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			For Luke 


			who believed in me when I didn’t, who loved me when I couldn’t, 


			who reminded me that I still had divine purpose when I felt none,


			who helped me walk when I couldn’t, who wore my hats when I didn’t, who challenged me to find the good in my darkest hour, and who believed, when I didn’t, that MDDS and VM wouldn’t forever limit me. 


			I love you more.


		




		

			Pronunciation Guide


		


		

			Nicholas Klaus:   Knee-ko-lus Clow-ss


			Arbolias: Are-bow-lee-us


			Cristes Aventus: Crease-tis Ah-ven-tis


			Eira: i- Rah 


			Abishai: Ah-beh-shy 


			Hellebore Niger: Hel-le-bore  Ny-jur 


			Ceástaté: C-es-tah-tay


			Fouettés: fweh-teiz 
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			Today, I was going to ride my new bike, even if I only had Mom’s permission to go to the corner and back. The garage door creaked and moaned as it rolled up. I waited until the sun lit the darkness of the cluttered space before stepping into the garage. Maneuvering between my parent’s projects and tools, I squeezed through the boxes and toys that my siblings and I had strewn about. I wrangled my pink Schwinn bicycle from behind some glass-bottle soda crates. I swung my leg over the flowered banana seat and peddled out.  


			“Car!” the second-grader in my class, Chris, called out. Like a well-rehearsed dance, the boys all grabbed the nets and their gear and hustled to the curb. As soon as the car passed, Chris screamed, “Game on!” and they all shuffled back to the exact spot in the game where they’d left off. I rode down the driveway, gaining speed on the decline, and raced in the opposite direction from the boys before they spotted me.


			I cycled from one end of the sidewalk to the other. I paused at the corner and contemplated disobeying Mom. What could happen if I continued around the block? I turned back around and continued on. A loud, repetitive beeping blared to life, interrupting my thoughts and I skidded to a halt. A massive U-Haul truck missed the driveway and jumped the curb, its tires tearing through the pristinely manicured rose bushes. A tall woman strode out of the garage, waving to get the driver’s attention. Half of his body hung out the truck’s window as he tried to gauge where to put its butt. She succeeded in guiding him the rest of the way and the truck made it securely within the confines of the asphalt driveway. Who were these people? 


			I skidded to a stop directly across the street from their brown, brick house. My heart thumped in anticipation as I stood, straddling my bike, but I forced myself to stay put. Anxiety brewed in the pit of my stomach over the prospect of meeting new people, and the idea of me initiating was too much. 


			A moment passed, and a little blond-haired boy ran squealing from the side of the house. His laughter made me smile. Another boy, a few inches taller, chased after him. 


			“I’m gonna get you, Charlie!” 


			More squeals of delight from the cute little boy ensued. The dark-haired boy was about to grasp Charlie when he stopped and un-crouched from his tickle attack mode to stare at me. All I could do was stare back. 


			The urge to cross the street grew stronger, the feeling beautifully unsettling and hauntingly familiar. I desperately wanted to meet this dark hair boy—I never cared to meet anyone before. 


			Little Charlie tugged at the boy’s tank top. 


			“Will, Will! Tickle fight!” But Will didn’t move. Charlie started yelling, “Mom! Will’s broken!” An avalanche of metal clanged within the garage, and the woman I saw earlier rushed out. 


			“William, what’s wrong? Are you hurt?” she asked. Her hands moved frantically across his face, then to his head and the rest of his body, checking for an injury. But he didn’t answer.


			The woman followed his gaze and her eyes sparkled when they met mine. She stood and seemed to float above the sidewalk as she gracefully walked towards me, her long, pleated skirt billowing in the breeze. Her eyes are so pretty. Like lightning bugs, only greener. When she smiled at me, I could have sworn they glowed. 


			“Hello there. My name is Mrs. Jamison. What’s your name, sweetie?” 


			“Lydia! Where are you?” I twisted to face my house and found Mom searching at the end of our driveway with my little brother, Mickey, on her hip. 


			I pivoted away from my mom’s call and looked back at Mrs. Jamison. “Um, my mom told me I’m not supposed to talk to strangers. I better get going.” Instead of hopping back on my bike, I turned to look at Will again and found him still staring at me. Charlie played with a little yellow ball at his feet. 


			“Ah, I see,” said Mrs. Jamison. “Is that her?” She gestured to Mom, who now walked toward us, Mickey bopping with each sway of her hip. I nodded. “Well, since we are going to be your new neighbors, do you mind introducing me to her? Then we won’t be strangers anymore.” She winked, her dark hair flowing in the breeze.


			I turned my bike around and walked it toward Mom, continuously checking over my shoulder to see if Will still stood there. He did.


			Mrs. Jamison stretched out her thin hand, the movement more graceful than a practiced ballerina. “Hi! I’m Lana, Lana Jamison.”


			“Oh, you must be the new neighbors! I’m Eve Erickson. This is my daughter, Lydia, and this little one—” she nuzzled my brother’s cheek— “is Mickey. It’s so great to finally meet you. The whole block has been wondering who bought the Elrick’s place.”


			“That would be us.” Lana smiled warmly. “It took us a while to make it up here. Work-related issues.”


			“You must tell me who is taking care of your property. It’s been immaculate this entire time.”


			Lana paused. “My husband’s company took care of that for us. Would you like to meet my Brantley? He’s bringing boxes into the house.”


			“Of course! But I’m such a mess. This little one kept me up all night and I was hoping to make a much better first impression,” Mom fretted as she raked her fingers through her hair in an effort to tame it.  


			“Oh, please, you look fabulous. I’ve been there with my youngest as well!” They both laughed. 


			“Anyway, I’m sure you have a to-do list a mile long. We won’t keep you any longer. It was nice meeting you. Let’s go, Lydia.” 


			“Actually, Lydia seems to be about the same age as my son, William. Would you mind if they played out in my yard together?” I could see the uncertainty in Mom’s eyes, but Lana continued, “It would be such a huge relief to Brantley and I to know our kids were playing with such a responsible young lady instead of watching cartoons all day or getting under our feet.”


			Mom beamed with pride as I was called a ‘responsible young lady’, but a look of concern etched her face as her eyes found mine. “To be honest, Lydia really prefers playing on her own.” Mom tried her best to support me. 


			I tugged at Mom’s shirt to get her attention. “I want to. I want to play with William.” 


			 “Are you sure you don’t mind, honey? You really don’t have to.”


			“I’m sure.” I smiled. 


			I watched as relief washed over my mom. Her shoulders relaxed and she smiled at me as she cupped my cheek. “Well, if it’s good with her, it’s good with me.”  


			“Great! That’s wonderful. Brantley already ordered pizza for lunch. What time would you like me to walk her home?” 


			“How about I have one of Liddy’s older sisters bring you guys dinner and pick her up then?” 


			“You mustn’t feel obligated.” 


			“Nonsense, I insist,” Mom replied sincerely. 


			“Well then, it’s a plan.” Lana smiled.  


			Mom walked home as I followed Mrs. Jamison back to her house and into the garage. Her height, grace, and beauty mesmerized me.  


			“Brantley, would you come here please?” 


			“Just a second dear,” he responded from somewhere inside the truck. 


			Will joined us in the garage and stopped at my side. I turned my head to look up at him and a smile tugged at the corner of his mouth, revealing a slight dimple. He stepped closer to me and our hands touched for the briefest of moments. With anyone else, my natural reaction would be to pull away. But when Will enclosed his hand with mine, I welcomed his gesture of friendship.   


			 “Did you need something, Lana?” Mr. Jamison asked his wife without looking down to notice me. She patiently stood behind us, placing a hand on Will’s shoulder and then I felt her other hand gently rest on mine. Brantley dropped the box he held when he finally took us all in. 


			 	“Is this…? That was fast,” he said eagerly, coming over to us. He got down on his knees in front of me, his bright blue eyes alight with excitement. “Hi, I’m Mr. Jamison. What’s your name?” 


			“Lydia,” I responded. These people sure are nice.  


			“It’s a pleasure to meet you. I can tell you and Will are going to be great friends.” Mr. Jamison stood, grabbed his wife’s hand, and walked over to the corner for privacy. I couldn’t hear what they said, but by the way their eyes lit up when they hugged, I could tell they were extremely happy. Will and I looked at each other, shrugged, then ran off hand in hand to play in the yard.  
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			“NOOO!” I shrieked. 


			“Lydia, what’s wrong?” Mom asked, sleepily. 


			“Please, don’t! Get away!” I wailed and thrashed, not trusting that she was really my mom. I feared her hands would turn into claws any second. 


			“John! A little help, please!” 


			“What’s wrong?”


			“It’s Lydia again. Hold her down. She’s going to snap her neck if she arches back any further! She already scratched the heck out of her chest.” 


			Dad swooped me in his arms and cradled me against his chest. Something cold and wet pressed against my forehead and I flinched. 


			“Eve, dear. She’s frightened to death, shaking like a leaf. Try talking to her like you did last time. It seemed to work.”   


			“Of course!


			“Just breathe, sweetheart


			It’s just a dream


			Just breathe… 


			No one is out to get you


			Just breathe…   


			You are safe


			Breathe”  


			

				

					[image: ]

				


			


			It was just after eight when I came downstairs. I stopped short of the kitchen when I heard parents’ hushed voices from the family room.  


			“John, I don’t understand. They are getting worse.”


			“Nightmares are normal.”


			“She never had them before. Why now all of a sudden? And every night that intense? Poor thing is worn out and she’s starting to hurt herself.”


			“Let’s try giving her some chamomile tea before bed. If that doesn’t help, we will call the pediatrician, do a sleep study or something.”


			“OK, but I’m only giving it a few more weeks.”


			I slipped into my seat at the kitchen table and shoveled toast and fruit in my mouth, pretending I hadn’t overheard my parents. Besides, Will would be here any second. 


			“Lydia,” Mom said, exasperated as she came into the kitchen. “Slow down! You two play almost every day. No sense in choking just to...” Ding dong! I shot out of my chair. “Nooooot so fast, young lady. You are not leaving until you clear your plate.” 


			“I’ll get it!” Dad called from the family room. I shoved the remaining pieces of food in my mouth, my cheeks puffed like a squirrel, and stood at the edge of the kitchen, chewing furiously. 


			“Good morning, Mr. Erickson. Can Liddy play?” I overheard Will ask as he stood on our front porch. I hastily tried to swallow the remaining pieces of breakfast as I moved to the dining room, giving me the perfect view of our entryway. 


			“Come on in, Will. What’s it been? A whole thirteen hours since you’ve seen my Lydia?” Will averted his eyes and took a big gulp. “I’m just messing with ya, kid.” Dad playfully tousled Will’s hair.


			I swallowed and whipped around. With my mouth open wide, I stuck out my tongue to show Mom I’d finished my breakfast.


			“Come in, come in,” Dad continued. “I’m sure she’s just about done with breakfast.”


			“I’m ready, I’m ready!” I called out as I sped to the door. Will smiled at me. 


			“Where are you two off to today?” Dad asked, grinning as we mounted our bikes. He knew we were always planning an adventure. 


			“To the fort, Dad.”


			“Ah, yes. I forgot. Be home for lunch.” 


			Will and I rode our bikes in silence. It was something I really liked about being with him—we didn’t have to talk all the time. 


			Will approached the dead end at the back of the neighborhood first and slowed our pace to maneuver through the narrow opening between the two large signs. After a few minutes more of pedaling, we made it to the clearing in the field and dropped our bikes in the grass.


			The first time we got permission to go past the dead-end barriers, we discovered the abandoned shack, wedged between two blooming cherry blossoms. The trees offered both shade and a hint of secrecy, and immediately we knew we wanted to claim it for ourselves. As it stood, it wasn’t much to look at, just a sad mix of discarded plywood formed the four walls and a sheet of pleated metal lay across them as a makeshift roof. The scent of cherry blossoms breezed through the air. 


			“I brought paint and brushes,” I said, staring at the fort. Last year, Mom painted our basement, so Dad helped me find the leftover paint samples stashed in the back of the garage. 


			“I brought a hammer, nails, and rope,” Will replied. 


			We worked quickly, not saying much but also never leaving each other’s side. When we finished, several shades of green covered the outside of the fort. Swirls of purple and white stars decorated the inside walls and ceiling. We found branches and roped them together to make a door. The final touch was a sign that read: L&W’S CLUB—KEEP OUT. We lay on the floor of the fort gazing at our makeshift night sky when I checked my Wonder Woman watch. One hour until I needed to be home for lunch.


			I closed my eyes, exhaustion enveloping me. 


			Will grabbed my hand. “Liddy, why are you always so tired? Are you sick or something?” 


			I guess I wasn’t as good at hiding it as I’d thought. “No, I’m not sick. I…I have bad dreams.” 


			“About what?” 


			Will would be the first and only one I’d open up to about my nightmares. I was too ashamed to tell my parents. In fact, I needed to get better about hiding them, and fast. “A beautiful but terrifying witch.” I flinched as the image of sharp claws replacing her fingernails flashed through my mind.


			Will squeezed my hand. “What makes this pretty witch so scary?” 


			I scooted closer to Will and yawned. “There is always so much sadness around her. The worst dreams are when there are other kids seated around this large chair she sits in, and they’re all crying. She’s always surrounded in black clouds. Then, she tries to grab me so she can take my heart.” I swallowed, then admitted softly, “That one’s the worst.”


			“Well, good thing they’re only dreams. Try to fall asleep thinking of something that makes you happy.” 


			“What if they aren’t just dreams?”


			Will propped himself up on his elbow. “What do you mean?” 


			“Promise me you won’t laugh.” I knew I could tell Will anything, but even I had a hard time believing the witch might be real. 


			“You know I would never laugh at you,” he responded. 


			“Two nights ago, I woke up with a scratch on my chest, right in the very spot one of her long, red nails had grazed me as I fought to wake up.” I closed my eyes as I brought the collar of my shirt down a few inches, enough to show Will the start of the scratch near my left collarbone. 


			When I didn’t hear anything, I opened my eyes and turned my head slightly toward Will. He stared at the ceiling and furrowed his brows, but still solidly held my hand. 


			He turned to look at me. “I wish I could make them disappear. I will never let anything bad happen to you and I will keep you safe.”


			“You already do. I feel the safest whenever I’m with you.”


			“Good, because I am not going anywhere. I will always be here for you.” Will let go of my hand, slid his arm under my neck, and pulled me into him. “Now sleep, Liddy. I will wake you when it’s time to go home.” 
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			I just finished zipping my electric-blue coat when I heard the knock at the door and opened it. 


			“Hey, Liddy, you ready?” Will asked, a large smile on his face. 


			“Yes, just one sec. Mom, Dad! Mr. Jamison is here to take us to Huskie Hill!”


			“Have fun!” Dad called back from the living room where he untangled Christmas lights. 


			“It will be dark in about thirty minutes. Stick together and be safe!” Mom yelled from the kitchen. 


			I closed the door behind me. Will and I slowly shuffled across my yard, careful not to disrupt the plastic Nativity scene as we fought to move in our snowsuits. 


			“You look tired again… Another nightmare?” Will asked. I shifted my gaze away from him. I hated to see him worry over me. I squeezed his hand gently and he squeezed mine back as we approached the Jeep’s door. “I hope it’s alright, but Charlie is coming along tonight.” 


			Lifting my head, I smiled. “I don’t mind at all. I love Charlie.” 


			As if he heard his name, Charlie barreled toward me with his arms wide open, screaming, “Wiiiiidy!” 


			I knelt with my arms open to embrace him. 


			Will opened the door for me. I shoved myself in and helped Charlie who grunted into his scarf as he tried to get buckled. 


			Mr. Jamison spoke as he drove toward the park, “You guys are going to love the hills at Huskie Park.” A hint of excitement embellished his voice. “Charlie, you need to listen to your big brother. No running off. That last hill is pretty big and I heard some kids even engineered moguls on it. You could catch some serious airtime, but if not prepared, you can wipe out pretty hard.”


			“Got it, Dad!” Charlie said, giving him the thumbs up. 


			“That’s my boy. Will, I think you will love the plethora of Christmas roses that have bloomed there as well,” Mr. Jamison said, pulling into the parking lot. Mr. Jamison had caught Will giving me a Christmas rose on our last sledding adventure in the neighborhood a few weeks ago. Will and I had read some fairytales at the library that spoke of their magical properties and we became fascinated with them. 


			“Daaaaad,” Will groaned, hiding his face in his hand. Mr. Jamison smiled wide at his son and put the car in park.


			“Bye, Dad!” Charlie called out as he climbed out of the car. When we were all out, we waved at the black Jeep driving away. Mr. Jamison honked in response. 


			The field, a blank canvas of glistening snow, sat nestled in a valley surrounded by towering Sycamore trees that seemed to touch the night sky. As we walked toward the first set of hills, my excitement grew, the only sound the swishing of our snow pants. We had the entire park to ourselves. 


			Charlie turned to face us, and squealed, “Wast one to the hill is a rotten egg!” and took off toward the hills illuminated by the park lights. Will tossed me the smaller red sled and went after him, the larger silver sled flopping wildly behind him. 


			“Not fair!” I yelled as I raced as fast as I could toward the boys. 


			My lungs burned, ready to burst by the time I reached the edge of the first hill. Will waited for me, breathing easily, and Charlie stood with a toothy grin at the top. 


			“Come on, swowpokes!” Charlie teased. 


			I didn’t even dare make eye contact with Will. I took off and reached Charlie just before Will did. 


			“You’re the rotten egg, stinky rotten eeeegg,” Charlie taunted, pointing at Will with one hand and plugging his nose with the other. I couldn’t help but laugh. 


			“That’s enough, Charlie. I’ve got the sled, remember?” 


			“Wanna ride with me first, Charlie?” I asked, readying the plastic sled as I winked at Will.  


			“Totally, Widdy! Wet’s go!” I loved how he said my name. 


			Charlie and I went down a few times together before I decided he could go down this hill alone. I wanted to sled with Will instead. 


			“Hey, Will! You ready to tackle the next hill with me?” I called out to him. He came running over. 


			“These are for you.” He handed me a small bouquet of Christmas roses. 


			I giggled in delight. He truly had a knack for finding the roses. “And where did you find these?” 


			“By the bottom of the storm grate over there burrowed into the side of the hill.” Will pointed to an area virtually hidden by the snow roughly ten feet away, the full moon illuminating the white Christmas roses. “I’ve never seen so many of them in one place.” 


			I placed the flowers in my pocket and hopped into the front of the large silver sled. Will pushed the sled, running alongside it, before jumping in behind me. Charlie stayed at the smaller hill only long enough to give Will and me two trips. 


			“Hey, guys! I want to try that hill!” Charlie pointed past us to the largest hill Mr. Jamison had told us about and took off. 


			“Wait up, Charlie!” Will yelled as he ran after him. 


			Oh geez. I moved as fast as I could, dragging both sleds behind me. Will turned back to grab the sleds from me and took off again. Charlie had a bad habit of getting himself into trouble, being as curious as he was. Even with both sleds trailing behind him, Will caught up to Charlie. 


			“Charlie, why do you do this?” He threw the sleds down and knelt so he was eye level with Charlie. “How many times do I need to tell you? You can’t just run off like that!”


			Charlie’s bottom lip quivered. I gave Will a pointed look and he sighed in his own exasperation. 


			“Charlie, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to yell. Mom and Dad expect me to make sure you don’t get hurt. If something were to happen to you, they would never trust me again. And, well, I would never forgive myself.”


			“I’m not a baby, Will, and how can I even get hurt? It’s just snow!” 


			“You’d be surprised,” Will responded gently. “Look, I love you, little dude. Can you help your big bro out by playing it safe tonight? Please, for me?” Will gave his best puppy dog eyes, his hands clasped together in prayer, and pleaded with Charlie. 


			Charlie laughed hysterically and pushed Will over. They wrestled playfully and flung handfuls of snow at each other. I cleared my throat. “Ummm, are we going to rock this hill or what?” 


			The brothers got up and Will mussed Charlie’s blond hair before pulling the kid’s black knit hat over his eyes. Charlie laughed and picked up his sled. 


			I reached for mine and an icy breeze caressed my face. “Lydiaaa,” a honeyed voice whispered from somewhere behind me. I whirled around, but no one was there. Like the wave at a sports arena, I could feel the hairs on my arm stand up section by section. “Lydiaaa, I’ve found you,” she cackled gleefully. 


			No, no, NO! I must be going crazy. I dropped and covered my ears. I recognized the voice this time. It was the one that had been haunting my dreams since the Jamisons moved in. 


			“Lid, what’s wrong?” Will was by my side helping me to stand from my crouched position. He pulled his gloves off and gently removed my hands from my ears. His eyes poured into mine, pleading with me to answer. 


			“Nothing, I’m fine,” I stammered. 


			“Since when do we lie to each other?”


			“What’s her prob?” Charlie asked. “She wooks wike she’s seen a ghost.”


			“Charlie, could you be like the best bro in the world and take the red sled to that hill?” Will pointed to the one right next to us. “I promise I’ll ride this one with you before we leave.” 


			“I guess,” Charlie huffed.


			“Thanks, I owe ya one.” 


			As soon as Charlie was on his way, Will turned to me. “Liddy, talk to me.” 


			“I’m fine. It was nothing. I think I just got too cold from standing still for so long.” 


			He lifted his eyebrow, clearly not convinced. “Fine, we don’t have to talk. Want to go down the hill a few times with me before I call Charlie over?” 


			“Definitely.”


			“Will! Is it my turn yet?” Charlie yelled from his hilltop. 


			“Five minutes! I promise!” Will hollered back. Charlie clutched his chest like he was shot in the heart and stumbled backward. Will and I laughed. 


			“He’s been so patient,” I reminded Will. “How about we just go down one more time? I’ll steer this time.” 


			I climbed in the front of the metal sled. Will grabbed on the back and counted off our final run together for the night. “One for the money, two for the show, three to get ready, and four to goooo!” 


			Will hopped on the back and I laughed in delight as I steered us to the right where clusters of moguls pitted the landscape. Like a lunar eclipse, my eyesight instantly disappeared behind a wall of black. “Will! I…I can’t see!” I screamed. 


			“I’m coming for you princessss.” I released my grip on the sled to cover my ears, clutching them in pain as her voice seared my ear drums. 


			 “Watch out, Liddy!” But it was too late. He pushed me out of the sled and my sight returned just in time to see Will hit the steepest slope at full speed. Time passed in slow motion as he soared through the air. I rolled and braced myself, watching helplessly. Gravity snatched him from flight and pulled him to the end of the hill where no snow padded the piles of debris. 


			I gasped as Will crashed hard into the ground face-first before skidding a couple of feet.


			“Will!” Charlie’s high-pitched scream echoed in the night. But Will didn’t move. 


			“No!” the shrill, haunting voice screeched.


			I ran towards Will, my heart threatening to explode. Charlie stood frozen in fear a few feet from his brother’s body. I got down on my knees next to Will and gently rolled him over, tears spilling uncontrollably from my eyes. 


			“Will, please say you’re alright. Answer me!” But he still did not open his eyes. I could see a large bump forming above his left eye, and blood, so much blood, gushed from his face. From where, I could not tell.  Please be alive.


			“I’m alive,” Will responded, barely moving his lips, though he didn’t open his eyes. I let out a small laugh through my sobs, but then flinched and quickly backed away from him. Did he just answer my thoughts? I shook my head. No way. Trying not to panic, I envisioned Mom at my bedside helping me through yet another nightmare. I came back to Will’s side since he hadn’t moved, concerned he may be paralyzed. I ripped my gloves off to unwrap the scarf from my neck.


			“Charlie! Come help!” I screamed, my eyes glued to Will. I grabbed some snow and rubbed it gently over Will’s face to try and clear the blood. He moaned and I could hear a faint wheezing from his chest. I grabbed more snow and did it again. I needed to see where he was bleeding from. I’d use my scarf to staunch the flow. “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry. This is all my fault.” I cried even harder. 


			Christmas rose. The thought floated through my mind. I took a few out of my pocket. The first two I wadded up and placed in the small, but deep gashes near his left temple and cheek. The last one I laid on his chest. I closed my eyes and prayed, “Please, God, let him be alright.” 


			Will’s breathing became less labored. A gust of wind swept past us. The roses, red with his blood, flittered off of his wounds. The bleeding had stopped. His eyes fluttered open. “What happened?” he asked, confused. 


			“Oh, Will!” I choked, snot running down my face. I wiped my nose on the arm of my coat and almost crushed him with a hug. Charlie joined in. 


			“Ow,” Will laughed. “What was that for?” 


			“You caught some kiwwer air and took a gnarwey spill,” Charlie said. 


			“I’m so. Glad. You’re alright.” My voice caught with every other word as the sobs began to dissipate. Besides being bruised up, he seemed fine. But I took no chances when it came to my best friend.


			“Don’t move,” I ordered. “Charlie, grab the silver sled, please. Will, Charlie and I are going to pull you back to the parking lot, OK? There’s a payphone there we can use to call your dad.”


			 It had been a week since the accident and still Will wasn’t allowed to play outside. His parents did, however, allow me to play at their house. Today, Mr. Jamison built a fire in their fireplace and Mrs. Jamison brought us hot chocolate. I could sense that they seemed a little on edge. Will’s accident must have really freaked them out even though he’d completely healed. In fact, the medical staff at Northwest Community were perplexed. X-rays had shown newly healing rib bones and bruises that looked a week old. The gashes that I placed the flowers in were nothing more than fresh pink scars by the time he got there— a little star by his temple, and a cute crescent moon resembling a dimple on his cheek. I was just happy that Will was OK. I was so distraught that I had practically barged into the Jamison’s home the next morning to see his miraculous recovery for myself. 
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			Since the accident, his parents rarely let us out of their sight for more than a minute. Will kept hinting he wanted to know more about what happened at Huskie Hill, and I was finally ready to share. I trusted that he wouldn’t dismiss me hearing the voice from my dreams, but I didn’t want anyone else to know. Not knowing how much longer Will would be on house arrest made me restless. I needed to meet with him alone. My nightmares had changed since that night. It was like the angry witch knew what had happened and wanted to make me pay for it. I had a fresh claw mark from her razor-sharp, red talons on my arm to prove it. That afternoon before leaving Will’s house, I slipped him a note concealed in a small origami flower that resembled a Christmas rose. 


			We need to talk. 


			Meet me at the end of my driveway.


			8:45 pm tonight.


			“Lydia! No going to the neighborhood hill tonight after what happened to Will. Stay in our yard. You have until nine but come in sooner if your toes start getting cold. Frostbite happens quickly and you don’t want to lose them.”


			“OK, Mom!” I yelled out, but on the inside, I wanted to run back to my cozy house out of fear of literally losing my toes. However, the anticipation of getting to meet with Will squelched those fears.


			I walked to the edge of my yard and stopped to stare at the way the light from the streetlamp reflected in the snow and made it glitter.


			I looked at my Wonder Woman watch: eight-thirty. I laid down on the edge of my front yard to gaze into the night sky. Every star shone bright tonight, winking back at me. I squeezed my eyes shut, begging the universe for just one wish, a shooting star. Mom always said a shooting star symbolized hope and a promise that your wishes were heard and would come true. To pass the time waiting for Will, I thought about Christmas. In just a few short weeks, Santa would be coming and I had my heart set on getting a Dream Phone game and a Skip-It toy. I opened one eye and cautiously scanned the night when a falling star, with the largest tail I’d ever seen, soared purposefully through the sky. I sat bolt upright, a grin spreading across my face. My smile swiftly evaporated when I heard a deep chuckle off in the distance.


			“Dad?” No one responded. “Here I go, hearing things again,” I mumbled to myself as I fell back into the snow. I continued to scan the night sky, but my attention immediately diverted when I heard someone dashing through the snow. An odd bell-like melody rapidly grew closer.


			I sat up. “Will, if you’re trying to scare me, it’s not funny!” I called out, my muscles involuntarily contracting as blood raced through my veins.


			The invisible melody only seemed to come closer. Still, no one replied. My heart sped up, and my mind raced as I moved to stand. Darn my stupid snow pants! There was no way I could make it to my front door. I was as agile as Violet when she morphed into the blueberry in Willy Wonka. I tried to quiet the loud drumming in my ears as a soft whisper passed in a breath brushing my cheek. “Get inside. You are not safe.”


			Whipping my head around, I glimpsed a tall shadow—a flash of silver near the top of its coat—racing down the block and out of sight.


			Mom always said I had an overactive imagination, but I knew this was real. My eyesight sharpened and, though my mind told me to get home, my legs already moved me down the driveway. I shook as I desperately tried to turn back home, fighting against a magnetic pull. One foot in front of the other—like a baby taking their first careful steps—I awkwardly crossed the street. The shadow disappeared behind Will’s house at the end of the block. My eyes locked on Charlie’s window as a green glow pulsed from it.


			A familiar woman’s sinister laugh pierced the night air as I shuffled down the sidewalk. My mind screamed at me to stop, but I wouldn’t. Deep down, I knew my friend was in grave danger. I was one house away from the Jamison’s when a desperate pain flooded my heart. NOOO! I clutched my chest right before a blinding, blood orange flash exploded from the window. Like a dying star, I was thrown back into the snow.
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			When I opened my eyes, it was already morning and I was in my bed. How did I get here? I shot up but quickly laid back down. My head spun as I began to panic. I could feel a weight sink heavy on my small chest. 


			“Just breathe, deep, slow, breaths. It was just a dream.” I repeated the words Mom so often recited. I assessed my surroundings. My sister Paige snored away in her bed. I was in PJs—all tucked in—with absolutely no recollection as to how I even got home. I tried to recall the details of last night to reassure myself that it was indeed a bad dream, but my mind felt hazy. I needed to ask Mom. I started down the stairs, missing a few steps in my rush. Ouch, I hate rugburn.


			In the kitchen, my little brother Mickey watched Bobby’s World. I poured myself a bowl of Cap’n Crunch Crunch Berries, leaving a few pieces and a dribble of milk on the counter before joining him at the table. 


			“Dad, is it time yet?” Mickey whined as Dad entered the kitchen, wiping his tired eyes.


			Syllables catching in his clenched teeth, Dad responded, “Mickey, if you ask me one more time when we are going to start decorating, you will not get to help at all.” 


			Dad stretched and little popping noises released as he rolled his neck. He reminded me of a robot oiling his joints as he gradually awoke and attempted to operate the coffee pot. Meanwhile, the tea kettle whistled like an angry train. As if on cue, Mom came whizzing in from the utility room just off of the kitchen, turned off the stove, and gently nudged Dad out of the way with her hip to take over his coffee mess.


			“You guys are so annoying! Can’t anyone sleep around here?” hollered my oldest sister, Kylie, from the balcony upstairs before slamming her door.


			Agitated, Mom snarkily apologized as she shouted back, “Oh, I am soooo sorry for living in my own house! Maybe the prima donna would like to join us today?”


			Dad wrapped Mom in a very handsy embrace, smiling as he pacified her temper with a nibble of her ear. I averted my eyes. Ew. I bit my lip to keep from complaining about their disgusting PDA. I didn’t want to be the next to get scolded.


			“Liddy, hun, be a sweetie and take your brother outside… Build a fort or something.”


			“But Mom, I wanted to ask you something. What time did I come in from playing outside last night?”


			“You didn’t go out last night.” Mom dismissed me with a flick of her wrist. “You begged me, but I said no because I didn’t want you out alone, especially after Will’s accident. I tucked you into bed myself. Of course, now that I want you to go out, you’re giving me trouble about it. Just take him out please.”


			Mom’s story confirmed it was just a nightmare. Sighing in relief that nothing actually happened at Will’s house, I got up and tossed my bowl in the sink, relinquishing the events of last night with it. Ten minutes later, with full snow gear on, Mickey and I clattered outside.


			As soon as we stepped over the threshold, I knew something was wrong. It wasn’t the odd, exotic scent that permeated the frigid air. It wasn’t even the knotting in my stomach when my boot first crunched in the snow just off my porch. It was the flashing red and blue lights that stalled us in our yard.


			“It wasn’t a dream.” I collapsed to my knees. 


			Down at the end of our street, neighbors gathered among the many police cars. My best friend’s house was wrapped in yellow tape. I could read the bold letters from where I stood: 


			POLICE LINE DO NOT CROSS. 
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			There were only two things that saved me from the long and painful torture that was winter—Christmas and a snowfall that stuck. The after effects of a fresh snowfall, before anything could disturb the brilliant-white blanket enveloping everything in its path, was simply breathtaking. Though it was just a dusting this morning, flakes the size of cotton balls silently fell in droves throughout the early afternoon and into the evening. Sitting at the dinner table, I couldn’t help but gaze out the French doors at the trees bowing under the weight of the snow as I planned my escape. 


			Thanksgiving was just last week and my home officially shifted to full-on Christmas mode. I felt cagey being stuck inside these past few weeks, especially since I had to dance on thin ice. Preparing for the big Christmas Eve dinner we hosted every year always dialed Mom’s anxiety to an all-time high. 


			 My knees still ached from washing the baseboards and cabinets with Murphy’s Oil. I walked into the family room and plopped on the couch hoping for a little T.V. and rest. I sighed at the pile of gifts that needed wrapping and groaned when I noticed my little brother playing Nintendo.


			“Hey Mickey, care to quit playing Mario Kart and help me with these presents?” I asked my little brother. 


			“Nope,” he quipped, not even bothering to look my way.  


			I bit back my frustration and chose to stick my tongue out at him rather than start an argument, pulling myself off the couch to start wrapping. This kid always seemed to get away with not helping. 


			Pins and needles stabbed my feet and I checked the time on the VCR. I’d been wrapping presents for over an hour. With a satisfying tear of the tape, I placed the two-inch piece on the present for Auntie Ang and placed it on the done pile. Only about forty more to go. I needed to get out of the house for a little bit. Besides, Christmas was almost a month away. The rest could wait. 


			I asked Dad to help me convince Mom to let me go for a walk. Dad conveniently praised me for all the chores I’d done in front of her. I knew she wouldn’t mind, but I didn’t want her to suppress any stress. Mom smiled and I smiled back knowing I could break free for a short walk without guilt. 


			The neighborhood was still, only the sound of snow crunching beneath my feet as I traipsed across my yard. Cherrywood Drive normally bustled with kids playing, people shoveling their driveways, and adults rushing to get an early start on their holiday checklist, but not tonight. I sucked in a deep breath. The crystalline air always helped me clear my head. The subtle sparkle of the snow illuminated by the streetlamps caught my eye. I smiled. How cool would it be if snow really was magical?  


			The snow absorbed all sound and the silence afforded me a peace I really needed. Junior year was stressing me out, but at least college prospects kept me distracted. I was probably the only Wildcat with plans to leave the state and never return as soon as I graduated. The truth was, I never really felt like I belonged in Illinois, more like I was destined for an entirely different place. Definitely somewhere warmer. 


			As I neared the end of the block, my heart fluttered for a split second. There it was, that oddly familiar house. My eyes scanned the empty, two-story brick home, but no memories surfaced of who once lived there. Whoever owned it never visited, but it remained well-manicured. With a crackle, the streetlamp above me flickered and died. Prickles traveled up and down my arms as the brown exterior of the house was swallowed by shadows. Alone in the dark, the cold seeped through my jacket and my instincts warned me to leave. 


			I took a few careful steps towards my house, trying not to disturb the pristine canvas by placing my boots in the marks I had already made coming this way. I noticed another set of footprints, larger and parallel to mine. I was not alone. Sucking in my breath and willing my heart to quit freaking out, I scanned for the footprint’s owner. Nothing. I squeezed my eyes shut, recalling the mantra Mom would murmur in my ear, cradling me when I felt a panic attack coming on:


			Just breathe


			It was just a dream


			Just breathe


			No one is out to get you


			Just breathe 


			You are safe


			Breathe 


			Opening my eyes, I kept my gaze laser-focused on the safety of my wide front porch. I reached the edge of my driveway and a unique sound, like soft bells on a sleigh, rang through my ears. My heart tightened and I staggered back. As the melody stirred something deep within the confines of my mind, I raced to my door, kicking up snow behind me, and slammed it shut. Clutching my chest, I slowed my breathing before my parents could notice something wrong. I wouldn’t allow panic to control me…not again.


			“Lydia, is that you, hun?”


			I sat, struggling with my boots. “Yeah, Mom!” 


			“I’m turning on White Christmas in a minute. Care to join us by the fire?”


			“Umm, sure. Just let me get changed.” I tossed my coat on the banister and bounded up the stairs. Gripping the smooth knob of my tall dresser, I paused. Where had I heard that sound before?  


			“Lydia, hurry up! If we don’t start it now, you won’t be able to finish it with us...school’s tomorrow!” Dad called from the bottom of the stairs.


			“Coming, Dad!” I threw on my flannel pants and favorite plain t-shirt, then hustled to meet him. 


			“You OK, sweetie? You look like you’ve seen a ghost.” 


			“I’m fine, Dad. Just chilled from being outside.” 


			He wrapped his arm around me. “Well then, this ought to warm you up.” He smiled, presenting a steamy cup of hot chocolate. Dad wasn’t necessarily intuitive, but he was there when you needed him. 


			He led me into the family room. Dad snuggled Mom on the couch and I enjoyed my cocoa on the hearth of the fireplace, savoring the warmth. It wouldn’t feel like the holidays if we didn’t kick off the season with Mom’s favorite Christmas movie. I secretly loved it too. Completing our family tradition may have infringed upon everyone’s bedtimes, but it was worth it. I zombied up to my room and passed right out.  
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			I smacked the alarm. My eyes rebelled and refused to open more than a crack. I shut them again giving them a stern warning that they had five minutes to get it together. Ugh, Monday. 


			The weeks between Thanksgiving and winter break always seemed to drag. Why couldn’t it just be the weekend again? No, why couldn’t it already be spring semester of Senior year? I craved a place where I could start my own life. But first, I needed to get out of bed. Peeking out the window, I noticed the overnight temps morphed yesterday’s winter wonderland into a frozen tundra. I was back to officially hating winter. 


			After finishing my cereal, I popped back upstairs to finish getting ready. The creepiness from last night had unsettled me and I figured getting a little dolled up would help me feel better. Grabbing the mauve handle of my curling iron, I styled my long, dark hair into flowing curls. I dug out my Extra Lash mascara from my makeup bag. My spirits lifted with each coat I applied. 


			I paused and leaned in closer to the mirror—my irises glinted back at me. They changed again? I opened my eyes wide and resisted blinking to further inspect them. Taking in the new vibrant violet that stared back at me, the mascara wand fell from my hands. What the actual heck? It’s fine. I’m fine. Everything’s fine. No one seemed to notice the first change. Maybe no one will notice this one. When my eyes first changed from bright blue to periwinkle a few weeks ago, I came up with many reasons to justify this—lack of sleep and poor lighting were my first go-tos. When they didn’t change back, I chalked it up to hormones. I stuffed my panic away and made a mental note to ask Mom about an eye doctor appointment and continued to get ready. A little blush and tinted Covergirl lip gloss completed my look. I whipped on my new favorite jeans and purple sweater and looked in the mirrored closet doors for a final once over. 


			I was in the foyer tying up my Doc Martens when I heard the distant beeping of Mrs. Parekh’s approach. I slung my Jansport over my shoulder and headed to the end of my driveway. My friend, Preethi Parekh—everyone called her Pree—lived down the street, and we often took turns carpooling. 


			I made it to the end of my driveway right before she pulled up. Pree wrestled to get her mom’s horn-happy hands to quit honking. I squeezed in the back next to my friends Sara and Dani. 


			“Morning Libby,” Mrs. Parekh sang. 


			“Mom! How many times do I have to tell you? It’s LID-DY. You’re so embarrassing.”


			“That’s what I said, LIB-BY!”


			“Just go, Mom,” Pree said, hiding her face from her mom and mouthing, ‘I’m so sorry’ from the front seat. I just laughed and brushed it off. I dug Pree and her mom. Their relationship was so chaotic, but they did love each other. I wondered how many times Pree would “run-away” this coming week to my house. 


			“So, we were all just talking about the Winter Formal that’s in a few weeks. You’re gonna go, with a date, right?”


			Dani knew I hated the whole dating scene. My plans were to graduate completely unattached. I wanted to take no chances of my heart being swayed to stay in Illinois. “Can we all just go stag? You know, just us girlfriends,” I responded. 


			“Yes! I like that idea very, very much,” chimed in Mrs. Parekh looking back at me as she swerved, sending my hair flying. 


			“Mom!!! Keep your eyes on the road… You almost hit the crossing guard!” Pree shrieked, wildly holding onto the ‘oh schnikies’ handle and her large, dark chestnut eyes nearly popped out of their sockets. 


			Sara fixed her blonde locks. “As if, Liddy! My source tells me that you are so going to be asked, and by a senior.”


			“Does this source happen to be your boyfriend, Matt?” I teased. Secretly, I was nervous. I wasn’t close with many seniors. What if I didn’t like who asked me?


			“Maybe.” Sara laughed. “And he’s not my boyfriend.”


			“Yet,” Dani chimed in. 


			Sara rolled her blue eyes. “But really, what are you going to do if he asks? Say no? You and I both know you are too nice for that. We all know you get weirded out with attention from guys, but letting someone down makes you feel worse.” 


			Sara knew me too well. “I suppose if I am asked, I’ll probably say yes, but I’d much rather skip this whole scene and just go with you girls.” 


			Dani paused from inspecting her curved eyebrows and maroon lipstick in her compact to interject. “Well, rumor has it that Alex is asking you too.”


			My stomach turned as I digested the possibility of being asked by more than one guy. I would have to say no to someone. Even more disturbing, how would saying yes be interpreted? 


			“What’s your damage? Daydreaming about your blonde lover, Alex, and his perfectly spiked hair?” Dani laughed.


			I jumped. “Heck no! Just I…I was thinking about all the homework I’ve gotta get done.” 


			We pulled up to Wheeling High School just in time to hear the warning bell. We all hustled out of the black Mercury Sable wagon, careful not to slip on the ice, and busted through the doors running. 


			“Morning, Ms. Rutledge,” we all said in unison to the Vice Principal and headed in different directions. I bolted left up the stairs with Pree. Sara and Dani sprinted right through the main corridor. 


			“Write me a note!” Sara yelled as she disappeared around the corner. 


			Yeah, right! She knew I hated doing that. I hadn’t written to her once in three years. Hello! I needed to pay attention in class or I might miss something important. What if we are quizzed on it? What if I get caught? 


			“Bye, Liddy! See you in AP Chem.,” Pree squeaked.


			“See ya!” I ran to World History and narrowly escaped getting squished by Ms. Mullens closing her door. 


			“Pree’s turn this morning,” I explained, hoping this would be enough reason for a reprieve. Ms. Mullens shook her head, grinning. Though Pree was the star of her debate team, she was also well versed with Pree’s tardiness. She ushered me in and headed to the front of the classroom to turn on the projector, a clear indication for everyone to start taking notes. 


			I pulled out my favorite gel-pen and my notebook. At about the third bullet point, I literally couldn’t write anymore. Frozen, like last night, an icy chill spread throughout my body. I couldn’t focus on the board. My chest tightened as my breaths grew shallow. Not here Liddy. Don’t panic. You’re probably just anxious about being asked to the Winter Formal. After all, Alex was in the back row of this class with me. 


			My pen rolled off the desk, a welcomed distraction. I stooped to pick it up as the door opened, revealing two pairs of shoes. The outrageous pair obviously belonged to Jackie, a senior-student ambassador whose platform-yellow Skechers I’d know anywhere. She was very popular among the athletes and belonged to a group of girls who called themselves “the Double Dees”—seriously! They only dated athletes. 


			Distracted, I accidentally pushed my pen a little further away. I practically hung upside down now, my eyes transfixed on the vintage, designer men’s boots. My gaze continued traveling up his body as I slowly sat up. Dark slim jeans with a slight roll at the top of the boot gave way to well-shaped, muscular legs. A leather cuff with an embedded metal piece circled the strong wrist. The turn-down collar on his cream sweater emphasized his chiseled jaw. Straightening my spine, I could now see a little star-shaped scar near his left eye.  


			That scar! Why do I feel like I’ve seen it before? I leaned towards him to get a better look. 


			His hair was as dark as mine; a perfect mix of tousled and styled. It wasn’t the bleach- blond, Sun In hairdo most of the guys sported these days. His piercing blue—no wait, green—no wait, teal—eyes were striking against his bronzed skin. And they were locked on me. He smiled and radiated confidence.  


			The loud clatter of my desk knocking into Joy’s seat filled the previously silent room as I fell to the ground. 


			“Ms. Erickson! Are you alright?” Ms. Mullens gasped. 


			I scrambled back into my seat. Oh, crud! Now everyone’s looking! 


			“I’m fine,” I mumbled, heat filling my cheeks. Ignoring the snickers, I got straight back to work.  


			I pretended not to notice as the new student took the empty seat a row over. I couldn’t see him behind me, but I knew he could see me and I felt exposed. My foot wiggled as my thoughts raced. The warmth of my cheeks flooded down to my neck as my desire to look at him once more drowned out Ms. Mullens’ lecture. I’d be mortified if I’d looked back and he caught me checking him out. I grabbed the collar of my sweater and began fanning it in hopes that the small fire in my belly would simmer down. 


			Where do I know him from?


			He seemed so familiar, but I couldn’t place him which was weird. I had a great memory and never forgot a face or name. One thing was for sure. His presence was as tangible as the humid air in Florida’s summer, and it felt good—too good. This can’t be possible. I’m losing it. The bell rang and I held my breath as he passed, purposely taking my time collecting my things. When I reached the doorway, I peeked out hoping to catch a glimpse of him, but he was gone. 
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			As soon as I got to second period, I wrote a note to Sara, ignoring Mr. Dunbar scrawling math problems on the blackboard. He wouldn’t notice I wasn’t copying them down. 





			Hey Chica!


			So, I don’t really know what to write in these things, but something crazy did happen in first period. I figured you’d want to be the first to know. That is, if you haven’t already heard about it. I dropped my pen and when I stopped to pick it up, I literally fell out of my chair. FELL! On the ground! It was absolutely heinous. I was so embarrassed and of course, everyone laughed. If I had the superpower to disappear, I so would have. Anyways, maybe Dani was wrong about Alex because he didn’t stay after class to ask me to the dance and that’s our only class together. Not that I’d be upset if he didn’t ask me. 


			Oh yeah, one more thing. There is a new guy in my World History class. I think I know him from somewhere, but I can’t quite pinpoint where. Anyways, I can’t believe I’m saying this, but he is pretty dang cute. Pree or Dani should consider asking him to the dance, though I am still hoping we all go stag. He probably needs someone, someone other than Jackie and the Double Dees, to help him get to know the school and make some friends. If one of us doesn’t ask him, it looked quite obvious to me that Jackie will!  


			-Liddy





			I left out why I fell out of my chair. During passing period, I slipped Sara the note. Her eyes widened and her jaw dropped as I handed it to her. She skipped off in anticipation of what its contents would reveal. I knew she would be disappointed that it wasn’t three full pages front to back like she normally wrote, but details weren’t necessary since we’d talk at lunch. 


			Third and fourth periods dragged on. No matter how hard I tried, I couldn’t stop thinking about the new guy and his gorgeous smile. At the sound of the bell, I booked it to the cafeteria and spotted Pree as soon as I walked through the doors. A mischievous grin emerged on her face as she waved me over. I was almost to our table when Pree’s eyes suddenly widened and she quickly tried to stand. Her sudden change in demeanor gave me pause. Less than a second later I flew through the air, the blue and white checkered floor coming at me fast. I squeezed my eyes shut, clutching my head to protect it from slamming into the leg of a nearby table. The loud thud of my side hitting the floor could be heard over the silent lunchroom before a chorus of gasps erupted. 


			“Ow,” I moaned as I slid to a sitting position. My hip throbbed and my ribs stung as if they’d been run through with a sword. I opened my eyes and startled when two voices next to me shouted over each other.


			“Will you go to Winter Formal with me?”


			 Clutching my side, I attempted to stand, but then Alex Schramm and Justin Lindor came into view, fighting like two children over who got the last iced rose on the cake. I ignored their extended hands and stood on my own. Other than the stabbing pain in my ribs, the stiffness of my hip, and the extreme embarrassment for the second time today as everyone stared, I was fine. 


			“Liddy! Aw, daaang. Are you cool?” 


			“Dude—” Justin shoved Alex’s shoulder— “I was going to help her up. Now she got up by herself. Liddy, I’m so sorry. Alex tripped me on purpose, and I fell into you. You alright?” Justin asked his dark, gentle eyes wide.


			Everyone in the cafeteria whispered to each other while keeping their eyes locked on the three of us. The pinks of my cheeks deepened. I looked once more at Justin, who worried at his bottom lip. “I’m OK, thanks… Ummm, can we sit down, please? Everyone is kind of staring.” 


			Alex spun to address the entire crowd. “Nothing to see here folks! She’s fine. Mind your own business!” 


			Taking a seat across from Pree, the guys sandwiched me at the table like I was peanut butter in a do-si-dos cookie. Alex wasted no time and pasted his baby blues on my face. “Liddy, you’ve known me since elementary school. I had plans to ask you in a much more dope way, but here it is. I would really love it if you chose me to go to the dance. I’d definitely show you a good time.” He winked. 


			Justin slid his strong hand into mine, a familiar gesture to garner my attention. “Liddy, I know Alex just asked you, but we’ve had some good times working together at the aquatic center over the summers, and well, since I’m a senior, and this is my last Winter Formal, there isn’t anyone else I’d really want to make those memories with. I would love to take you.” His defined jaw highlighted his slight, crooked smile and chin dimple. 


			“You’re gonna go there, dude? Seriously. So desperate.” Alex scoffed, crossing his arms and legs revealing Adidas symbols from head to toe. 


			Justin shot Alex a warning look, but Alex just laughed it off. 


			I thought the girls must have been joking this morning with all those rumors or maybe I just wished they had been. I couldn’t breathe. I wasn’t used to much male attention and it made me super uneasy. Even more, the thought of disappointing someone had my adrenaline buzzing like a swarm of bees whose hive was under attack. I didn’t know what to say. Pree stood there gawking at us, like we were stars in a sitcom rehearsing for tomorrow’s taping. Dani had seen everything from the end of the lunch line and strutted up to our table, her movements so fierce that I sometimes forgot she only stood five feet tall. Dani took one look at me and came to my side in an instant. 


			“Guys, you don’t really expect her to answer you right now, do you? Puh-lease! Besides seriously lacking in your approach, you plowed her over, injured her, and both shouted at her at the same time. Lame,” Dani lectured, her hazel eyes pinpoints as she stared the boys down. 


			Thank you, God, for my loyal friend, Dani. 


			Scarlet swept Justin’s cheeks as he dropped his gaze and pushed his warm brown hair back. 


			“Sorry again, Liddy,” he mumbled. “You know I’d never do anything like that on purpose, right?”


			“I know. It’s OK, Justin.” He normally didn’t start fights. 


			Alex noticed me rubbing my ribs while I noticed his lingering gaze on my chest. “You straight, Liddy?”


			If only I had the guts to scream: I’m not OK! 


			“Umm, I’m fine guys, really,” I said as I crossed my arms to cover my chest. I suppose they hadn’t meant to publicly humiliate me and I should be grateful I was asked to a dance, let alone by more than one boy. It’s just unfortunate it was at the same exact time. Alex and Justin still sat there waiting for an answer. Nausea threatened to send me to the nurse. 


			“Let me think about it and I will get back to you both by the end of the day.” Alex huffed a little as he stood while Justin locked eyes with mine, gently squeezed my hand, and smiled before walking off in the opposite direction of Alex. 


			Just then Sara tapped across the cafeteria. “OMG, what’s the dealio? I knew I should have just gone back later for the cookies.” The Wildcat Snack Shack did have the best, partially cooked chocolate chip cookies ever. They were like eating buttery, warm cookie dough. 


			“Oh, not much, Sara. Only that Liddy was almost murdered while being asked to the formal,” Pree said in exasperation, pulling her black, silky hair over her shoulder. 


			“Pree, that’s not exactly what happened,” I corrected. 


			“Isn’t it?” Pree asked, genuinely confused. 


			“OK, OK. So, who are you going to say yes to?” Dani interrogated. Her purple eyeliner exaggerated her widened eyes which focused on me. 


			“We don’t have to worry about who Liddy says yes to, that’s her business. What we do need to help her with is the real possibility she might agonize herself to death having to say ‘no’ to someone,” Sara commented. 


			“Ugh! Don’t remind me,” I squeaked.


			Sara laughed. “OK, I won’t. So, tell me all about this mystery guy.” 


			“Mystery guy?” Pree gasped. 


			“Yep. Liddy had something interesting happen to her in first period with him and I’m dying to hear about it before lunch ends,” Sara added. 


			I pulled my sandwich out of my brown paper bag and took a bite. I chewed slowly and took another bite. 


			“You’re killing me!” Dani blurted out. 


			I couldn’t help but laugh. “Well, he’s in history with me.”


			“What’s his name?” Pree asked.


			“I must have missed it, but here’s a detail you all will like. When he walked in, I literally froze. Like, couldn’t move if I wanted to and then I got all tingly. He stared right at me and then, I fell out of my chair.” 


			“Why?” Dani asked.


			“I was leaning too far forward, inspecting his face and…” 


			“Nothing more important than a cute face and hot bod, am I right?” Pree interrupted, elbowing Dani and waggling her perfectly threaded brows.  


			“Pree, chillax. Pull yourself together girl! Your mom better think about letting you date soon, or your hormones are gonna get us all in trouble one day.” Sara laughed. 


			Pree’s face sank a little. “Yeah, right. I just succeeded in getting her to agree to not force me into an arranged marriage. Dating won’t be allowed until I’m at least in college.”
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