic part.” Nolan looked at Madeline and started to snicker. “Remember the biffies?”

“Lord, do I.” Madeline’s body shook with laughter. “Some genius thought six hundred portable toilets would be enough for all those people. It was nasty.”

“Imagine a million shits over three days. The Port-O-San guy had his work cut out for him.”

“Port-O-San! That’s right. Pew!” Madeline waved her hand in front of her nose. Nolan headed to the living room, kissing her cheek as he went by.

“Okay, stop.” Wynter held up her hands and shook her head back and forth. “Too much information.”

Nolan parked himself on the living room sofa and turned on the television. Muted sounds of sitcom laughter rose from the set.

Madeline calmed her laughter. “You’re right. That trip down memory lane spun out of control rather quickly, don’t you think?”

Wynter answered her with a stare.

Madeline tried to match her seriousness, but the odd giggle still slipped out.

“Family Ties is starting,” Nolan said.

Madeline looked at Wynter. “Family Ties or icing sugar cookies?”

Wynter grinned and swept her hair away from her eyes. “Sorry, Alex P. Keaton. I choose cookies. No contest. Besides I haven’t had dessert yet.”

“That’s right.” Madeline began collecting ingredients to make royal icing. “Best we get cracking.”

As Wynter helped Madeline ice sugar cookies, her mind drifted, wondering when and where she’d meet “the one.” And if he’d be blond with blue eyes.
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NOLAN FINISHED BRUSHING his teeth and slipped into bed. Madeline had the covers pulled up to her chin even though the summer heat still hung heavy in the trailer.

Their bedroom was a little larger than Wynter’s, able to accommodate a queen-sized bed. A closet ran the length of the room, divided by two separate doors. Madeline had planned to use each side to separate her clothes from Nolan’s but discovered her collection of clothes vastly outnumbered his. But as long as Nolan had some hanger space, he was content with the dresser beside the bed.

Opposite the closet, under the only window in the room, ran one short long bookcase. It held all their favorites. Nolan read quickly and would bring new books home every few days, exchanging them with ones he had finished. Near the foot of the bed was a second entrance into the bathroom. With a teenager in the trailer too, privacy was a precious commodity.

He picked up The Bourne Supremacy by Robert Ludlum and opened it to where he’d left off.

Madeline looked at him and sighed. “I’ve been thinking.”

Nolan closed his book. He knew that reading would not be on the agenda tonight. His gut churned. He had a feeling he knew where this was going. “This is about that book, isn’t it?”

Madeline returned her gaze to the ceiling.

“Maddie. It’s just a book.”

Madeline propped herself up on her elbow to face him. “Aren’t you worried? You of all people should know about the dangers of certain books.”

He looked at her. “No, I’m not worried. It’s a book about dreaming, not fascism.”

“You don’t think those books are harmful, putting thoughts in her head?”

“Any book can make you think. But dreams aren’t real. If they were, I’d be in prison for sure.” Nolan chuckled.

“You didn’t see her, when I went into her room.” Madeline’s serious eyes held him. “It was like she was struggling or fighting against something. And she was talking.”

“What did she say?”

Madeline rubbed her temple with her free hand. “It didn’t make sense.”

“People have nightmares. It happens.”

Madeline slumped back into her pillow.

“Look, Maddie. I’m not trying to shut you down,” Nolan said. “I just think this looks exactly like what it is. A nightmare.” It was his turn to face her. “Do you remember when we went to see A Nightmare on Elm Street in Halston a couple years ago? Did you have bad dreams? Because I sure did.”

“But that’s different.”

Nolan looked toward the bedroom door and lowered his voice. “It’s not. Even though that movie gave me bad dreams, the dreams weren’t real.”

“The movie was fictional. The books she’s reading are not.”

“I’d call them creative nonfiction,” Nolan said. “I know there are many people, credible people, who claim to be able to control their dreams. But there’s little definitive proof that it’s actually possible. It’s anecdotal. You have to take them at their word.”

“What about your grandmother? You’ve heard the stories.”

Nolan laid his head back on his pillow. “That’s all they are. Stories. No one can verify what she was able to do.”

The two of them lay in silence for a moment.

“I’m still worried,” Madeline said finally.

Nolan rolled over and kissed her. “Okay. We’ll keep an eye on her.” He gently pushed Madeline’s hair away from her face and gave her his lop-sided smile that she loved so much. “Could I interest the lady in a mattress dance?”

Madeline laughed and pulled him on top of her. “Is there a money-back guarantee?”

“There is...” Nolan laid kisses across her neck. “But you’re not going to need it tonight.” He disappeared under the covers.
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AFTER FINISHING ICING sugar cookies, Wynter had joined her parents for an episode of Knots Landing, a show that had become a Thursday night family tradition since she had turned fifteen. Homework had to be completed first, but it was summer now, no school, the best time of the year. CBS ran reruns of Knots Landing during the summer and that meant Wynter could watch episodes she had never seen before. After she had dozed off for the third time, Madeline suggested she go to bed early. Wynter needed no convincing.

Sleep found her quickly. It always had but tonight was quicker than most. The raucous vibrations from her parent’s bedroom currently moving through the trailer did not wake her. Instead, her eyes ping-ponged beneath her eyelids like she was watching a tennis match on fast forward. Eyes Wide Dreaming described the action as rapid eye movement, or REM, a signal to the waking world that she was dreaming.

Wynter found herself back on the sidewalk of the Main Street Overpass, her white sundress hanging limp at her sides. Facing her, just out of reach, stood the blond boy in the black hoodie, his blue eyes probing hers.

“God, those eyes.” Again, her thoughts vocalized.

She took a step toward him but the distance between them did not change. “Who are you?”

The blond boy opened his mouth as if to speak, then closed it again.

Wynter bolted toward the boy, but whatever force that was keeping them apart adjusted just as fast. She broke into a sprint. Nothing moved except her feet, sliding on invisible ice. Still, she continued to sprint, hot breath in and out, her legs working at a furious pace.

The boy smiled... and nodded? Did he just nod? Wynter was sure that he had. He boosted himself onto the railing of the overpass.

“Don’t jump. Please.” The distance between them began to decrease. Wynter was sure of it. “Please stay.”

She couldn’t maintain her pace forever, but every moment brought her closer to this mysterious boy. She could catch him if she kept going.

He rocked back and forth on the rounded railing. It was then that the world shifted into slow motion, everything except Wynter’s feet.

She reached for the boy, so close her leading fingertips brushed against his. A spark of electricity arced between their fingers and she could sense his body heat. But the boy careened backward off the overpass toward the traffic below.

“NO!” Wynter stretched and grasped, again too late. She watched in horror as the boy fell, away from her and toward the highway. He didn’t appear concerned despite plummeting to his death.

She gazed at the oncoming traffic. An eighteen-wheeler sped toward the boy below. And she would witness the whole thing.

“No.” She turned, squatted with her back against the railing, and closed her eyes. “NO!” Her yell echoed. When she opened her eyes, darkness surrounded her. It took a moment to realize she was back in her room.

She reached up and turned on her bedside lamp, its orange light revealing a drawstring in her hand.

From the blond boy’s hoodie.

It had to be. She didn’t own anything remotely similar to a black hoodie. There was no other explanation.

I brought it out of my dream?

Wynter examined the cotton cord, rolling the frayed ends between her fingers. She held it to her nose. It smelled clean and fresh, like a summer day.

She rolled onto her back. “This is impossible,” she whispered to the room. But there it was, the drawstring black as night, coiled in her hand.

Wynter tilted her bedside lamp to the side. The plastic base that had been painted to resemble brass was hollow underneath. Objects in plain sight made the best hiding spots and this was one of her favorites. A year ago, she had discovered the cover on the bottom of the lamp was removable. She had used it to hide a joint that she planned on smoking with Quinn. The concealment was successful but instead of getting high, they had coughed themselves red in the face.

A small four ounce metal flask slid out of the lamp’s base.

“Forgot about you.” Wynter glanced around the room as if expecting to see someone watching her. She unscrewed the cap, sniffed the spout, and took a sip. The heat of Southern Comfort trickled down her throat. After a sputtering cough, she took one more pull from the flask and twisted the cap back on. Even though the alcohol burned going down, it did give her a sense of relaxation.

She coiled the drawstring around the fingers of her right hand and held it under her nose. The fresh scent made her nose tingle. Wynter laid the flask on its side, placed the coiled drawstring on top, and slid both back into the lamp’s base.

The Southern Comfort radiated heat from within her, but she didn’t feel like sleeping. In the lamp’s low light, she scanned her room, over her desk and the shelves above. Her eyes settled on the spine of Eyes Wide Dreaming.

Wynter drew back the thin covers from the bed and padded over to face the books on her shelves. She had read every single one.

Which one would put me to sleep quickest?

She pulled out a few books, one by one: Great Photography Made Simple, An Illustrated History of the Sheyenne National Grasslands, Lucid Dreaming: A Case Study. None looked interesting enough to read at four in the morning.

Wynter had a brainstorm. Music. She shelved the books and pulled out the top drawer of her desk. The odor of pens, wooden pencils, and rubber erasers floated to her nose. Tucked into the corner of the drawer, right where it was supposed to be, sat her beloved red Sony Walkman WM-75 that her parents had bought her for her fourteenth birthday. The portable cassette player was like magic to her. With auto-reverse turned on, never-ending music helped transport her to places beyond the confines of Newhaven. She hated to imagine how many double-A batteries she had gone through since.

Wynter grabbed the Walkman, the headphones next to it, and crawled back into bed. With headphones unfolded and snugged up against her ears, she pressed play. “That Was Yesterday” by Foreigner began mid song. She closed her eyes and imagined Lou Gramm serenading her from the corner of her room. Her celebrity crush had started as soon as she saw him sing in the music video for “Waiting for a Girl Like You.” Her thumb found the volume control by touch and she turned the music up.

The next song to play, “I Want to Know What Love Is,” was one of her favorites. She had played the entire Agent Provocateur album countless times and was amazed that the tape hadn’t worn out and snapped yet.

Music carried Wynter to sleep, leaving yesterday behind. And if that was yesterday, what would today bring?







Take On Me






WYNTER WOKE TO an empty trailer. The clock radio on her dresser read 8:08 AM. She noticed that her Walkman and headphones were set beside the base of the reading lamp, the headphone’s cable in a careful coil. Nolan must have moved it there. Habitually organized cables were one of his calling cards.


The black spiral of headphone wire reminded Wynter of the drawstring she had pulled out of her dream the previous night. She reached for the lamp, then stopped and cocked an ear.


“Mom?” She waited a moment. “Dad?”


Silence answered back. Satisfied that the trailer was empty, Wynter flipped open the bottom of the reading lamp. The silver flask slid out but there was no drawstring. She took a closer look but there were only wires leading to the lightbulb inside.


Was I dreaming it all?


Wynter looked behind the dresser. Nothing but dust and derelict spider webs. She dropped to the floor and peered under the dresser and bed. Nothing.


She couldn’t have dreamed it. Wynter grabbed the Walkman, plugged in the headphones, and pressed play. “Stranger in My Own House” sounded in her ears. Side two of Agent Provocateur. She had started on side one before she had fallen asleep again.


Wynter stripped off her clothes and hopped into the shower, her mind abuzz. Either Nolan found the drawstring and did something with it, or it had never existed. But its scent still left an echo in her nose. It had to have existed. Or maybe she was hallucinating.


After drying off and pulling on her work clothes, she came to one conclusion. There was no explanation. And she couldn’t wait to tell Quinn.


Wynter looked at her watch. Twenty minutes to nine. She had just enough time to grab some breakfast and meet Quinn before the plaza opened at nine-thirty. She grabbed her purse, locked the trailer door, and was off like a flash.


Finn’s Gas N Go wasn’t only the town’s number one choice for gas. Local teens and tweens had chosen Finn’s as their local candy and junk food stop, Wynter included. The small business had its finger on the pulse of everything young people craved.


Wynter could see Finn’s sign, with its stylized handwritten neon letters, burning in the distance even before reaching the Main Street Overpass. She focused on Finn’s as she hustled across the highway, content to leave the overpass behind for at least eight hours. She had seen enough of it over the past day to last a week.


She was close enough to see the other reason she’d chosen Finn’s: Cash worked the register. Wynter gave her still damp hair a toss before strolling toward the store.


A car’s horn caught her by surprise. She turned to see Anson pulling his police SUV into one of the two gas bays.


Through his open passenger window, he called out, “Feeling better?”


Wynter stopped and nodded. “Just getting some breakfast.”


Anson raised a brow. “No offense to Finn, but you’d get a better meal at Lucy’s.”


“Running late.” Wynter waved him off and turned to see that Cash had been watching her interaction with Anson the whole time.


Oh God. Adults can be so inconvenient.


She straightened her top and strolled into the store. Cash leaned against the back wall behind the counter, his arms crossed against his chest. On the counter was a can of ice-cold Coke and a Hostess Fruit Pie. Blueberry. Her favorite.


“The usual?” He grinned.


Wynter pushed aside her nerves as best she could and smiled back. “Am I that predictable?”


“As far as gas station fast food goes, yes.”


Finn O’Connor shuffled into the store from a back door, grumbling something under his breath. His greasy coveralls did little to conceal his stocky stature. Beside the door hung a baseball bat he lovingly called Ciara. “For the bastards that try to cross me,” he had said.


Finn grabbed a dirty and stained coffee mug from under the counter and walked back to the coffee machine. He glanced back at the food on the counter. “That stuff’ll kill you.”


“People say the same thing about coffee.” Wynter popped the top of her Coke and took a sip.


“Kids.” Finn huffed and wandered back into the garage.


“I should make T-shirts of Finn’s one-liners.” Cash tapped the keys to the register. “I’d probably make a killing.”


“Yeah, probably.” Wynter paid for her items and Cash handed her some change. She tried to look at him but couldn’t carry the weight of his gaze.


Cash took out a pack of Wrigley’s Big Red gum, slid out a stick, and unwrapped the foil.


Wynter looked at her watch and turned for the door. “I’m going to be late, so...”


“Sure. Later, Wynter.” Cash placed the stick of gum in his mouth. “Hey, wait.”


Wynter paused at the door, wanting to stay but not wanting to be late. Quinn would not be denied her gab time.


“Doing anything tonight?”


“Uh, no. Why?” Wynter’s stomach fluttered.


“No reason.”


An awkward silence fell between them.


“Okay. Well...” Wynter pushed open the door. “Got to go. See you.” She passed Anson on her way out.


Cash gnawed his gum. “See you,” he called back but she was already out of earshot.


Anson observed Wynter’s hurried exit as he entered the store. He made a beeline to the coffee machine, filled his thermal travel mug, and stepped to the counter.


Cash rang in the gas charge on the till, his eyes still on Wynter in the distance.


Anson dug out his police department credit card and handed it to Cash. “You should ask her out.”


“What?” Cash processed the credit card and handed it back.


Anson smiled. “Fortune favors the bold, my young friend.” He stepped out of the store and back to his SUV.
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AS WYNTER STRODE toward Stedford Plaza, she replayed her conversation with Cash in her head, trying to imagine how it could have gone better. She couldn’t do it. Every version sucked.


Her watch read just after nine when she pulled open the doors to the plaza. Quinn would be waiting in the small but adequate food court.


Tables and chairs filled the common area of the court, with the FreshWhip stand like a refreshment island all on its own in the center. Quinn didn’t mind it. She liked being in full view.


“It’s better for business.” That was her mantra. “Exposure from all sides.”


Wynter had thought it was creepy. “What about all the pervs that watch you, then go to the bathrooms and jack off?”


“I got no problem with them as long as they wash their hands before buying a drink,” Quinn had said. “Besides, everyone knows everyone in Newhaven.”


That reason wasn’t good enough for Wynter. Just the thought of Vinny watching her at work gave her the willies. She’d never let it happen. She’d quit first.


Around the exterior of the seating area were four other fast food outlets. Despite Newhaven’s small population, all businesses enjoyed brisk trade all year round. Great American Donut served a variety of donuts and pastries, made fresh daily. Pepperia specialized in pizzas that celebrated a fusion of Italian and Mexican flavors. Hot Twists had mastered the Bavarian-style pretzel, salty and guaranteed freshly baked. The Cast Iron Skillet skewed to an older customer, serving more substantial breakfast and lunch entrées.


Wynter spotted Quinn before Quinn spotted her. She was wiping down the FreshWhip countertop. “Sorry I’m late. I... I slept in.”


Quinn gave Wynter a sideways glance and paused her prep work. “What’s wrong, Bug?” She stepped out from behind the counter and led Wynter to a nearby table. They both sat. “Something’s wrong. Tell me.”


Quinn had an uncanny ability to read people. And when someone needed help, she dropped everything. That was one of the positive qualities of her impulsive nature.


Wynter began. “Have you ever had the same dream, over and over.”


“A few times.”


“Well, I keep seeing this boy—”


“Oh.” Quinn raised her brows. “It’s one of those dreams?”


“No. It’s not. I wish it was.” Wynter took a breath. “This boy keeps jumping from the overpass and I can’t save him. I’m never fast enough.”


“Do you recognize him?”


Wynter shook her head. “I’ve never seen him before, but I feel like I have. It’s weird. But it gets weirder.” She took a sip from her Coke. “Remember yesterday when you saw me stumble on the overpass?”


“And you had that headache.”


“Yeah. Well just before you arrived, that boy, the same one in my dreams, jumped off the overpass for real.”


Quinn gave Wynter a sideways glance. “Wait. For real? What do you mean? There wasn’t—”


“I mean I wasn’t asleep.” Wynter locked gazes with Quinn. “He was there but he jumped before I could reach him.”


“You know that’s impossible, right? There would have been cars crashing all over the highway.”


“I know it doesn’t make any sense but that’s what I saw. He was there and then he wasn’t.”


Quinn squeezed Wynter’s hand. “You’re scaring me, Bug.”


Wynter either didn’t hear Quinn’s concern or had chosen to ignore it. She scanned the food court, leaned in, and lowered her voice. “Something else happened last night.”


Quinn was all ears, still concerned but equally captivated.


“I dreamed of him again. We touched fingers. And...” Wynter drifted like she had lost her train of thought.


“And? Don’t leave me hanging, girl.”


She settled her eyes back on Quinn. “I had the drawstring to his hoodie in my hand. When I woke up.”


Quinn blinked. “What?”


“His drawstring from the dream. It was in my hand.”


Quinn slumped back in her chair. She wasn’t buying it.


“It was as real as, like, you and me.” Wynter held her gaze. “I swear.”


“If I could make my dreams real, me and Rob Lowe would be married and living happily ever after in the Hollywood Hills.”


Wynter sighed. “You don’t believe me.”


“Come on, Bug. I mean I want to believe you, but—”


“I know. It sounds crazy.”


A silent moment passed between them.


“Show me,” Quinn said. “The drawstring. Show me.”


Wynter felt a headache coming on and closed her eyes. “It wasn’t there when I woke up. I think my dad might have taken it but I’m not sure.” She looked at her watch. Nine-fifteen. “Look. I got to go set up the store.” She stood and ran towards the plaza’s main concourse.


“Wynter. Wait!”


Quinn rarely addressed her by name unless it was important. Wynter wiped a tear away with a quick twist of her wrist and faced her.


“Aren’t you forgetting something?” She held Wynter’s Coke and unopened fruit pie. She smiled and walked it over. “I’m sorry.” She stepped up and hugged her, careful not to spill. “If you say it happened, it happened. I believe you.”


Wynter let go a breath of relief as she took the soda and pie. “Thanks.”


“See you at lunch?”


Wynter nodded.


“You know, we need to cut loose tonight.” Quinn smiled. “Dream boys are good and all, but real boys have their advantages too.” She flashed her brows. “Starlite tonight? What do you say?”


“Sure.”


The two girls parted. Wynter hurried down the concourse and around the corner to Shooters. She unlocked the security gate and slipped inside.


Quinn had worked her magic, even though she didn’t know it. For the first time in a while, Wynter’s thoughts were on something other than the mystery dream boy.
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