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Chapter 1 


[image: ]




She slammed onto the loose surface of the gravel road. The headlights were too much to bear. Squinting did nothing, nor did covering her eyes. It was too damn bright.  

She froze.  

Her friend was motionless in front of her. How did this happen?  

Revving up louder by the second, the truck engine roared.  

Branches broke in front of her and behind — madness ensued.  

No time to think.  

Shouting filled the air. 

She looked back at the bloodied ground. There was already a pool of blood and all for what?  

“Why?” she cried out. 

Why did she have to be here now?  

In the haze of the bright lights, the shadow of the shotgun loomed. He cocked it and aimed.  

Boom! Boom!  

Moans and angst shook her from this foggy trance. She stumbled back towards the trees when windshield glass sprayed everywhere. An oak lay toppled, with a massive branch edging out the length of the front of the Dodge Ram.  

Could she look back? Should she? Something felt wrong. All of this did. Her head spun, yet she couldn’t stop now. There was no time. 

Into the pines she went — 

* 
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36 hours earlier 

“You’re on your phone again?” Angela said. She reached across the seat and gave her younger friend Seli a pat on the knee. 

“It’s not really again, I’m just telling her where we stopped.” 

Teddy rolled his eyes. “What is she? Your probation officer or something?”    

“You don’t have to wait for me,” Seli looked down at her iPhone 8, waiting patiently for her aunt’s response.  

“Come on.” Angela opened the passenger door to the red 2008 Dodge Ram 1500.  

Seli shook her off.  

“I’m pretty sure I can find you at the top of the ledge.” 

Seli wouldn’t look up from her screen. This was typical of how this trip was playing out. They had to stop because that’s what HE wanted to do.  

“It won’t be for long,” Angela softened her tone. She tried to catch Seli with her sea blue eyes.  

“Just go.” 

“But.” 

“I have to do this!” Seli pointed at her phone.  

Whether she had to do it or not, the soon to be eighteen-year-old refused to get out of the truck and walk in tandem. As it was, Teddy slammed his driver’s side door and borderline stomped his feet.  

“She can sit in the truck for all I care,” Teddy crossed his arms. He scowled and then walked over towards the trail head. 

Angela gave her friend one final look and then ran to catch up to her much older boyfriend.  

“Don’t be like that,” she said.  

She grabbed onto his left hand and massively toned forearm. Snuggling up to the monstrous twenty-four-year-old, he towered over her. Teddy was six feet five inches tall and built much like his truck.  

Angela was no slouch, but even she looked small and petite next to her dark-haired man. Standing five foot six she was significantly taller than poor Seli who looked more like a dwarf next to them with her four foot ten frame.  

In the back seat of the truck, her legs dangled off the seat. She would need to climb down simply to feel the ground at her feet.  

Seli was dark in complexion. A summer outside had left her with a rich tan and her chestnut-colored hair now lightened with natural blonde highlights. She had dimples on both cheeks, which were evident on the occasion she smiled. Conservatively dressed, even for this warm mid-August day, her olive-green cotton shorts were worn mid-thigh and paired with an oversized light brown v neck T-shirt. With its length the T-shirt could have been worn as a dress. 

Still no response, Seli looked up from her screen and across the parking lot. Sure, they were parked at the base of Cannon Mountain across from Echo Lake, near the Old Man of the Mountain, in Franconia Notch, but it wasn’t where they told her they were stopping.  

This lot was crammed with cars. In Seli’s mind, there was nothing worse than crowds of people.  

She squirmed in her seat and scanned the area. Angela and Teddy were already on the path to Artist’s Bluff Loop. Despite having a head start, Teddy’s oxen-like figure made him easy to find, even with the numerous people exploring this park and the refreshing waters of Echo Lake. 

Why did Angela have to cling to him? Seli couldn’t understand why it was so important to keep Teddy happy and accommodate his every whim. This was supposed to be their camping trip. 

Her phone chimed.  

“You didn’t have to call,” Seli said. 

“Then you shouldn’t have written,” a soft feminine voice replied. 

“I shouldn’t have written? You told me to text you whenever we stopped.” 

“Sometimes you are so literal.” 

“Literal? This is coming from the same woman who thought only green and red people can cross the street.”  

“Come on, you didn’t know it either at first. I suppose you will never let me forget that will you?” 

“No, I don’t think so. It’s like you were raised in the woods or something,” the teen laughed. 

“Very funny Selichah. So, what’s up? Are you at the campground yet? Are you wearing your mask?”  

“Yes, I have my mask and I will be wearing it. No, not at the campground. Far from it. Teddy wanted us to stop off so he could get his view of the notch.” 

“What? I thought it was just you and Angela. I don’t like the idea of a larger group.” 

“When is it ever just me and Angela?” 

“Well, I can’t pick you up.” 

“I know you can’t, you’re in Warsaw.”  

“Do you want me to call my sister? I can see if she’ll come.” There was a hint of concern in her aunt’s voice. 

“Oh, my gawd, you know that she won’t, not now at least in this crazy time,” Seli said. She pointed at the truck door as though she was pointing at her aunt. “As it is, no one needs to come and get me. I just wanted you to know where I am. You always tell me to keep you updated.”  

“Yeah, well I do, but come on you’re not nine anymore. You just graduated – Still, with this sickness, I’m glad you did. Please be careful. You really should be home.”  

Seli grimaced. “I know, but when else would I do this?” 

“I get it. This is your window.” 

“Well, I didn’t think that my final trip would be as a third wheel. I mean she’s only nineteen and he’s like forty, well twenty-four or something.” 

“I don’t like it much either. What do you want me to do?” 

“Nothing, I just want to hear your voice,” she paused and took a deep breath. “Just sometimes life can get lonely even when you’re supposedly with a friend.” 

“I completely understand. Just know Angela is not your only friend.” 

“Yeah, true, but she’s the only —” 

“The only what?”  

She sighed and lowered her phone back on her lap. “It’s not important.”  

“Love, if it gets to be too much, you know what you can do.” 

“I know . . .” She closed her eyes. 

“I must go. Your grandfather is calling for me. Text me or call once you get settled. Please wear your mask.” 

“I will,” Seli said. 

“Sending you my love, dear.”  

Before Seli could respond the call went dead. Several tears rolled down her face. She held the phone tightly and wondered whether it was even worth getting out of the truck.  

For a moment she thought about taking her aunt up on her offer. She hadn’t even been over to Manning since school had ended. It had been almost two months, which was hard to believe, but then again, the summer had been a whirlwind. She had only been back ten days from her own trip to Europe and had to quarantine. This was her first full day of release. 

Seli pressed her thumbs against the bridge of her eyebrows. She sniffled and let out a few more tears. Angela had been her best non-family friend. They had been quite close until Teddy appeared right before springtime came. The trip had been planned for months and now what came of it? 

Sliding her phone into her bag Seli climbed out from the back seat of the truck.  

“Don’t forget . . .” she chastised herself.  

Shaking her head, the teen reached into her bag and took out her green face mask. She didn’t want to make a big deal, especially with Teddy and Angela going sans mask, but the past few months had been difficult. There was no need to complicate her life further. 

As she slipped the bands around her ears and adjusted the cloth mask, she shut the door and wiped away any lingering tears.  

“You’re not going to ruin this for me,” she said to herself. 

A plump cardinal chirped from a large elm tree. She shifted her attention to the tree.  

“You talking to me little one?” Seli smiled. “I know you are.” 

The bird swooped down and landed on the hood of the truck. The teen reached out with an open hand.  

More chirping and cooing only brought the young woman a bigger smile. “Are you going to give me a real greeting or are you just going to tease me?” 

With a simple twitch of her wings, the cardinal glided down from the hood and into Seli’s awaiting hands.  

“Hi cutie. Why are you alone?”  

The bird balanced delicately on Seli’s palm. She tilted her beak and chirped.  

“Really?”  

They exchanged a long stare. The cardinal chirped again. It squeezed tightly onto Seli’s middle finger.  

“Be safe dear one.”  

With Seli’s last comment, the bird was back in flight and away towards Echo Lake. 

“Thank you,” Seli said.  

She gave one last sniffle and then walked towards the trail head. Looking back and forth, she marveled at the number of people who were out. Everything had been shut down in the cities and even now not much had been lifted. 

Her small city of Portsmouth, New Hampshire had been directly impacted. For months, most people were indoors, secluded in their homes, as this invisible yet life-changing virus had gained a foothold in the country and the world. Had she not had to finish school her aunt would have kept her in central Europe after February vacation when things had begun to change dramatically.  

There were too many questions as well, even there, on where they could go and where it would be safe. Oddly even the foothills and mountains her family had called home had been ravaged by this virus, so it appeared safer to return and wait it out.

When school ended in June, the cases had let up enough for travel. Through a special exemption and with her European Union passport she was able to attend to her family obligation. 

Now back in New Hampshire, while the cases were lower, especially compared to the rest of the country, life had not returned to normal. There was an uneasiness and Seli felt it at her core even if she didn’t want to vocalize her feelings. She wasn’t ready or felt safe yet to interact with strangers outside, let alone in confined spaces.  

As she walked, she regretted agreeing to go on this trip. They hadn’t even been gone for two and a half hours and already it felt like a big mistake.  

Before stepping onto the trail, she caught a glimpse of the busy beach.  

“Where did all these people come from?”  

Sure, they weren’t on top of one another, but as she scanned the out of state license plates, it seemed odd that so many people from other areas had found their way to this typically late summer, New Hampshire only, enclave.  

Just as concerning was the amount of trash thrown to the wayside. She leaned down and reached for a plastic bag full of beer cans that had not found its way to the large black trash receptacle. Shaking her head, she held the bag ever so gently and tossed it into the bin.  

“What is wrong with this place?”  

A group of college age students strolled by her. They didn’t bother to walk in single file but crowded up the trail. She had to step off to the side for the oncoming brood. 

“Dude this is the best. We got all this fresh air to ourselves,” a male voice shot out in the group.  

“Yeah, we don’t even have to wear a mask,” another added.  

“Who has the beer?” A third voice said. 

“I do man. Do you need a refresher?”  

Seli looked on, dumbfounded. Her heart quickened. She felt herself breathing harder. Was it the mask? She couldn’t tell.  

More college students joined the first group and the trail had now become congested. A couple with their two bandana clad labs, unharnessed, were about to meet the group head on.  

“I think I’m going to go back,” Seli said. She looked for an off-path route down to the cars when the cardinal swooped in from above.

Chirp, chirp.  

The cardinal landed on Seli’s clenched left hand.  

“I don’t think so. Look at all of them.” 

Seli watched yet another group of people blast through the entrance. It was unrelenting.  

Squeezing the teen’s fingers, the cardinal tilted her head and motioned upwards. Seli saw the path forward, or the remnants of one that might work. She realized if she went back to the truck now, she would never hear the end of it from Teddy and Angela.  

Flying to a series of branches, not too far ahead, the cardinal guided Seli up a roundabout route away from the line of people filling the trail. The more she hiked up the moss and leaf incrusted incline, she saw her path grow clearer. The noise level was relatively quiet; the crunching of her ballet shoes on the ground settled her. 

Eccentric, but the foot gear worked for her, even on a hike in the woods.  

Within a few minutes, she had found herself at the top of the bluff, on the far side of the ledge, but close enough to find the sunbathers and onlookers who were taking in the magnificent view.  

Teddy and Angela were locked in an embrace, with Angela’s phone being held by Teddy who took a barrage of photos of the two love birds.  

Seli was cautious to step into their line of sight. Angela was on Teddy’s lap, with her hands resting on his chiseled chest. His white wife beater did little to hide his muscles. In a black pair of booty shorts and a light pink tank, she didn’t leave much for the imagination either. Her long mane of hair that went down to the middle of her back was the only grace preventing Teddy from having a full view of her assets.  

“Come on baby, take one more,” Angela pleaded. 

“This is the last one.” He rested his huge paw on her thigh and pulled her in for a long messy kiss.  

Not saying a word, Seli stepped near the boulder and the couple.  

Teddy noticed her first. He never closed his eyes even in a passionate embrace. As he squeezed Angela tighter, he moved his lips away from hers and frowned. 

“About time you made it up here. You do know you are outside, right?”  

Angela broke her embrace and jumped off his lap. She looked back at her boyfriend and said, “Let her do whatever she wants.”  

“Yeah, so we look like the losers with her acting like this is a hospital ward. We’re outside — absolutely asinine.”  

Seli looked away.  

She felt Angela’s soft hand latch onto hers.  

“He’s all bark. I promise.”  

“He’s mean is what he is.”  

“You do know I’m right here,” Teddy stood.  

“How could I forget? Is it rough being so tall? Do you ever get vertigo?” 

“Har, har. Bitch.”  

“Hey, enough you two!” Angela let go of Seli’s hand and pointed at Teddy.  

He was about to respond when the cardinal let loose over his head.  

“Really?! He fumed at the white refuse dripping across his hair and forehead. 

Seli smiled widely, unbeknownst to her traveling partners — the beauty of wearing a mask.  

“Don’t you say a word,” he pointed at both girls and then ran his fingers through his now wet and white hair. “Not cool at all you stupid bird. If I had my gun right now —”  

“You’d what? Kill a cardinal? Aren’t you a real hunter? You’re just an . . .” Seli felt enraged. 

Angela played mediator. “Both of you enough. Go clean yourself up. If you don’t get that crap out of your head, I won’t be kissing you later.”  

She wanted to lighten the blow by going in for a kiss. Teddy was having none of it though and brushed her off with his hand. “You deserve each other.” 

He left behind the boulder and the two teens. 

“What do you see in him? Like really, he’s such a tool.”  

“You don’t know him the way I do, Seli.”  

“And what way is not douche-baggy? Why is he even with us? This was supposed to be our trip. I was waiting for you to arrive in your hatchback and then boom here comes the gladiator truck. What happened to our girls’ trip?”

Seli’s face felt heated underneath the mask.  

“I know, I know. But you need to understand, he only gets the weekends off. I don’t see him otherwise.”  

“You haven’t seen me for three months? Remember?” Seli trembled.  

“I have too.” 

“FaceTime? Zoom? Really?”  

“You went off to Europe. I don't know what you’re complaining about. It wasn’t like you were around to do anything or were allowed.” 

“Get off it, Angie. Why am I even on this trip? What’s the point?” 

“Just give it a few hours. You’re just on edge because of this stupid fake virus and he’s on edge because he’s not used to sharing me.”  

“Fake? Are you that naive?”  

“Don’t start with me Selichah. When you can tell me one person you actually know that got sick and it wasn’t just the sniffles then you can preach.”  

“What happened to you?” 

“Maybe I’ve just grown up since you took your holiday. Not all of us could hide indoors or quarantine in the mountains of Europe.” 

“I did not quarantine in Europe. You know damn well my grandfather lives there. We had to make sure he was safe.” 

“Whatever.” She flipped her wrist. “And then when you’re home you weren’t even allowed to come out of your front yard like you were a dog chained to a leash.” 

“If this is how you felt, why are we doing this? Like seriously?” Her eyes watered.  

“I’m sorry. I don’t mean to bombard you. I just feel like you left me alone all these months and now you expect us to just pick up where we left off. Why can’t you just be happy I have a good guy?” 

“Good?”  

She ignored Seli’s bash. “He’s good for me. And you’ll see that if you can just give this trip a chance.” 

“Fine. But I’m not sharing a tent with him. That would be like totally too much.” 

Angela waved her hand off and laughed. “I don’t think that would be a smart thing for either of you. I promise we’ll have you and me time too.” 

Selichah didn’t know what she felt or what else she could say. Everything felt so heightened. “Fine. Can we at least make sure we aren’t congregating around a bunch of people? Like look at this.” 

The teen pointed out the ever-growing crowd on top of the bluff. The fact they were able to have a private conversation was amazing.  

“I get it. I’ll do my best. We’ll keep you safe at least until tomorrow on your eighteenth birthday.”  

“That’s all I ask,” Seli sighed.  

With a subtle nod Angela wrapped her arms around her friend. They embraced for several seconds. She stepped away and with a wide grin said, “I do like your mask, your whole outfit is very nature-like, almost a wink to the forest.” 

“Yes, and you’re well . . .” she thought for a suitable compliment, “you’re in shape, heaven knows from that outfit.”  

Angela laughed. “I did workout quite a bit these last few months, so thank you.” 

Seli made a mental note that she felt Angela was trying too hard based on the outfit alone. She might have said something, but the college boys had swarmed the area.  

“Dude, I need another beer,” the college student’s voice boomed.  

The boisterous voice echoed through the teen’s head. She couldn't get off the top of this bluff fast enough.  

“Let’s go this way. I found a different route that is more scenic.” 
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Chapter 2 
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To say Teddy was pouting would be unfair. Granted, a bird just pooped on his head and he was told to clean up and stay away from his newfound love, but Teddy wasn’t the pouting type. He was quick to dive into the cool spring fed waters of Echo Lake and let his body do the talking. 

Isn’t that what all college age men do? As Angela and Seli made their way out of the woods and back onto the trail entrance, the doubled parked cars and trucks proved difficult at first to get a glimpse, but after several steps it was clear Teddy wanted some attention. 

Sitting on the bed of his truck, the twenty-four-year-old had his shirt off, was dripping wet, and had a fresh one in his hand with an empty already on the side. He wore a huge smile on his face from the attention of three teens, clad in bikini tops and jean cut off shorts. The three teens were around the same height as Angela.  

“What the hell are you doing?” Angela raced over to the truck.  

Seli’s jaw dropped at the sight. She fell in behind Angela and decided it was best to stay out of this. 

“Nothing baby. I’m just cooling off from a quick swim. These three were checking up on me.” 

“Checking up, huh?” 

“I had a cramp out in the water,” he winked at the blonde in the middle, “and Hilde here made sure I got out okay.” 

“Hilde?” Angela turned to the chesty teen and then looked back at her man. “Was the water above his head?” 

“Maybe,” Hilde puckered her lips. 

Angela flipped her long black locks over her shoulder and pointed at Teddy who was more than content with the new attention.  

“Finish your beer. We’re leaving. And as for you three, he’s mine bitches — all mine. Find someone else to buy you beer.” 

Without pausing, Angela jumped up on the bed of the truck. She put both hands on his cheeks and pulled him in for a long, wet kiss.  

“Any questions?”  

Seli opened the rear passenger door. She watched the three girls disappear. Her phone beeped.  

She took the phone out from her bag and was ready to check her text message when things got heated.  

“You pull that shit again and I’m gone!” Angela yelled. She pushed Teddy. 

“Come on, it was nothing. Maybe if you had hurried up and not had to help special ed there I wouldn’t have found myself in this precarious situation.” 

“Precarious? Ef — you.” 

Still holding her phone, Seli watched Angela get into the front seat slamming the door behind her. 

“Are you going to be okay?” 

“Leave it Seli.”  

“Don’t bite my head off. I am just checking. I can get us a ride.” 

“Give me a minute,” Angela fell back onto the headrest and covered her face. 

Teddy slung open his door. He glanced back at Seli. “You’re still here, huh?” 

“Why wouldn’t I be?” 

“I don’t know, maybe you decided it was time to go back and hide at home.” 

“Is that the best you can do? Like your absolute best? I didn’t ask to go on this trip with you.” 

“Then get out of the truck. I’m not asking you to stay.” 

“You’re a real ass aren’t you. Just because you got put in your place doesn’t mean you can take it out on me.” Seli gave him the middle finger. 

Teddy’s distinct features grew more angular the more irate he became. His cheeks were red as was his forehead.  

“Don’t you ever give me the finger again,” Teddy glared at Seli through his rearview mirror. 

She wanted to squirm but did nothing of the sort. Inside she felt the urge to lash out. She also wanted out of the truck as quickly as possible.  

“Both of you fucking stop it. You, Teddy, just shut your mouth and drive!” Angela said. “Seli stay quiet. I’m serious or you can find another ride home.” 

Teddy shifted the truck into gear. He bit his lip and briefly looked over at Angela before focusing on the road.  

H-O-N-K. He pressed down on the horn as two cars gently pulled out in reverse. 

“You gotta be kidding me. Screw this,” he said.  

He turned on the truck radio and cranked Guns and Roses. 

He floored the engine. Putting his foot down on the pedal, he revved the truck, accelerated, and swerved in between both vehicles. 

“Oh, my goodness,” Seli said to herself.  

She glanced down at her text message. Keira had written, “Where are you? I’m dying inside, what about you?” 

“If you only knew. I’m heading north I think towards Twin Mountain.” 

* 
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Except for the music, the ride for the next fifteen minutes was quiet. There were no interactions. Angela refused to remove her arms and hands from her face. She even went as far as to shift her entire body towards the window. Teddy tried to make amends by resting his hand on her thigh, only to have it battered away.  

He acknowledged the cue and seemed to be lost in thought as to how to get back in her graces.  

Seli got another text from Keira. “We should go swimming.” 

“You know I can’t,” she replied.  

Teddy’s eyes fixed on Seli. He glared at her through his mirror. 

“Still texting? Do you ever disconnect?” Teddy couldn’t help himself. His tone was civil enough.  

“More often than you think.” She rolled her eyes and reluctantly caught Teddy’s grey eyes.  

“That’s the problem with today’s kids, you can’t appreciate the beauty around you and always have to have your eyes stuck on your screen.” 

“Dude you are like what six years older than me?” 

“Trust me, that's a lifetime of experience.” 

“Okay, old timer. If you know everything, then why are you hanging out with a bunch of teenagers? Fucking creep.” 

Surprisingly, Teddy didn’t respond. He looked over at Angela.  

“Just shut up. You’re not a creep and can be a nice guy when you choose to be. 

Angela reached across and squeezed Teddy’s hand. She then lowered her passenger side mirror and looked back at Seli.  

“Is he a meathead at times, yeah, I’ll give you that. But give him a chance. 

She looked back at Teddy.  

“Let her be on the phone. You don’t know her situation.” 

Seli felt super uncomfortable. Angela’s words didn’t help her feel any better. She felt the snug mask across her face and tried to take a deep breath. 

“At least you’re not glued to yours when we’re together. I must be decent enough company, so that’s a plus, right, baby?”  

It took some restraint for Seli to bite her tongue and not lash. Like a switch, Angela swooned at his words. 

“I love it when you call me baby. You’re an ass but I love it when you say baby.”  

She shifted over from the window, leaned across the armrest and kissed him on the cheek. Taking his hands with hers, he rested them on her leg.  

Whether it was the driving, sitting in the back, or just the overall shift in energy, Seli felt off.  

“Can we stop at Little Falls up here on the left, please.” 

“Why? It’s a shitty swimming hole,” Teddy said. 

“Be nice,” Angela whispered. 

“Fine,” he grit his teeth.  

“I’m going to be sick.” 

“Stop it Seli. Don’t be so dramatic,” Angela said.  

“I’m serious, like physically sick. Can you just pull over up here, please. I need some air.” 

The young man didn’t care much for traffic rules. He swung the truck into the left lane, into oncoming traffic, and then cut in at the next turn a mere three telephone pole lengths away. 

If Seli hadn’t felt sick, she was certainly now. The Dodge stormed into the pothole ladened parking lot.  

While not as busy as Echo Lake, there were at least twenty vehicles parked in the lot, mainly SUVs with Rhode Island and Connecticut plates. A crowd of twenty people had their beach towels and coolers ready for the half-mile hike to the river.  

“That’s what I’m talking about!” Teddy spotted the case of beer and the jug of Vodka being carried into the woods. 

“I thought this was a shitty swimming hole,” Angela patted his chest.  

“Not when you’re drinking. It does seem like as good a spot as any.”  

“Are you thinking, what I’m thinking?” She winked at her man. 

“Party crashers?” 

Seli’s stomach turned. “Don’t even ask, I’ll stay close to the truck.” 

“Suit yourself,” Teddy grabbed his sunglasses.  

Angela looked back at her friend. “We’re going to be here a while. He’ll settle down at least.” 

Clutching her lower abdomen, Seli grimaced. “Whatever. Just go.” 

“You going to be okay?”  

“Does it really matter?”  

“You don’t have to be mean. I’m just asking a question.” 

Before Seli could offer a rebuttal, the bed of the truck clanged shut.  

“Come on baby.” Teddy carried his own case of beer. “We can trade for some of the good stuff.” 

Angela didn’t say another word. She made her way over to her boyfriend, wrapped her arm around his free one, and they followed the large group into the woods.  

Opening her door, Seli undid her mask and took a breath of fresh air. Her hands shook.  

“Ugh, I need water.” She clutched her stomach and coughed.  

Leaving her phone in her bag, she shut the door behind her.  

The rush of nausea got stronger with each step. It wouldn’t be long before she had no choice but to stop.  

Teddy and Angela were still in sight by the time Selichah made it to the entry gate. She heard a chorus of voices and knew there was no time. To her right was a wooden direction arrow for the underpass tunnel that led to another part of the river.  

“Oh please.” As her hands shook, her arms were next to follow. 

Several more cars pulled into the parking lot. She didn’t have a choice but to make a run for the tunnel. If she didn’t make it, these new party goers would all see and know the truth. If Angela turned back, she would see as well. 

She ran. 

There was no time.  

She hoped there was no one on the other end of the tunnel. 

It was too late. 

The point of control was long gone.  

It never hurt like this before. Her stomach and lower abdomen ached; worse than any cramps she had felt previously.  

Fighting her nature, she looked back from inside the tunnel. No one was around, and those that were focused on the more traveled route. 

Her face and hair were drenched in sweat. Two more steps and she would be out of sight.  

“Please, no one be here...” 

* 
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Only a minute had passed, but Seli felt better, and in control. She stepped out from the other end of the tunnel and into the underbrush.  

There was no need to follow the well-marked snowmobile trail, the half-trodden grass. She lingered next to a whistleberry bush, nibbling on the not so ripe morsels.  

The berries always took away the queasiness.  

Hearing the rush of the water, she rotated her ears in its direction and pushed through the remaining shrubs and briar patches. 

The water was higher than expected. Chilly at best, the water crashed into the boulder fed and lined riverbed. No one had ventured over this way to deal with the deeper, more treacherous river and for that Seli was grateful.  

She could feel the thirst in her mouth. Stepping closer to the water, she leaned down and took a nice long sip.  

“Did you leave your Nalgene behind? It must be with your cell.”  

Seli smiled. “As though I could carry it at present.” 

“We have gotten creative at times, have we not?” 

She looked across the river and saw a beautiful nineteen-year-old woman with long flowing auburn brown hair. Statuesque, the teen had soft features and was pale skinned.  

They both laughed. 

“It didn’t take you long to find me regardless.” 

“You know how it is,” Kaylie stretched out her angular fingers to the plump cardinal in the adjacent tree. 

“I missed you,” Seli said.  

“And I you. It’s been too long. Why did you wait, you know you can hurt yourself.” 

Seli shook her head. She looked down at her ruffled reflection. Her black buttoned nose put her at ease. 

“I didn’t think about it this morning. It does get harder to maintain, especially with —” 

“Stress? I would think so.” Kaylie motioned to her friend. “I think you need a real break.” She smiled mischievously. 

“They’ll notice I’m gone.” 

“From the texts you were sending, will it matter?”  

“I’m supposed to be with Angela.”  

“Yet, she’s with her bull. Come to think of it, you know eventually when she finds out about this, things will never be the same. Come on love.”  

“You sound like your mother.”  

“Thank you.” She waved her forward. “Let’s go then. I’ll have you back in an hour or so.” 

Kaylie didn’t wait another moment. She turned from the waterside, flipped her wrist, and stepped into the underbrush.  

* 
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“I forgot about this spot. When were we here last?” Seli soaked in the healing waters of the natural pool.  

Several weeping willows provided shade. It was a perfect spot for a rope swing or a picnic. Lush green fields and rolling hills were to the east and west.  

Kaylie came up from the depths of the water. She shot out and wrapped her arms around the long brown neck of the teen.  

“Was it last fall? Around the first snow I think,” Kaylie mused.  

Seli looked into Kaylie’s bluish-grey eyes.  

For the first time in hours, she felt calm. 

Holding tightly onto her dear friend, Kaylie gently kissed Seli’s nose. She looked deeply into her almond-colored eyes.  

“I like you better this way. It seems more you.” 

“Says my personal cat. Why aren’t you embracing your inner nature?” 

“If I did, I couldn’t wrap my arms around you now, could I?” 

“No, I suppose you couldn’t.”  

She gave her another soft kiss and then one on her golden-brown cheek.  

“So soft,” Kaylie smiled. 

Seli looked away. She sniffled. “I still don’t get why I couldn’t see you all these months. Of all people, you would think we would be immune to this crud. Why did your mom say no?” 

“Shh, you know why. We don’t know how this impacts us.” 

“Does she even know you’re here?” 

“Not exactly.” 

Seli shifted form. It was too deep for her to stand without taking in water. She wrapped her legs around Kaylie’s waist and pulled her closer.  

They were one nose width apart.  

Concerned, Seli said, “What if I get you sick? I could never live with myself.” 

“Maybe you should take care of yourself first.” 

“This isn’t about me. Look at you! Seriously Kaylie, if anything happened to you — no one would think differently if I was out of this world, but you — that’s an entirely different story.”  

“We all have a role to play.” 

“Some bigger than others.” 

“What do you think your mom would say if she knew?” 

“About what? This?” She grazed her lips softly against the other teen. 

Their lips met.  

“You know what I mean. I imagine this might be one issue of many.” 

“Just come here.” Kaylie pressed gently on Seli’s lips. “Let’s have a few moments where we don’t think about such things.” 

* 
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She could still feel Kaylie’s touch and her embrace around her shoulders as she stood back on the river’s edge. The rush of the water came back into focus as did the distant echo of voices, boisterous and loud.  

She watched her friend disappear again from view, yet her spirit lingered in the air, like it always did. Her aura was everywhere and embodied all that was love.  

Seli soaked her bare feet in the water when reality set in. 

“Where are my shoes? This always happens.” Not in a panic, but more aware of what happened prior to her rendezvous, she cut back through the underbrush to the tunnel’s entrance. 

“Not another pair. I should just wear socks,” she laughed. This was small beans compared to everything else going on. 

A familiar chirp caught her attention. Near a briar patch a few steps from the snowmobile trail, the reliable cardinal perched on her ballet flats.  

“Thank you,” she said. 

Seli reached down and slid on her shoes.  

“I owe you one.”  

“Is there someone down here?” a slightly intoxicated voice echoed from the other end of the tunnel. 

Seli stepped back and wondered if it was worth responding. She realized her mouth was uncovered. She left her mask behind in the truck.  

“Hey man, let’s go down there,” another voice chimed in.  

She had to think fast. She could cut back to the underbrush, but from what she could tell several tubers had now meandered downstream. There was no way she would be caught in the tunnel with a pack of strangers.  
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