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Tests have haunted me my entire life. Not the high school kind of tests that you know about in advance so you have ample time to study and prepare yourself for. No, I'm talking about the pop quizzes of life. They always happen with no warning, catching you off guard and unprepared. 

As I sat in the middle of the crowded restaurant, listening to my hysterical three-year-old son, Jet, scream at the top of his lungs, all the while the ghost of a dead man was circling us, I wondered what kind of test I was being given this time.

Max, who is practically my adoptive grandfather, once told me that life was just a test. "We are all tested on different levels, dependin' on how much we can handle," he'd said. "If ya were always given easy tests, you would always pass. If ya constantly pass, never being challenged, ya never learn. The only way to grow and become the person you're supposed to be is to be challenged. That's how life is. You're not being punished, Malyn, you're being made." Seeing as how I'm thirty-eight now and still 'being made', I wondered if I'd ever actually get finished.

Today is my husband, Beau's, and my ten year anniversary, so Grandmama and Max wanted to take us out for dinner to a place we'd never been, which happened to be a small restaurant at an old mill in a nearby town. Being able to see spirits my entire life, I'd gotten used to being around them, usually pretending they're not there. Not all historic locations are haunted, but several of them are, including this one. As accustomed as I'd gotten to being around ghosts through the years, it still hasn't prepared me for how Jet reacts to them.

They'd sat us outside on the large patio overlooking a small waterfall, which was beautifully serene. That serenity was shattered when I saw the ghost of a man cross the yard. He was an older man who had on overalls, a plaid shirt, and boots. I should've known from the look on his face that he was gonna be trouble, but I tried to give ghosts the benefit of doubt. 

Once he stepped up onto the patio, eyeing each patron that he passed, Grandmama's eyes darted to mine—she could sense him. "I think we need to—" She hadn't even gotten the words out when Jet jerked his head up and started to cry. His eyes were scanning the patio, looking for whatever was causing his distress, but I could tell he couldn't see him. 

When Max looked up from his menu and saw the dead man, the man saw him looking at him. "I knew y'all felt different," the old man yelled. Max, like me, could also see spirits. That's actually how he met Grandmama, who introduced me to him when I was really young, since our abilities were the same, hoping he could help me. He'd been a part of our family ever since. "Y'all can see me, can'tcha?" He walked around our table before leaning down on it, eyeing each one of us as Jet's cry turned into a scream. He glanced at Jet before sticking his face up to mine. "What are y'uns, some kind of witches?"

"I'm taking him to the car," I announced quietly as I picked up Jet. 

Grandmama apologized to our waitress and told her he was sick and that we had to leave. I didn't wait for them as I walked down the patio steps and across the gravel parking lot with Jet flailing in my arms. To my dismay, the dead man was following us.

"Ya know what they used to do to witches 'round here? Y'all got some nerve steppin' foot on this property." He came at me as I tried to buckle Jet up, causing me to instinctively swing at him. The old man wasn't able to touch me, or vice versa, but every time he reached out at me, Jet screamed. I'd had enough.

I turned and glared at the dead man, not caring who saw me appear to talk to thin air at this point. "Yes, I'm a witch," I lied. "And if you don't leave me and my son alone I'll curse your very soul. If you were alive, you'd wish you were dead. Hell would be a release from what I'm about to cause you if you don't... leave... right... now." The last words came out through gritted teeth.

The man glared back at me, considering my words. "Ya threatenin' me?"

"Oh, no, it's no threat; it's a promise." I circled my hand in front of my face, flicking my fingers up at him like I was about to do some witchy damage. 

He held his hands up in defense. "I'll go." As he reluctantly walked away, he looked back over his shoulder at me. "Y'all best not come back here."

"Don't worry," I said to myself as I turned back around and consoled Jet. "It's okay, little man. He's gone. Mean man's gone."

"Well, that was interstin'," Beau said as he walked up behind me and wrapped his arm around my shoulders. "What made John Thomas cry like that?" He leaned in the backseat and pinched his knee playfully.

"I don't know." 

"Well, I think I know," Grandmama said as she and Max made their way to the car. "I felt that man the second Jet started cryin'."

"But why would he cry like that? Wouldn't he just feel like any other man approaching us?" I asked.

"He was a mean one," Grandmama said, shaking her head. "Full of hate and anger."

Max opened the passenger door and got in. "Let's talk about it in the car." As we all got in and headed to our favorite non-haunted restaurant, Max continued. "I've been watchin' Jet for a while and today has proven that my theory may actually be right. We know he can't see ghosts; however, he can sense them."

"Yeah, we assumed that much," I agreed.

"Well, I also think he's clairsentient—an empath." 

Grandmama nodded in agreement. "I've wondered that."

"What's a clairs—an empath?"

"He can pick up on other's emotions. He's not moody, he just takes on the emotions of those around him and he doesn't understand what's goin' on or how to handle it. When that man walked up, Jet was filled with that same hate and anger, which we, and everyone else on the patio, witnessed."

"What can we do?" I asked, hoping he was somehow mistaken. Being a scientist and researcher for most of his life, Max's theories were usually spot on, but I was hoping this one wasn't. 

"Just sit back and wait. As he grows, I've got a feelin' that his sensitivity to the emotions around him will only intensify, as our own emotions do. But he should be able to control it better when he's older, since he'll have more of an understanding of what he's actually feeling compared to what he's only perceiving. It'll be a learnin' process for all of us."

I looked over at Beau, wondering what he was thinking. Whatever was going through that mind of his was hidden behind a smile. "It's gonna be okay." His dimples sank in deeper as he squeezed my knee. 

I took a deep breath and nodded, even though I doubted his words. My son may or may not be able to feel people's emotions—angry, sad, distraught, psychotic. How would that ever be okay? I thought being able to see spirits my entire life was bad, but this was worse—much worse. 

I felt my eyes start to burn as a knot formed in my throat, which prompted me to look down at Jet, who was now fast asleep. I wondered if he was awake if he'd be crying, since that's what I felt like doing. I'd always thought that he got upset when I did because he didn't like seeing me that way, but now I knew better. It wasn't because he didn't like it; it was because he was feeling it, too.

Beau squeezed my knee again, causing me to look up at him. "We've faced some tough things in our lives, yet here we are. This won't be any different." He wiped a tear away that I didn't realize had escaped. "He's a strong, healthy boy. If this is all we have to worry about durin' his life, we'll be lucky."

"You're right." No matter what special gifts my ancestors and I had unknowingly bestowed upon him, he was healthy. 

I returned his smile as we rode the rest of the way to the restaurant, thankful for my little family. But no matter how thankful I was or how lucky I knew we were, I still couldn't help but worry. Everyone wants their child to live a happy life, but how could mine ever be truly happy if the emotions of everyone else were always crashing down on him? I guess we'd find out soon enough.
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Grandmama

Jet

––––––––
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I hate funerals. I guess most people feel that way, but not to the degree that I do. Not only did I have my own grief to deal with, but also the grief of everyone who's sitting around me. With it being an outdoor funeral, I thought it might dilute their feelings enough to be tolerable, but it didn't. It's at times like this that I hated my unique abilities. Sometimes being able to sense people's emotions is a bit of a perk, but this wasn't one of those times.

My mom, who was taking Grandmama's death the hardest, was sitting next to me, trying her best to control her feelings, as usual, which was only adding to the tension that was rolling off her. I know she means well, trying to keep her bereavement to herself for my sake, but it's futile. Not only was my own heart breaking for my loss, but for her loss, too. 

As I looked out across the field, I thought about how Grandmama insisted that she be buried here. "There's no way I'm gonna be stuck in one of those cold mausoleums," she'd said. "I've always liked playin' in the dirt, surrounded by flowers, so just leave me to it." And we did. 

Since she didn't want to be cremated, and all the cemeteries were full, causing the Government to put a ban on in-ground burials for the past few years, we had to get a special burial permit to bury her here. They dug her grave on a hill in the field next to our house where wild flowers have taken over. We'd already made plans with the mausoleum manager to move Max, my Granddad, here, even though he'd said he didn't care what we did with him once he was gone. "It's just my shell. Who cares what happens to the shell once the nut is removed?" I smiled at the memory of his words. As I watched the flowers blow in the wind, I knew it was gonna be a perfect resting place for her—for all of us—when our times come. 

I took a deep breath, trying to keep my chest from caving in on itself, and closed my eyes, wanting to mentally get away. "Are you okay?" I heard a soft voice come from beside me.

I leaned toward my mom and whispered in her ear, "I'd ask you the same thing, but I already know the answer." I wrapped my arm around her, not knowing what else to do, which prompted her to lean into me and let a few tears go that she'd barricaded behind her eyelids. That little bit of release eased her tension, which only gave way to more grief. I wish I could somehow take the pain away from her instead of just feeling it. I hated seeing and feeling her like this.

When I looked over at Dad, he nodded, which was his silent way of letting me know he appreciated the fact that I was here, suffering through this. How could I not? Grandmama meant a lot to me—the world, actually—so I wasn't about to skip out on my family, no matter how bad my insides kept urging me to.

Grandmama had been our gravity since I could remember. Her son, my mom's dad, died in the World Trade Center terror attack in 2001 by being in the wrong place at the wrong time. It's crazy that my grandfather was a victim in such a violent, historic event. We watched some live footage from it in history recently, since its forty-year anniversary was coming up next year. After seeing the terror that filled New York City that day, I was glad my abilities only worked in person and not through the screen. 

My mom's mother was also dead, so Grandmama had become her guardian when she was five and raised her. She also helped to raise me, since she, too, had abilities that helped her to better understand what I was going through, which was sometimes hell, especially when I was little. Any time I would get around someone who was sad or upset, I'd start crying or screaming uncontrollably, which led to me being stuck at home a lot. I understand now that it was for my own good, but sometimes trying to protect someone from what you think will harm them only causes other problems to arise.

Needless to say, I don't like people. I avoid being around them whenever I can, which has led to a less than active social life. But feeling what I feel, I don't mind being alone. Actually, I relish in it. I do, however, have one good friend named Zander Stone. He knows that I'm sensitive to how others feel, but has no idea to what extent. 

I wasn't listening to the man talking, who I assumed was a preacher, except to hear him say 'Nellie Reed' this or 'Nellie Reed' that. I wondered how he even knew her. He was nice enough and seemed sincere, so I wasn't gonna complain. After a while, I noticed that his words slowed and my mom's grief suddenly gave way to nervousness. When I realized what was about to happen, I squeezed her tighter, not wanting to let go. She had wanted to do this, but I'm sure Grandmama couldn't care less if she did it or not. In fact, sensing how shaky she was, I'm pretty sure she wouldn't want her to do it at all.

"You don't have to do this, ya know," I whispered in her ear. She nodded and faked a smile, trying to let me know she was okay, when she knew good and well that I knew she wasn't.

She made her way to where the preacher had been standing and took a deep breath, which was useless if she was trying to calm herself with it. "I... I want to pay tribute to a wonderful lady—one of the kindest and wisest ladies I've ever known. I was so lucky that she was here for me when I needed her; always here." A tear ran down her cheek and I wanted to bolt from my seat, snatch her up, and run with her, protecting her like she always had me. But I'd learned that protection was inhibiting, especially when it came to emotions, so I just sat still and let her do her thing. She laughed nervously, pulling me away from my mental rescue mission. "This is our encore, Grandmama."

When I heard the first few words of the song she started to sing, I tried to zone out, since they were words I'd heard sung my entire life. I loved listening to them sing together, but now Mom was gonna have to go it solo. As her voice carried across the hills, goosebumps popped up on my arms. She'd taken a once cheerful and fun-loving song and turned it into a haunting melody that filled me with... too much.

I looked across the field, yet again, toward the river, and wished I could just take off and jump in it. I was rarely one to flee when things got tough, but today, that's all I wanted to do. I wanted to run. I wanted to ride... far away. 

Over the span of my life, I'd gotten so used to feeling the emotions that were always around me that I'd learned to turn my own emotions off, so when I felt something tickle my cheek, leaving a cool trail in its wake, I immediately wiped it away, pissed that it had betrayed me. Damn tears. I dared another one to fall.

I leaned back and stretched my legs out in front of me, trying to avoid Dad's glances, knowing that if I made eye contact with him that I'd probably lose it, which wasn't an option for me. I didn't lose it—ever.

"Jets don't cry, they soar," Grandmama once told me when we were in the greenhouse, lifting me high over her head before dropping me to her hip. "Focus on your feelin's, honey, not hers." There had been an older woman who stopped by to pick up some potted plants for a loved one's funeral and was totally distraught, crying all over Grandmama's shoulder at one point. Of course, I started crying, too, absorbing her sadness. I was still crying long after she left. "She's gone," she told me as she held me against her chest. "Make her take her sadness with her. Don't hold onto it, honey. There's so much love inside you that there ain't no room for that stuff." She tickled my ribs, which was like pushing a hidden laugh button. "See, you're not sad, honey, she was." After I finally stopped crying, she sat me down and bent down so she was level with me. "All better now?" When I nodded, she hugged me and sent me on my way.

I could still feel her arms around me, but it was just wishful thinking. From this day forward, I'd never feel her again—a hug or otherwise. I took a useless deep breath like Mom had, willing the time to pass by faster, when I noticed an odd feeling. It wasn't sadness, which in itself made it odd. It was more... I don't know. Boredom? 

There were a lot of people here, but I could tell whoever I sensed was in the back of the crowd. There were several rows of chairs, which were all filled, as well as people who stood around. Sometimes I could figure out who was feeling what, but emotions were so high today that I had a hard time. I didn't want to turn around and bring attention to myself, but the fact that someone was so blasé to the fact that my grandmother recently died didn't sit well with me. Not at all.

I leaned forward, resting my elbows on my knees, as I glanced toward Dad, or at least that's what I made it look like I was doing. With my peripheral vision, I scanned the crowd, pulling everyone's emotions to me so I could pin-point their source. In the back, sitting on the opposite side in a corner seat, was a man who, unlike most of the other people here, was sitting tall, head held high. His face matched how he was feeling—indifferent. I'd found the source and wanted to get up and escort him to his car by his throat. I let my eyes venture back to see exactly who it was and wasn't surprised when I saw the town tycoon in all his arrogant glory, looking completely unmoved, wanting this to be over as badly as I did, but for different reasons. He was here to make an appearance and that was it. If Chance LaFontain was anything, he was seen; he made sure of that.

The girl who sat next to him caught my attention with her stare. As my eyes met hers, I could tell she didn't feel the same way her father did. Empathy rolled off of her as she looked at me, but I didn't acknowledge it. Instead, I turned in my seat, knowing exactly who she was and not caring that she was here. Kalista LaFontain might not be as cruel and unfeeling as her father, but she was still related to him, which made me dislike her by default. 

As Mom's song came to an end and the funeral was over, I smiled at her and nodded at Dad, letting them know I was done. Instead of following everyone out along the path back to the road, I headed across the field, which was thick with tall grass and new, purple wild flowers, back toward the house. As I approached my bike, it was like my spirit already felt the relief that was about to be given to it and lifted with anticipation. 

I set my helmet music to something hard and fast and cranked it up before pulling it down over my head and taking off. I headed toward the dam, carving the roads all the way there as the wind pressed against me, blowing off the stress of the past couple of hours. When I was on my Busa, I was free; no people, no feelings, no emotions. It was just me and the road.

Mom didn't want me to get a motorcycle, especially one like mine—a Suzuki Hayabusa—but Dad talked her into it. "Ya can't protect him forever, Malyn. He's almost eighteen now, so...." He shrugged his shoulders. "Maybe I'll get one, too," he added with a wink as he smiled at her, wrapping his arms around her waist. "Vroom vroom."

"Vroom vroom my butt," she retorted.

He laughed. "Hmm, that sounds like fun." 

She smacked his arm. "No, really. They're dangerous. There's no protection or anything. If he wrecks, that's it."

"I'm not gonna wreck," I chimed in.

"You don't know that." She frowned at me. "I'll worry about you every time you get on it."

"I could die in my Jeep, too, but it's either that or walk, which could also kill me," I argued. "Or I could catch pneumonia or that flesh-eating bacteria or whatever the newest deadly virus is, but I'm not gonna stay locked up in the house to avoid it, or wear a mask everywhere I go. Life happens. What's the point of having a life if we can't live it?" I smiled, which always seemed to get her to say yes. "And it's an older model—a fourth generation—so it's not like it'll go real fast," I lied. It was fast—extremely fast.

"It also won't go fast if you don't mash the gas."

"You don't mash the gas," I corrected her, twisting my hand in the air, "you hit the throttle."

"Whatever makes it go fast, don't do it."

And there I was, doing what I was told not to. I slowed down, but only slightly, as her face crossed my mind. It'd kill her if something happened to me, especially now. I was also nearing the road that led to the dam, which was by a store where the patrons somehow didn't see motorcycles. There weren't too many bikes on the roads anymore, so maybe they'd just programmed their eyes to only look for those tiny cars—ACs. 

Most people drove ACs, which were automatically controlled. I, however, refused to give up my control and drove my DC—driver controlled—Jeep, which was an antique. I had to pay more for a license and insurance, as well as a hefty DC fee, but it was worth it. The Jeep had been my mom's when she was young and Dad and I had restored it to the vicious machine it was today. Mom, of course, hated it. 

Once I made it to the dam, I took off my helmet, killed the engine, and just sat there. I liked listening to the roar of the water falling through the floodgates, which seemed to not only churn the water, but electrify the air, dulling my senses somehow. I don't know how long I sat there, walking around from time to time, but the sun was setting before I finally decided to leave. I would've stayed longer, but Mom didn't like me out on the bike after dark, which to me, was safer than it was during the day. At least I had my lights to warn other drivers of my presence at night.

When I got home, Mom and Dad were sitting on the back porch eating supper. My stomach growled as I snatched a plate, filled it full, and joined them. They were quiet for a few minutes and I could tell they were trying to read my mood, which struck me as funny.

"I'm fine, y'all."

"Of course you are," Mom said as she took a bite of food. "Always the strong one."

Dad pushed his empty plate away and leaned back in his seat. "We've been thinkin'."

"Oh, Lord. Nothin' good ever comes from that," I poked.

He ignored me. "Well, you're gonna be eighteen next month, and since... since Nellie's house is empty now, we thought you might want it."

I swallowed my food hard, causing it to scratch my throat on the way down. "You want me to move into Grandmama's house?" 

It had originally been Max's house, who was a long-time family friend who'd moved up here from Savannah, Georgia when my mom was a teenager. Grandmama moved in with him shortly after my mom and dad got married, letting them have this house, saying it was too big for her, but just right for them and a family, if they decided to have one. Her and Max never did get married, but they might as well have. They were the perfect, old married couple, minus the marriage. He's been dead for several years, but even after all this time, I still wasn't used to him being gone, but then again, I guess you never really get used to it. I knew I'd never get used to not having Grandmama around. Never.

"Yeah, if ya want to," Dad replied. "It can't sit empty and we don't want to have to rent it to a stranger—" he smiled "—so we thought we'd rent it to you instead."

"Rent? You're gonna make me pay rent?"

"You are about to be an adult," mom added. "We have to teach you responsibility and all of that." She smiled, but it was one of those heavy smiles that held all of her emotions from the day.

"Yeah, we're gonna make ya pay rent 'cause we love ya," Dad added, winking at Mom.

I shook my head. "How about I don't pay rent and you can just consider it a raise?" 

He leaned forward and put his elbows on the table, making a triangled steeple with his fingers against his lips, contemplating my proposal. "Hmm...."

"Sounds pretty good to me," Mom agreed. "You'll never find a harder worker than him in those fields, so it might be worth it to give him a... raise." She winked at me, on my side, as usual. 

He leaned back, crossing his bulky arms behind his head. "Okay. Consider yourself promoted."

I took another bite of steak, chewing through my wide smile. "So, I'm gonna be a homeowner?" 

Mom pointed her finger at me. "No parties. Do not destroy that house or Grandmama and Max will both come back and haunt you."

I raised my eyebrows. "That might not be a bad thing." I said it as a joke, but once it came out, I realized I actually meant it. When I saw mom frown a bit, I hurried and changed the subject. "So, when can I move in?"

"In a hurry to move, are ya? Why? So ya can wash your own clothes... cook your own food... clean up after yourself?" Dad asked.

I looked at mom with an exaggerated expression. "Surely you'll still come over and do all that stuff."

She laughed. "For a small fee I might."

The thought of living on my own was thrilling. I'd have my own space to go and be alone with nobody else's emotions filtering into mine. I'd have space to spread out, a garage to park my Busa and Jeep in, and most importantly, a refuge. Happy birthday to me.

The only thing that would make my upcoming birthday even better would be if I could graduate from school early. School shits. Royally shits. It's the place I loathe more than any other. It's not the classes that I hate as much as everyone who takes them with me. Most of them are bored and don't want to be there, which only makes me feel the same way. I can't even enjoy Botany without someone's emotions interfering. If it's not boredom, they're stressing over a test or over some guy or girl who they were lusting over. And, yeah, I liked Botany.

"We might still let ya stop by and eat once the work's all done, but that's about all the hand-outs you're gonna get," my dad said, most likely kidding, but with him, it was hard to tell. He'd learned to hide his emotions from me pretty well over the years.

Even though we've always had a lot of money, especially after receiving Max's inheritance, you wouldn't know it; we live a bit below our means. But to be honest, I couldn't imagine it any other way. Our house has been in my dad's family since the late 1800's and has a charm that not many other homes had anymore. Of course it's been remodeled over the years, but mainly so it wouldn't collapse. It sits on a couple hundred acres, along with my mom's greenhouse, Reeds and Rainbeaus, and our farm. Land is something else most people didn't have, since so many homes and factories had taken over most of it.

Our farm was actually the last of its kind, growing crops where they're supposed to be grown—in the ground. Most farms have sold out to farming factories, leaving just a handful of organic farms like ours still in business. Why people would rather buy genetically modified fruit and vegetables from some factory instead of buying organic is beyond my comprehension. Once they do what they do to their strawberries, for instance, they don't even have the same molecular structure as a real strawberry. Yeah, that's something I'd want to eat.

I was proud of Dad for not selling out like so many other farmers had, even though most of them didn't really have a choice. Even when Chance LaFontain, the bored monkey ass that showed up at Grandmama's funeral, offered him enough money that would've allowed him to retire tomorrow, he didn't take it. "Nobody's gonna own me," he'd said. "I live by my own means, not somebody else's." They'd hated each other ever since, so it was a bit of a surprise to see him today. Made me wonder what he was up to. 

I started to ask if Chance had talked to them today, but Mom distracted me. "She left it to you, you know."

I didn't know what she was talking about. "Left what?"

"The house. Grandmama left the house to you once you turn eighteen." She smiled. "So, it's not actually ours to rent to you."

Dad smacked her arm. "Ya weren't supposed to tell him that. Now he's really gonna expect a raise."

"I've worked my whole life and ain't got a raise yet, so why start now?" I asked sarcastically. He kicked at me under the table, hitting the table leg and almost knocking my milk over.

"Quit, you two," Mom fussed, like we were both her kids.

"So, did she really leave it to me? In my name and everything?"

She nodded. "Our name will be on it, too, until you're twenty five, but after that, it's all yours."

"Even after she's gone, she's still spoilin' me," I said.

"You got that right," Mom agreed. "And I don't think that's all she left you."

I couldn't help but smile as Grandmama's smiling face floated through my mind. "I wouldn't doubt it."

No matter what monetary things Grandmama had given me over the years, or may continue to give me, it'd never compare to all the other things; her time, her understanding and insight to my abilities, and above all, her wisdom. She's one of the smartest women I'd ever known, always having some kind of unique analogy to prove a point—truly one of a kind. God, I already miss her so much.

Mom and Dad started talking about some kind of new sound system that had just come out as I took one last swig of milk. "Well, I think I'm gonna head on up to bed."

"Okay, sweetie." I could sense her worry.

"I'm fine, just tired," I assured her as I stood up and kissed her good night on the top of her head, patting Dad's arm on the way inside. "Got school," I added as I rolled my eyes.

"Just a couple more months, though, and then you're all mine," Dad teased.

"Believe it or not, I can't wait," I yelled back over my shoulder. I'd rather work on the farm day in and day out than to have to be surrounded by all those adolescent emotions every day. Working on our farm is perfect, actually—no people.

I cleaned my teeth and programmed my SLIP—Sleep and Lounging Interface Pod—with some soft music and dropped the temperature setting a few degrees. I can't imagine how anyone ever used to sleep on an actual bed, with no air, adjustments, music, or a pull-around HALO, which is a holographic screen that adapts to the needs of its user. It took Dad some convincing to switch their bed out with a SLIP, but after some persuasion from Mom, he finally gave in.

"I feel like I'm about to be shot off into space," he'd said the first time he laid down in it. 

"Oh, mylanta! This is awesome," Mom yelled from behind the HALO, once she finally figured out how to pull it out from behind the SLIP. "We should've got ourselves one of these when we got Jet's," she added as she smacked Dad's leg.

My dad was extremely old fashioned and didn't give in to the technological age unless Mom talked him into it. They had a way of convincing each other to do whatever the other one wanted, which I thought was one of the reasons why they still got along so well after almost twenty-five years of marriage. Their relationship has always been different, though; a story all its own. I hope I can find that kind of love someday; someone who can accept me for who I am and what I can do. 

I usually read at night, but after the over-emotional day, I was spent. I knew my mind wouldn't be able to focus on the words and give them the space they needed to play out, so I laid my SLIP back and locked the HALO, which is what I usually read my books on, into place behind it. As the musical riff came out of the nanotube speakers that surrounded my head, I let the notes dance around me, lulling me to sleep. 

It wasn't long before those same speakers pulsed loudly in my ears until I turned the alarm off. It was at times like this—early Monday mornings—that I wish I had an old, uncomfortable bed; maybe then I wouldn't care to get up. As I let my cloud cushion me, hugging my body and tempting me to stay, I wanted nothing more than to roll over and go back to sleep. 

"Wake up, sweetie," Mom said as she raised my SLIP up. "You're gonna be late if you don't get up."

"What time is it?" I mumbled into my arm, which was shielding my eyes from the light she'd let invade my room when she opened my shades.

"It's almost seven-thirty."

Great. I guess I did roll over and go back to sleep. "Okay, I'm up."

She laughed. "You have to actually be up to be able to say you're up. Now, come on. I've got breakfast ready," she called back to me as she headed out my door. "You can take it with you and eat it on the way."

I forced myself to get up, trying not to think about the day ahead as I got ready. My BAND, which is about the size of a bracelet and short for banking and networking device, let me know it's supposed to rain today and that I'd have to take my Jeep instead of the Busa. My BAND actually lets me know everything. Some people opt to get intel-implants, but I'm not one of them. No matter how 'convenient' they are, I don't want something inside me that's not me or that someone else might be able to tap into, which they say can't happen, but I'm not so sure. With technology today, anything is possible. I mean, if I can virtually deep-sea dive by putting on a simple piece of headgear—smelling the crisp, salty air and feeling the ocean’s currents gently push and pull me into a relaxed oblivion—then what could an imbedded microchip do to me? I wasn’t gonna get one to find out.

"Here you go," Mom said as she handed me a berry muffin on my way out the door. "Love you." She used to tell me to have a good day, too, but stopped a long time ago, knowing it was futile. I'd never had a good day in my entire academic career. Mom had always wanted to school me at home, knowing it would be easier for me to learn without all of the distractions, but she would've had to go through the State of Tennessee and have them come out and assess our situation before it could be approved. Knowing she couldn't explain my abilities to anyone, let alone the State, she let that idea go.

I told her I loved her, too, as I kissed her cheek, grabbing my Notebook off the counter as I walked out the door. I crammed my breakfast down on the way to school, almost choking on my milk, completely unaware that today would, in fact, be different.
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Crushes

Kalista

––––––––
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I got into my car, pressed the destination button, and said, "School," before I pulled out of my driveway. I sipped on my breakfast, knowing it would leave me hungry, and that my stomach would be growling before lunch, probably during AL-11, which was one of my quietest classes. I'd only been going to this school for the past few months, but was thankful to be there and not at my old school back in Arizona. I hated the humidity that smothered me during the summer, but other than that, I loved Tennessee. 

When my dad said he was coming to Dandridge to do an expansion on his business, I begged him to bring me with him. My mom couldn't come because of her job, but Jennifer, our live-in parent substitute, could and did, so here I am. I had lived here briefly when I was younger, when he'd first opened his factory here, and had looked forward to seeing my old friends, since I was leaving mine behind. However, I never thought they'd change as much as most of them had. The ones I had been closest to then were insufferable now. Maybe it wasn't them who'd changed; maybe it was me.

Luckily, I was still at the top of my class, which was a miracle, since I had switched schools mid-year. I'd worked hard to get to where I was, though, and would continue to work hard to stay there. If not, I'm sure Dad would send me right back to Arizona, which I wasn't about to let happen. Even though the school here was big, it was still smaller than my school back home, which was the second largest in the state. I hated it.
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