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To my son, Brian. The bravest person I know.


~I wished for you.~
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PROLOGUE



Why the hell are we here, Cal?” Rae asks as she hands me a beer. “I didn’t like these people when we were in high school. And I still don’t. Nothing’s changed.”


But something has changed.


I sit on the tailgate of my truck, taking a few gulps, and casually scan the crowd, clustered in the predictable groups they were in when we graduated last year: the athletes, the dramatics, the tokers and, of course, the elites.


They’re why I’m here. Sort of.


“I’m giving this one hour, and then we’re out of here,” Rae declares, taking a sip of her beer. She slowly lowers her cup, staring across the field. “Holy shit. Is Heather Townsend walking over here?”


I look up just as Heather appears in front of me, twisting a strand of blond hair around her finger.


“Hi, Cal. I’m glad you showed up,” she says, wearing a flirtatious smile.


“Hey,” I respond. She takes a step closer, moving between my dangling legs.


“Partying in the woods is so… high school.” She exhales dramatically. “I mean, you’d think we would’ve grown up a little since we left for college.”


“Yeah, but we still have parents who won’t willingly let us drink and trash their houses,” I note. She laughs like I said the funniest thing she’s ever heard.


Rae groans. “You’ve got to be kidding me.”


Heather leans in so I can feel her breath on my mouth. “I think we’re going to have a fun summer together.”


I swallow, unable to back away any farther without lying down.


“I’m only here for the week,” I tell her. Her lower lip juts out in a pout. Not attractive.


“Where are you going?” she asks, setting a hand on my knee. My entire body tenses.


“Oregon. I’m working for my uncle for the summer.”


“But you just got here, like… today.”


I hear Rae grumble something under her breath.


“Sorry,” I say with a shrug. “So, umm. Where is everyone? I don’t see Nicole with you guys.”


Heather steps back with a roll of her eyes, crossing her arms. I’ve struck a nerve.


“I don’t know. I guess she thinks she’s better than us now that she’s at Harvard.”


I pry a little more. “Have you heard from her since graduation?” I can feel Rae staring at me.


“Not even a stupid text. I mean, we were her best friends for like… ever. And nothing. Bitch.”


My eyes widen at her hostility.


“Heather.” Vi is standing behind her with her hands on her hips. “The party’s over here.” She nods toward the other elites, all clustered around Kyle’s BMW.


“I’ll be right there,” Heather responds to Vi; then she looks back to me. “Maybe we can do something before you go.”


“Maybe,” I reply, knowing we won’t. Heather turns and walks with Vi back to where she belongs. I slide off the truck and watch them walk away, back to the crowd that never gave us a second glance before today.


I’m forcefully bumped forward by a shoulder and end up spilling beer on my pants.


“Not for you to look at,” Neil Talbert threatens from behind me.


I close my eyes and take a breath to restrain myself, wanting so badly to turn around and punch him in the face. My fist clenches with just the thought of it.


“You’re such a dick,” Rae snaps when I finally face him.


I look past Neil—who’s trying to make himself look bigger, flexing his arms at his sides—to Rae and give her a quick shake of my head.


“Still having girls fight for you,” Neil scoffs. “You really haven’t changed, no matter what you look like.”


I don’t say anything. There’s no point. He’s as much of an ass as he was in high school, and nothing I say will make a difference.


“Neil!” yells some guy from a distance. “Where the hell have you been? We’ve been waiting for the Beam for like an hour. Get over here.”


The tension in my shoulders eases when he starts walking toward his brother’s BMW.


“Cal, I don’t know why you still let him treat you like that. Hell, you’re bigger than he is now. You know you could take him,” she says, still glowering over my shoulder.


“He’s not worth it.” I lift myself back up onto the tailgate.


“And what the hell was that about with Heather Townsend? Seriously? Sure, you grew three inches, ditched the glasses for contacts and somehow put on muscle I didn’t know your scrawny body could handle, but you don’t look that different. You’re still you.”


“Thanks for keeping my ego in check, Rae. I appreciate it.”


She continues, ignoring me. “And Nicole Bentley? Really, Cal? I thought you gave up on her years ago.”


“But don’t you think it’s weird she didn’t come back this summer?”


Something felt off when I didn’t see her walking alongside the girls earlier today. And it still does. She’s the reason I’m here.


I look over as Ashley straddles Kyle, kissing him like she’s marking her territory. Kyle was Nicole’s boyfriend throughout most of high school. And Ashley, Heather and Vi were supposed to be her best friends. I was never convinced she belonged with them, even if she was at the top of their hierarchy. She always seemed uncomfortable with the attention. Or maybe I was the only one who thought that. I stopped trying to defend Nicole from her ice queen reputation a long time ago because it pisses Rae off.


“Why do you care?” Rae questions. “We haven’t been friends with her since Richelle moved away in eighth grade. Nicole chose them, remember?” There’s a bite in Rae’s tone. I know it’s to cover up the hurt that she still feels from losing two of our closest friends in one summer. We don’t talk about it. But we never do. I’ve known Rae my entire life, so I know her, even when she doesn’t say anything.


The four of us grew up together in the same small-town California neighborhood. Rae lives next door, although she’s pretty much an extension of my family at this point. Nicole and Richelle were neighbors a few houses down the street. When we were kids, we were inseparable. But things changed as we got older.


Richelle moved away. We stayed in touch for a while. And then we didn’t. Nicole chose popularity over our friendship soon after. Rae never got over Nicole’s betrayal. And I never got over Nicole. I will never admit this to Rae, or to anyone else for that matter, but I miss them. I know I can’t do anything about it now. It’s been too long.


I look to Rae. “Isn’t it strange that the most popular girl in school hasn’t been heard from in over a year and no one seems to care?”


“Besides you?” Rae counters with a scoff. “Get over her, Cal. She became the queen elite bitch, and now Ashley has taken over her reign. They don’t care about her. They never did. I don’t know why you do.”


“It’s like she just… disappeared,” I say quietly, staring unfocused at the ground.


Within the recesses of a faded memory, I can hear Nicole screaming. It was the last thing I heard before no one saw her again.


“You can’t make it go away by pretending nothing happened.”















ONE



You understand, right?” Carly says. “I feel really bad breaking it off at a party, but I didn’t think it was fair to wait and do it later, when we’re drunk.” She crosses her arms over her chest, accentuating what little her genie costume is covering up.


“Yeah,” I respond, with a nod—too shocked to say anything else. I eye the cowboy I’d found her talking to, standing a safe distance away with two red cups in his hands. I can only assume he’s the reason she wants to talk now instead of later.


It’s not like we’re that serious. I mean, it’s only been three weeks. Carly pulls me down by the brim of my baseball hat and kisses me on the cheek before vanishing into the artificial fog of the Halloween party. I look down at the two cups I’m carrying and shake my head. This sucks. Draining one of the beers, I make my way out of the house through the back door. There’s no way I want to stick around now.


As I round the corner, I find a couple pinned up against the side of the house, reminding me of what I won’t be doing tonight. Not what I need right now. But as I get closer, I realize they’re not hooking up; they’re arguing… or more like she’s telling him off.


“You don’t get to touch me,” seethes the girl, dressed head to toe in black. I don’t realize she’s wearing a ninja costume at first, since she practically blends in with the shadows of the house. Then I see what looks like a blade reflecting in her hand. “This ass is not yours to touch, and if you so much as look at it, I’m going to shred your balls. Got it?”


The guy in scrubs nods; his eyes flicker between her glare and the sai held under his chin. The weapon looks legit. And she looks pissed enough to use it. I wouldn’t be able to speak either if I were in his position.


I take a sip of my beer, anticipating what she’ll do next. But she just walks away. I’m disappointed. I expected her to at least knee him or something.


“Fucking psycho,” the surgeon spits out—but not loud enough for her to hear him. I think he prefers to protect his balls.


He elects to use the back entrance, staying clear of the ninja. Smart move. I gulp down the rest of the beer, toss the cup on the lawn, and follow after her—curious to see where she’s heading. I locate her striding toward the sidewalk and continue in the same direction.


“Nyelle!” a girl yells, rushing from the front door. “Nyelle, where are you going?” Strawberry Shortcake almost runs into me, chasing after her friend. She looks up, and her eyes widen in surprise. “Oh. Hi, Cal!” She smiles, her painted cheeks blossoming.


It takes me a moment to recognize her. “Tess! How are you?”


“Um.” She glances to the sidewalk where Nyelle has stopped. “I’m okay, but I think I have to go.” She starts toward her friend and says as she walks, “It was great to see you. We should—”


“You two need a ride?” I ask, glancing between her and the spitfire with her hands on her hips.


“Sure.”


“No!”


My eyes bounce between the two girls, not sure which answer to go with.


“Come on, Nyelle. It’s cold. Let him give us a ride.”


“I need to walk.” Nyelle turns and continues down the sidewalk. I look at Tess, questioning. She sighs and rushes after her. I can’t help it—I’m intrigued and have to follow.


“Fucking stupid boys,” the ninja grumbles beneath the mask, focused on her steps.


“She’s having a bad night,” Tess tries to explain.


I examine the girl in black more carefully. Her face is hidden, with only a slit revealing her eyes. The black robe and pants aren’t tight, but they don’t hide the fact that there’s a girl beneath them either. Let’s just say this girl would make a trash bag sexy. Add the mystique of not knowing what she looks like, and I’m suddenly aware of the turn-on. Dumbass should have kept his hands to himself.


“How are your classes this semester? Have you decided on a major yet?” Tess asks, her attention set on me. I redirect my focus away from the fuming ninja, who continues to ramble in expletives. I’m beginning to think she might go back to the party and give the surgeon a need for an operation.


“They’re okay. And no, I still have no idea what I want to be when I grow up.”


Tess laughs. “I was hoping we’d have another class together. You saved me in art history last semester. I don’t think I would’ve been able to stay awake if you hadn’t made up your own commentary for the slides.” Tess smiles up at me. I can see the shy flirtation glimmering in her eyes. I choose to ignore it.


“I wish you would’ve let him drive us,” Tess complains to her friend. “It’s cold.” She wraps her arms around herself with a shiver.


I stop to take off the lined flannel shirt I have on over my T-shirt. “Here.”


“Thanks.” Tess beams, taking it and wrapping it around her shoulders.


Nyelle waits for us with her arms crossed, scanning me with judgment. I look down at my shirt, thinking maybe it’s ripped or stained. I didn’t really inspect it closely when I threw it on earlier.


“What?”


“Who are you supposed to be?” Nyelle asks, turning abruptly to start walking again.


“A drunk college guy.”


“That’s original.” Her voice is heavy with sarcasm.


“What? You saw another one at the party tonight? I thought I was the only one.”


Tess giggles. Nyelle scoffs.


I inspect the shiny metal tucked into her belt. The weapons are legit. “Do you know how to use those?”


“Do you want to find out?” she snaps.


“Nyelle!” Tess scolds. She looks to me apologetically. “Sorry. She’s not usually so unfiltered… Okay, yes, she is. But I’m sorry anyway.”


“You don’t have to apologize for me. Especially when I’m standing right here.”


“I’m not offended,” I assure Tess, glancing over at Nyelle, whose eyes tighten ever so slightly. It’s too dark to tell what color they are, shadowed by the mask, but they have an exotic shape to them that seem eerily familiar. “I’m not going to take you up on your offer to demonstrate your weaponry skills, though. Even if you don’t know what you’re doing, it would probably hurt. And pain and I don’t get along.”


The edges of Nyelle’s eyes crease slightly, and I’m convinced I got her to smile.


We continue in our bizarre semisilence, with Tess trying to keep warm and Nyelle grumbling.


I try to get a better look at her, but she keeps her head down with her fists clenched tight. I’m thinking she may be the angriest girl I’ve ever met.


We finally come to a stop in front of their dorm under a bright orange light.


“Thanks for walking us back,” Tess says, a little more deflated when she notices my attention focused on her friend. She removes the flannel shirt from her shoulders and hands it to me.


“Sure,” I reply, smiling quickly before looking back at Nyelle. “It was nice to meet you.”


“We haven’t—” she begins. Her words cut short when our eyes meet. Everything fades, and I can’t look away. I’m looking into the most incredible blue eyes I’ve ever seen. They’re the kind of eyes that could keep me standing here like an idiot, staring into them all night. I know, because I’ve stared into them before.


“Good night,” Tess says. I blink.


“Good night, Tess,” I reply in a rasp. When I look back, the girl in black is already walking across the lobby.




I’ve never really looked at an eye for this long before. There are so many shapes and lines. The longer I look, the more colors I find. There’s a shade of blue near the center that’s so light, it barely looks like a color at all. Then the colors seem to get darker as they spread out, like a storm parting for a clear sky. The line around her eye is so dark, it’s almost purple, like… midnight. I swear there’s every shade of blue in her eyes, even specks of silver. Focusing on the different colors keeps me from blinking. I want to move closer to see them all.


“Richelle, stop that. You’re going to make them blink,” I suddenly hear Rae say behind me. “What? Are you jealous that he’s not looking into your eyes?”


“Shut up, Rae!” Richelle huffs as Rae laughs.


Nicole’s long, dark lashes flutter shut.


“Cal wins!” Richelle declares.


I lean back and blink a few times. My eyes are dry from keeping them open for so long.


Nicole looks to me and smiles lightly, her cheeks pink. “You win.”





“There’s no way it’s her,” I mutter. I lean against the bar, which is really a plank of wood set across two stacks of milk crates. It shifts beneath my weight, because it’s not meant to hold people up.


“Dude, what are you talking about?” Eric asks from the other side. “You’ve been going on about eyes for the past hour. You’re drunk, and you’re not making any sense.”


“You don’t understand!” I exclaim. “She has her eyes.”


“Okay. Whatever you say. There’s no way you’re driving back to our apartment. Crash here tonight. The couch is all yours. ”


I nod, blinking heavily. I stumble to the dark brown couch and collapse. Eric tosses me a blanket, which lands across my legs. I leave it there, not bothering to cover up. I flop my arm across my face and close my eyes.


I try to convince myself that I’ve imagined it. I got a glimpse of the ninja’s eyes for only a few seconds. But I swear I was looking into Nicole Bentley’s eyes.


[image: image]


I’m jolted awake when I roll over and practically fall off the couch. It takes a second for me to realize where I am. Then the memories of the previous night start floating to the surface.


Getting dumped. A ninja. Strawberry Shortcake. Nicole’s eyes. Walking to Eric’s fraternity. Drinking. More drinking.


I sit up slowly, letting the spinning in my head settle before reaching for my boots. I run my dry tongue along the roof of my mouth, cringing at the awful taste.


“Hey,” Eric says hoarsely from the bottom bunk on the other side of the bedroom. “You have class?”


“It’s Sunday,” I inform him as I stuff my feet in my boots.


“That’s right,” he says, rolling over and covering his head with the blanket.


The clock reads after ten in the morning. I really want to go back to sleep, but I have a paper to write—and a hangover to conquer. Not necessarily in that order.


I throw on my flannel shirt and find my way out of the fraternity house. I have to walk a few blocks back to where I parked my truck for the Halloween party last night. Taking a sobering breath of the cold, crisp air, I start the truck. The freezing vinyl seeping through my jeans and the chill in the air do little to clear my head. I need coffee.
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I’m in desperate need of caffeine to kick my ass as I wait in line at Bean Buzz. Especially today. I lived up to the role of “the drunk college guy” last night. I don’t do it often. But it was such a messed-up night.


I thank Mel behind the register as she hands me my cup. I’m half-convinced I’m sleepwalking as I head toward the door, my eyes barely open. I focus on the light coming from the exit and concentrate on moving my body in that direction.


“Cal?”


I stretch my eyes wide and inhale deeply through my nose in an attempt to focus. Carly is standing in front of me. How did she know I’d be here? I never brought her here. I never bring any girls here. I picked the most inconvenient coffee shop off campus so I could avoid accidentally running into them.


“Carly, what are you doing here?” I ask, too surprised to be filtered.


“Uh, getting coffee,” she answers, holding up the cup.


“Right,” I say with a slight nod, feeling like an ass.


“Do you have a second? I was hoping we could talk.”


“Uh…” I hesitate. Right now just standing is a challenge, forget about talking.


“It’ll be quick. I promise.”


“Okay.” I reluctantly follow her to a table that opens up in front of the large picture window. I have no idea what I’m walking into. I’m assuming she wants to apologize for how she ended things last night.


“I think I made a mistake,” she says as I lower myself onto the chair. “I shouldn’t have broken up with you.”


I definitely didn’t see this coming.


My stunned silence encourages her to continue. “I guess I freaked because I’m starting to have feelings for you. But after you left the party last night, I realized how many douche-wads there are on campus. You’re not like them. I screwed up, and I want to give us another chance.”


Shit. I am not coherent enough for this. So I stall and take a slow sip of my coffee, looking everywhere but at the girl sitting across from me waiting for an answer. That’s when I see those same damn blue eyes from last night, staring at me from the leather sofa on the far side of the café—without the mask.


“Cal?” Carly calls to me.


“No way,” I murmur, transfixed.


“What?” Carly questions, a hint of panic in her voice. “No?”


“Sorry.” I recover quickly, reluctantly looking away. “Um, I thought I saw… Never mind.” I shake my head and try to focus. She gave me an out last night. So I’m taking it. It’s not like it would’ve lasted much longer anyway, especially if she wanted more from me.


I take a quick breath and say, “Yeah, no. I can’t get back together with you.”


“Uh… what?” Carly’s eyes narrow. “Why?”


“Sorry, Carly. I just can’t.” I stand and walk away before I can see her reaction. I really should keep walking out the door. But I don’t. Instead, I cross the café to the brown leather sofa where the unmasked girl from last night is reading with her feet propped up on the coffee table.


Then I just stand there and stare at her. She doesn’t notice me, and that’s probably a good thing because I know I look like a creep hovering above her. I have no idea what to say because I’m standing in front of Nicole Bentley. But this girl looks… different. She doesn’t look exactly like the girl who moved into my neighborhood eleven years ago. So maybe she’s not her. It doesn’t make sense for her to be here. Except… those are her eyes.


“Nicole?”


She doesn’t look up. I’m about to call to her again when someone brushes against my arm.


“Here you go, Nyelle,” Tess says, reaching over the coffee table to hand Nicole a mug. “Hot chocolate with two pumps of mocha and whipped cream. How can you drink that much sugar in the morning? It makes my stomach hurt just thinking about it.” Then Tess looks up at me and smiles brightly. “Hey, Cal.”


“Uh, hi,” I reply, completely confused. I glance from Tess to Nicole and back again. “Um, you’re Nyelle?” Maybe I’m still drunk.


Nicole smiles gently. “Yeah. Nyelle Preston.” She reaches out her hand. “Sorry I was a bitch to you last night.” She’s looking right at me, waiting for me to take her hand, which is covered by a knit glove with the fingers cut off. There isn’t a single hint of recognition on her face. “I was a little drunk and wasn’t having the best night.”


“Yeah, uh, no problem,” I say slowly, reaching over and taking her thin hand in mine. “Nice to meet you.” I’m convinced I’m either sleeping, drunk, or in some fucked-up episode of The Twilight Zone. I swear I’m staring at the face of Nicole Bentley, the girl I spent way too many hours of my life thinking about. But she’s looking at me like she has no idea who I am. It’s freaking me out.


“I’m sorry, but don’t I know—”


“You’re such a fucker! You should have told me there was someone else. I can’t believe I begged you to take me back!”


I turn just as Carly thrusts her coffee cup in my direction. I bow away, but it’s too late. My body clenches in pain as the hot liquid collides with my chest. Stunned, I watch Carly’s blond curls bounce out the door.


Sucking in through clenched teeth, I pull the soaked T-shirt away from my skin.


“Omigod,” Tess gasps. She grabs napkins from the coffee table and begins to frantically blot my shirt. “Why would she do that? Are you okay?”


Mel appears in front of me and hands me a fistful of napkins. “Do you need anything?”


“My dignity,” I mutter. Nicole laughs. I’m suddenly wishing I was still passed out on Eric’s couch. “I look like an idiot, don’t I?”


Nicole smiles. “Well… kinda. But she looked like a psycho. So she wins.”


Just shoot me already.


“Oh, Cal, I can’t believe she did that. Who was she?”


“An ex,” I grumble, taking the napkins from Tess. “Thanks for your help. But I’m going to go.” I can feel every pair of eyes on me, including the ones that kept me from taking that exit I should’ve made earlier. “I’ll see you later.”


I dump the napkins in the trash before I walk out the door. I look over my shoulder to find the girl who looks like Nicole Bentley still watching me.















NICOLE



June—Before Fourth Grade


I watch the houses go by out the window, wondering when we’re going to stop and which one will be ours. I’m nervous. I’m not going to know anyone. What if they don’t like me?


I flatten the skirt of my yellow dress, trying not to think about it. Mom says that they’ll like me, so I have to believe her because I really want them to. I had two friends in our old town. Our moms would visit each other, so it was easy to be friends. They liked to play with dolls and make believe like I do. They were my friends at school too.


“Well, here we are,” my daddy announces, turning onto the street. I see the big moving truck in front of a sunshine-yellow house. It matches my dress, which makes me smile.


“Who’s that?” my mom asks, watching a girl with brown hair run toward the car.


“She probably lives next door,” my daddy says. She has on blue polka dot shorts and a white T-shirt. Her hair is in a ponytail that swings behind her head as she hurries toward us.


“She’s very… forward, isn’t she?” my mother says, opening the car door. The girl is standing by the car, breathing fast like she just ran a race. I can’t take my eyes off of her. I slowly unbuckle my seat belt and open the door.


“Hi. I’m Richelle. I live next door in the blue house,” she announces without the tiniest bit of fear. My mouth pops open because she may be the bravest girl I’ve ever seen.


“Hi, Richelle. I’m Mrs. Bentley.” My mother reaches back to urge me forward. I take a slow step and grab my mom’s hand, standing close beside her. “And this is my daughter, Nicole.”


“Hi,” Richelle says to me with a wave. Her eyes are big and brown, and she smiles like she’s excited to see me. “Do you want to play?”


I look up at my mom, not sure what to do. I wasn’t ready for this. I know just a few minutes ago I was scared that I wouldn’t make friends. But now I’m not sure I’m ready to leave my parents.


“That’s very nice of you, Richelle,” my mom says, “but we have a lot of unpacking to do. Maybe tomorrow would be better. You’re welcome to come by then.”


Richelle switches her eyes from me to my mom. She’s still waiting for me to answer, but I never say a word.


“Okay,” she finally says. “Bye, Nicole. See you tomorrow!”


Just as I turn toward the house, I notice a boy and a girl across the street on the sidewalk, watching the whole thing. The boy has brown hair and is wearing black glasses. And the girl has blond hair that’s in a messy braid. She narrows her eyes at me like she’s trying to decide what kind of animal I am or something. I turn away quickly and walk with my mom into the house, not letting go of her hand until we’re safely inside.















TWO



Wha—tha—no…” Rae is laughing so hard she can’t form a single word. I yank my shirt over my head and wait impatiently for her to calm down.


“Rae, focus,” I demand, examining the red blotches on my chest.


“You really picked a good one this time,” Rae says, still laughing. “God. I wish I could’ve seen that.”


“Great,” I grumble. “But that’s not the point. Nicole Bentley is here, at Crenshaw.”


“And now I think you’re delusional,” she says, slowly sobering from her fit of laughter. “Nicole got into Harvard. Unless she flunked out, which we know she’d never do, she wouldn’t choose Crenshaw… ever. It’s in the middle-of-nowhere upstate New York. There’s no way she’d be there.”


“Then she was separated at birth from her identical twin, because I swear to you, I saw her. Besides, do we know she’s really at Harvard? No one’s seen or heard from her since graduation.”


“I know she got in. I saw her acceptance letter, along with everyone in the entire school. She wouldn’t shut up about it.” She sighs heavily. “It can’t be Nicole. And I’ll tell you the same thing when I come visit you next month. I think you’ve convinced yourself that this girl, who looks kinda like Nicole, is her. And it better not snow this time. I can’t deal with the snow.”


“Fine. You’ll see when you get here.” I realize there’s no use in trying to convince her.


“Cal, did you even ask her if she’s Nicole?” Rae asks.


“Uh… I tried,” I reply slowly. “We were interrupted by the coffee, remember?”


This sets Rae off in hysterics again. I hang up on her.


I toss the phone on my bed and walk into the bathroom to dig around in the cabinet for a tube of ointment that claims to be for burns. I have no idea how old it is, since it was here before we moved in, but I’m hoping it’ll help. I gently dab the clear gel on my tender skin.


Returning to my room, I sit on the edge of my bed and run my hands over my face, trying to picture the girl in the coffee shop again. There’s definitely something different about her. Her face looks like Nicole’s, but… not. Nicole Bentley was always flawlessly put together, like she’d just stepped out of a magazine. The girl calling herself Nyelle doesn’t seem to care what she looks like, wearing her brown hair wavy, like she’s just stepped out of a shower and let it do whatever it wanted—a sexy mess. Nicole is a perfectly wrapped present tied with a nice neat bow. And Nyelle is wrapping paper strewn across the floor on Christmas morning.


Maybe Nyelle isn’t Nicole. I try to compare them again, putting them side by side in my head. But it’s hard, because I haven’t seen Nicole since graduation. I still can’t remember what happened the night after we graduated. I was drunk… Okay, I was wasted. But I know I heard her screaming at her parents inside their house.


“You can’t make it go away by pretending nothing happened. Because then you might as well erase me too, Daddy.”


What the hell happened that night? And what would’ve happened if I hadn’t walked away?


[image: image]


I don’t see Nicole—or Nyelle, or whoever she is—the next day. Or the day after. But I do have a couple of close calls with Carly at Bean Buzz. As I pull up to the coffee shop on Wednesday morning, I wonder if I’m pushing my luck. She’s left a couple ranting voice mails on my phone. I deleted them after listening to the first ten seconds. She’s crazy. And I don’t do crazy. The girls I usually date are the nice girls. The kind guys take home to meet their mothers. Except I don’t stay with them long enough for it to get that serious.


Just as I approach the large picture window with Bean Buzz arched across it in large white font, I notice Carly’s curly blond hair inside. I slam my back up against the building, hoping she didn’t see me. I do not want to deal with an overly emotional girl this morning.


I tentatively look back up. Carly’s staring out the window. I quickly press my head back against the brick. “Shit.”


I remain flattened against the building, trying to decide my next move. There’s always a chance she’s not waiting for me. I glance up as she cups her hands on the glass, scouring the sidewalk. Yeah, I doubt it.


“Who are we hiding from?”


I turn with a start.


Nicole is leaning against the chipped brick, with a dark brown knit cap pulled low on her brow. Her hair is sticking out from under it, flowing over the shoulders of a thick navy-blue sweater. Her nose is red from the cold, and clouds of air pass through her lips as she grins up at me. Despite the differences, I still see Nicole looking back at me.


“Is Psycho looking for you or something?”


“Uh, it appears that way,” I fumble, looking away when I feel like I’ve been staring at her too long. “I guess she’s still pretty pissed.”


She peeks up and laughs when she finds Carly posted in front of the window. “What did you do to her?”


“She broke up with me, and I wouldn’t take her back.”


“Are you sure you didn’t run over her cat too?” Nicole snickers.


“Probably should’ve. I hate that cat,” I mutter. She smiles bigger.


“Dammit. I’m going to be late for class.” I check the time on my phone. “Forget it. I can’t keep standing out here hoping she’ll leave. This is stupid. I guess I’ll go without.”


“What?! That’s just crazy talk,” Nicole says. “If I tell the girl at the counter ‘Cal’s usual—’ ”


“Mel,” I interrupt.


“Mel will know what that is, right?”


I nod.


“Okay. Wait here,” she instructs. “I’ll be right back.”


I don’t wait in that exact spot. I mean, I feel like an idiot crushed up against the building, hiding from an ex who barely comes up to my shoulders. So I pace back and forth in the alley next to the coffee shop. I keep expecting Carly to whip around the corner. I’m being paranoid. I know this. And I’m not proud.


I start thinking again about how much this girl looks like Nicole, except she acts nothing like her. Nicole never said a word to anyone outside of the elites when we were in high school. And Nyelle has no issue voicing her opinion. These girls are too different to be the same. Unless… something happened to Nicole. Maybe she was in an accident. Or hell, perhaps she really was separated at birth.


“Here you go.”


I spin around quickly, startling Nic—Nyelle. Shit. Now I’m getting confused.


“Geez, Cal. Relax. I’m unarmed.” Then she looks down at the cup of coffee and laughs. “Well, sorta.”


“Thanks,” I mumble. She’s making fun of me. Great.


Nyelle smirks and hands me my cup with a napkin folded on the side. “Mel asked me to give this to you,” she says, before blowing on her hot chocolate.


I unfold the napkin to read, Dignity will not be found in the alley.


Nyelle laughs when I crumple the napkin and glare at the brick wall in offense. Thanks, Mel.


“Did you read it?”


“Of course,” she admits without hesitation. “If I’m going to be passing a note in the alley, I want to know what it says.”


Her continued amusement isn’t helping with the whole dignity thing.


“I’m going to be late. Thanks for getting my coffee.” I start past her, then pause. “Do you need a ride anywhere?”


“Nope. I like to walk.”


“We’re pretty far from campus.”


“I know,” she replies, walking with me to my truck. As I open the door, she asks again, “Are you sure you didn’t do anything to her?”


“I swear,” I answer, then add after a moment of thought, “I guess I wasn’t who she wanted me to be.”


“Are we ever?”


Nyelle smiles weakly and continues walking down the sidewalk, taking small sips from her cup without looking back. I watch until she turns the corner, her last comment stuck in my head.
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Over the past week, I’ve looked for Nyelle everywhere without bumping into her once. We have a pretty large campus, so it’s easy enough to avoid someone. I know. I’ve mastered it over the past year. But if you look hard enough, you usually find the person you’re searching for eventually. I’ve even run into Tess a couple of times, but Nyelle’s never with her.


“Not hiding in alleys anymore?” I hear beside me as I’m waiting in line for my coffee. I turn my head to find the girl I’ve been looking for.


“Hey. Uh… yeah, I haven’t seen her in a while, so I figured it was safe to come back inside.” Carly left a voice message and a few drunken texts over the weekend, but she seems to have given up.


I step up in line as Nyelle waits for her order at the end of the counter.


“Good morning, Mel.”


“Cal.” She greets me in her monotone voice like she does every morning. She hands me my cup with my name written on it while swiping my card.


“Thanks,” I say and walk away.


I’m trying to come up with any excuse to talk to Nyelle, so I say the first dumb thing that comes to mind. “Haven’t seen you this past week.”


“I’ve been… around,” she answers evasively. “Hey!” She eyes the cup in my hand. “How do you have your order already?”


“I guess because I get the same thing every morning,” I answer with a shrug.


Her order is called out and she takes the cup that’s handed to her. I walk beside her toward the door, stealing glances at her like maybe I can figure her out if I look hard enough. Her dark brown hair is tossed on top of her head, sticking out of a messy bun. There isn’t a trace of makeup on her. And she’s wearing a sweater that’s too large for her, hanging low over her hips and sliding off her shoulder, exposing the thick strap of a tank top. She’s cut holes for her thumbs to stick through since the sleeves practically cover her fingers. Her jeans are faded and torn, and her brown boots are scuffed and broken in. Despite the lack of effort, she’s still unmistakably gorgeous, like Nicole, without actually being anything like her. I don’t get it.


“What?” she asks, catching me looking her over.


“You look so much like…” I stop. I can’t bring myself to say it. What if she really is Nicole? Then that would mean she’s lying. And why would she do that? Unless… she’s got something to hide. Or she has no idea who she is.


“Who?” Nyelle asks as I hold the door open for her.


I hesitate again. If I call her out on being Nicole, there’s a chance I may never see her again. And I just got her back, well… sort of.


“No one,” I recover quickly as she walks past me. “Forget it.”


I bump into someone as I exit. I look down to find Carly. Before I realize what’s happening, a stinging slap lands across my cheek.


“Holy hell, Carly! What was that for?!”


“You are just like the rest of them. I can’t believe I was so stupid.”


I’ve had enough. She’s been making my life miserable for the past week, and this time, I know I didn’t deserve it.


So as she’s about to turn away, I raise my voice. “You ended things, Carly. You did, so you could hook up with another guy. So just… leave me alone!”


Carly’s eyes grow wide with shock, and her face flushes. She opens her mouth, but nothing comes out. Finally, she says, “Don’t worry. I will.” Before storming off, she adds, “But I’m keeping the Cal sweatshirt.”


I shake my head in amused disbelief. I think she got the point.


“Well, that was entertaining.” Nyelle laughs. She begins to walk away.


Unsure of when I’ll see her again, I quickly call after her, “Need a ride?”


Nyelle hesitates, and just when I think she’s about to accept, she shakes her head. “No thanks. I’ll walk. But maybe I’ll see you tomorrow.” She smiles and starts down the sidewalk.
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“She slapped you?” Rae laughs. “Seriously?”


“Rae,” I say sternly into the phone, quieting her. “You’re not listening. I think—I’m almost positive—this girl is Nicole.”


“What is with you lately?” Rae asks. “You’ve been weird about Nicole for a while now. You need to stop obsessing. I’m starting to become embarrassed for you.”


“I’m not obsessing. And this has nothing to do with her ditching us in eighth grade, Rae. There’s something really messed up going on. And I don’t know what it is. This girl looks so much like Nicole Bentley, it’s crazy. But she acts nothing like her. She doesn’t even talk like her. I’m really starting to think she was in an accident or something. Head trauma can cause amnesia and alter your personality.”


“You’ve watched way too much House,” Rae accuses. “We live in a small town. Don’t you think someone would’ve said something? You know the vipers would’ve been all over any rumors about Nicole.”


Rae’s right. And after watching them carry on like she never existed this past summer, I know they have no idea Nicole’s here, or how much she’s changed. They would’ve said something.


“Check her Facebook status. See when she posted last,” I say.


“I’m not friends with her, remember? On Facebook or anywhere else.”


“Right.” I’m not either.


While we’re still on the phone, I click open Facebook on my laptop and type in “Nicole Bentley.” There’s a picture of her, smiling brightly and wearing a pair of sunglasses. I click on her page, and the cover picture is Harvard’s crest. She has more than a thousand friends, but all of her pictures and posts are private.


“Cal, you still there?” Rae asks. “The girls should be here soon for band practice.”


“Huh? Yeah, uh, go ahead,” I tell her as I type in Nyelle Preston. “I’ll talk to you later.”


I still have the phone tucked under my chin when I get the results. There’s only a Noelle Preston—who doesn’t look anything like the girl at Crenshaw. I set my phone down on the desk, staring at the screen without focusing on the words.


What happened to Nicole to force her to become Nyelle Preston?


I keep circling back to the night that I can’t remember.















RICHELLE



Day After Nicole Moves In


I shovel the last bite of pancake into my mouth and jump up to put my plate in the sink. “Where are you going in such a rush?” my mom asks.


“To see if the new girl can play,” I tell her, practically running for the door.


“Richelle, it’s early. You might want to give them time to eat breakfast.”


“I’m done. Maybe she is too,” I holler back and push the screen door open. “Bye, Mom!”


I run across my lawn and stop at the little trees between my house and hers. I poke my head through and listen. I don’t hear anything. I step closer to the edge of the driveway, and I hear, “Did you put all your clothes in the dresser?”


They’re awake.


I jump over the flowers planted on the edge of the driveway and hop up the front steps. I push the doorbell and wait. But waiting is hard. So I push the doorbell again.


Mrs. Bentley opens the door. “Well, good morning, Richelle. Aren’t you prompt?”


“Can Nicole come out to play?” I ask. I’ve been dying for this day all summer, ever since I knew someone was moving in next door and that they had a kid going into fourth grade too. Cal was hoping for a boy since he’s the only boy on our street who’s our age. But I’m happy she’s a girl.


Nicole pokes her head around her mom.


“Hi, Nicole!” I say. She steps forward and I grab her hand. “Want to come play with me?” I pull her out the door and down the steps before she can answer.


“Nicole, please be careful. And be home for lunch,” her mom calls to her.


When we reach the sidewalk, I let go of her hand. She pushes down the skirt of her blue dress like she’s trying to make it flatter. She has a matching blue bow in her hair. She looks like she’s going to a birthday party with her shiny black shoes on.


“Where’d you come from?” I ask her, heading down the street toward Cal’s and Rae’s houses. Just then, I see Cal coming out his front door. “Cal!” I run across the street. When I reach the sidewalk, I realize Nicole isn’t next to me anymore. I turn around and yell to her, “C’mon, Nicole! We’re going to play in the woods.”


Nicole continues to walk, not run. She must be afraid of slipping in her shiny shoes.


“Did Phil finish it yet?” Rae hollers to Cal, cutting across her yard.


Nicole finally catches up, and we meet up with Cal and Rae between their two houses.


“No.” Cal sighs. “It takes him forever to get anything done.”


“God, we’re never going to have a tree house,” Rae complains, like she always does.


“We can still play back there,” I say. “Oh, this is Cal and Rae,” I tell Nicole, who is standing a couple steps behind me, looking at the ground.


“Hi,” Cal says. She looks up at him and quickly looks down again. How could she be afraid of Cal? There’s nothing scary about him.


“Hey,” Rae says.


Rae, on the other hand, is definitely scary, but you don’t really find that out until you get to know her. On the outside, she looks like she should be selling lemonade to the neighborhood, with her blond braid and freckles speckled across her face. But once you get to know her, you realize she’d rather dump lemonade over your head than serve it to you.


“What are we going to play today?” I ask, excited to have someone new with us, even though she doesn’t talk.


“Let’s catch bugs and make our own bug zoo,” Rae suggests.


“Or bug circus!” I exclaim, picturing butterflies flying through hoops as I dance around an arena. “Let’s go!” I start running toward the woods, cutting through the tall grass where the wildflowers grow. Then I stop when I see something hop in front of me. I get down on my hands and knees and look for it.


“What is it?” Cal asks.


“Ssshh.” I’m concentrating on the grasshopper that’s landed on a tall blade of grass. As fast as I can, I cup my hands around it. I can feel it jumping around. It tickles. I squeal and open my hands, dropping it in the grass.


“Why’d you do that?” Rae asks. “You let it go.”


“It felt funny,” I answer, doing a jittery dance, thinking about how it tickled my hand. Someone laughs. I look up and find Nicole giggling. It’s the first sound I’ve heard from her, and it makes me laugh too.















THREE



I wait around the coffee shop the next morning, hoping Nyelle will show up. I leave when I can’t wait any longer without being late for sociology.


I’m swearing under my breath as I stalk across campus, taking the most direct route to Stewart Hall. Dr. Tenor likes to embarrass late arrivals, and I’d rather not be today’s victim.


I’m jogging down the slope behind the Student Union. Before I start climbing up the other side, I stop. A girl is rolling down the hill. I watch as she tumbles down the steep incline in a blur of hair and blue, dragging a green scarf behind her. She comes to a stop on her back on the flat ground between the two hills, with her arms flopped out beside her. Then she just lies there.


I’m too shocked to move. This isn’t something I see every day… or ever. When she doesn’t make an attempt to get up, I slowly approach her. She doesn’t notice me. Her electric-blue eyes are still directed up at the sky. “Nyelle?”


She blinks at the sound of my voice, focuses on me, and then smiles so wide I can see her bottom teeth. “Cal!”


Not sure what to say to a girl who just voluntarily rolled down a hill, I ask, “Need help up?”


“Not yet. I’m dancing.”


“What?” She’s not making any sense. I’m beginning to suspect the head trauma theory may not be far off. Or maybe she’s drunk.


Her eyes return to the sky again, and she inhales deeply, still wearing the vibrant smile. “I’ve wanted to do that for so long.”


“Um, okay,” I say, offering her my hand. She grabs ahold with a cutoff knit glove and hoists herself off the dying grass.


She doesn’t brush off the dried blades clinging to her sweater… and everywhere else.


“You have a little something,” I say, reaching for the grass stuck in her hair. She shakes her head wildly, her hair whipping around under the brown woven hat. It doesn’t help, but she doesn’t seem to care. Which is nothing like the girl I used to know. “Where are you going?”


“Class. And I’m late,” I say, dreading going.


“I’ll walk with you,” she offers, heading back up the hill she just rolled down.


I catch up to her. “So do you have a thing for rolling down hills?”


“Nope. That was my first.”


“Really?” I question, amused by her answer. “So what made you do it?”


“It was on the list.” She says this like it makes perfect sense and I should understand. Except I don’t. When she notices I’m waiting for her to continue, she exclaims with a laugh, “And it was fun! C’mon, Cal. Haven’t you ever had the urge to do something just for the fun of it?”


“Probably.” I hesitate. “I just can’t remember when.”


“Really? That’s sad.” She truly sounds sorry for me. “You’ll have to do it with me next time.”


I laugh. “Uh, I’m not sure about that.”


We reach the top of the hill and enter the building where my class has already started. I pause in the corridor, about to thank her for the escort, when I hear, “Hey, gorgeous,” behind me. I know he’s not talking to me.


Nyelle’s eyes narrow as three guys walk by us. “Fuck off.”


Her words take them, and me, by surprise. I’m not sure who said it, or what he ever did to offend her, but he’ll probably never call her gorgeous again. They whip their heads around. “Bitch.”


I feel like I should defend her, but the malicious grin on Nyelle’s face keeps me silent. I let them walk out the door without interfering. “Do you know them?” I ask her, trying to understand what just happened.


“No,” she responds shortly, still staring at the door.


“Then what was that about?”


“They know nothing about me,” she says between her teeth.


“O-kay,” I say with a slight shake of my head, confused by the extreme mood change. They seriously pissed her off. But then I consider who I’m dealing with and what I saw the night of the Halloween party and laugh to myself.


“What?” she asks, turning her attention back to me.


“I’ve wondered where she went.”


“Who?” Nyelle asks, studying me carefully.


“The girl under the mask.”


“Which one?” She smirks.


Her answer steadies me. I know she’s being cryptic. This isn’t the first time. Yet it keeps throwing me off because all I can think about is what she isn’t saying.


She turns to walk away. “Bye, Cal.”


“Nyelle,” I call to her, before she can get too far. She faces me, walking backward. “Do you have plans this weekend? Can I call you?” I hope the request doesn’t sound as desperate as it feels, but I can’t let her walk away without knowing I’ll see her again.


“I don’t have a phone,” she replies with a small smile. “I’ll see you. I promise.”


I push through the door to the lecture hall, smiling at the image stuck in my head, of her littered with grass from her hat down to the edge of her sweater. “Well, thank you for making time for us, Mr. Logan!” bellows throughout the room. Every head turns my way. Shit.


I nod apologetically and duck into the back row, taking the first empty seat I find.


I end up only half paying attention to the lecture, thinking back to the girl who is not who she appears to be. Whoever she is, I like her. She’s unexpected, and yeah, maybe a little extreme. So different from the perfectionist who refused to talk to me in high school. Regardless of how much I like the transformation, no one changes that drastically. Not without a reason.















NICOLE



The Week After Moving


“Nicole, you are a mess,” my mom scolds when I come back into the house after spending the afternoon running around in the woods, lifting rocks and rolling logs over to find bugs. I couldn’t touch them; neither could Richelle. We’d just find them, scream, and make Rae and Cal pick them up and put them in the buckets.


I look down at my blue dress and notice the smear of dirt from all the times I ran my hands down the front of it. And my black shoes are covered in dirt too.


“You are a little girl,” she continues. “You should not be getting dirty! Does Richelle not like playing with dolls? Where did you go?”


I fold my hands and duck my head. “I’m sorry, Momma. She was, um, showing me where these really pretty flowers were behind Cal’s house.” I’ve never lied to my mom before. But I’m afraid she’ll take my friends away if she thinks they’re too messy.


“Who’s Cal? You’re not playing with a boy, are you?” She makes it sound like playing with a boy will make me sick or something. I shake my head. I don’t think I can get away with telling another lie out loud.


“Go clean up and change before your father gets home,” she instructs me. “He will be very upset if he sees you like this. We’re supposed to make him happy, not disappointed in us.”


“Okay, Momma,” I respond, taking my shoes off so I don’t track dirt all the way to my room.
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The next morning I’m in our backyard, setting up the pink table for a tea party, when Richelle comes running over. I don’t think she knows how to walk. She’s always running.


“What are you doing?” she asks as I set the cup on the saucer.


“Playing,” I answer, straightening the chair like my mom does at our dinner table.


“Do you want to play with us?” she asks.


“Not today,” I answer. I don’t want to tell her that my mom told me I couldn’t get dirty. That I needed to act like a lady. And that means I shouldn’t play in the woods.


“Well, can I play with you?”


I look up in surprise. “You want to have a tea party with me?”


“Sure!” she answers excitedly. “Wait. I’ll go put on a dress too.” And she runs off, cutting between the small Christmas trees, toward her house.
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Richelle came over every morning for the week. Then she’d play with Cal and Rae after lunch. I tried not to be too sad about it, but I was. I could hear them laughing, or Richelle and Rae arguing like they do, from my backyard. I’d try to ignore them and do other stuff so I felt busy. I’d help my mom stick flowers from our yard in vases, put things away in the house, or get dinner ready for Daddy.


The weekend was the hardest because Cal’s family had a cookout. They invited us, but we had to go visit my grandma. There aren’t any kids where my grandma lives. Only other old people.


Now that it’s finally Monday, I can’t wait to see Richelle. I stand by the trees, waiting for her. I really want to go over to her house to ask for her to come out, but my mom says it’s not polite to invite yourself over. Even though I’m inviting her to my house. But my mom still won’t let me.


When Richelle finally jumps down her steps, I begin to smile, until she starts walking the other way, toward Cal’s house. She almost trips over her shoelace, so she stops to tie it. When she looks up, she sees me. I don’t say anything. She waves.


“Hi, Nicole! Guess what?!” She sprints over to me, her ponytail whipping around. “The tree house is finally done. Cal’s dad had a bunch of family over this weekend, and the guys helped finish it. Wanna come see it?”


I open my mouth to say yes, because I’m excited to see it too. But then I look down at my pink dress and white shoes and shut my mouth.


“I… uh.” I want to tell her how I’m not supposed to get dirty, that ladies don’t belong in the woods. But I don’t want her to think I’m saying she’s not a lady. I don’t want to hurt her feelings.


Richelle takes my hand. “C’mon.” She practically drags me to her house.


“I should tell my mom that I’m coming over,” I tell her, looking back at my house over my shoulder.


We enter her house, and her mom comes out of the kitchen.
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