














Praise for The Alienation of Courtney Hoffman


“Brady G. Stefani’s The Alienation of Courtney Hoffman finds a way to thread together a fast-paced young adult novel feel with a substantive agenda. Stefani’s storytelling skills and elegantly simple language immediately get you involved in an emotional, suspenseful, off-balance reading experience that is equal parts drama and science fiction.”


—Ian Kahl, author of Anxiety is a Rambling Dagger, and That Faraway Place


“Beyond our everyday world there lies the alternative reality of childhood, a universe populated by strange beings and powered by our collective imaginations. The Alienation of Courtney Hoffman is a doorway for readers of all ages that returns us to that world from which so many have become disconnected. Brady G. Stefani’s ability to connect us to that larger, weirder reality is a gift from an ever-changing, ultimately unknowable cosmos.”


—John E. L. Tenney, Paranormal Researcher


“Stefani’s The Alienation of Courtney Hoffman is a thought-provoking and emotional journey through a young girl’s mind as she struggles to understand who she is, where she came from, and who she is supposed to be—all while deciphering between reality and the tricks our minds can sometimes play on us. Stefani beautifully demonstrates how difficult life can be for anyone who thinks or acts a little differently, and reminds us that, more often than not, the things that terrify us the most are the things trying to save us.”


—Jessica Stevens, author of Within Reach


“As the father of two teenage girls, I can tell you that Brady Stefani must have some sort of supernatural helmet that helps him think and write in their language. But The Alienation of Courtney Hoffman is much more than a novel for teens. This fast-paced adventure kept my attention, blazing back-and-forth from reality to an alter-world so close by that it’s creepy. Here’s a page-turner that captures a lot about childhood struggles through an imaginative story filled with surprises.”


—Jim Schaefer, Pulitzer Prize-winning journalist and writer for the Detroit Free Press


“Brady Stefani has written a wonderful coming-of-age tale of an adolescent girl who is struggling to grasp what is real and what is not real. While conveying the actual inner experience of an adolescent is a difficult task, because of the unconscious and incomprehensible facets of the mind, Stefani uses a scientific metaphor to accurately convey the demands, perils, and triumphs of adolescence that must be traversed to become an adult. With The Alienation of Courtney Hoffman, Stefani has achieved an important literary form that will be of interest to adolescent and adult readers alike.”


—Melvin Bornstein, M.D., Clinical Professor of Psychiatry at Wayne State University, Training and Supervising Analyst at Michigan Psychoanalytical Institute, and editor of Psychoanalytic Inquiry
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For Beckett, Blaze, and Heather Stefani.

Also, for the chosen many who experience the alienation of mental suffering. Know you are not alone, find your pathway out.




Once in a while you get shown the light
In the strangest of places if you look at it right.


—Robert Hunter/ Jerry Garcia





ONE


Lightning ripped across the northern California sky, then splintered down through the rain and disappeared behind our neighbor’s house. Letting the door slam shut behind me, I ran away from the warmth of our porch light into the darkness of our backyard. My mom would’ve killed me if she’d caught me outside that late at night. Especially in a thunderstorm, and on the night before my fifteenth birthday, with the big party she had planned for tomorrow. But I had to get out of the house before I fell asleep and they came for me. And they were coming!


A gust of wind blew my hair against my face. I swiped it out of my eyes just in time to see a plastic lawn chair tumbling through the air. I covered my head with both arms, but a leg of the chair smashed against my elbow. Ouch!


I dropped onto the wet grass, pulled my knees into my chest, and rocked nervously back and forth. Water soaked up through my nightgown and my underwear, making me shiver.


None of these things mattered, though. Because something far worse was happening inside my head. A memory of me as a little girl, on the night my grandpa Dahlen disappeared from his cottage, was trying to claw its way into my consciousness. And I didn’t want to think about that night. Ever.


Still, I couldn’t stop it, which didn’t make sense. I was awake, and outside, where I was supposed to be safe, yet the aliens from my dreams were somehow messing with my thoughts, rearranging things, trying to make me think about that night! But how?


And why? It happened eight years ago, and my grandpa was dead now.


Although, before he disappeared, he’d—


No! Stop, Courtney! I yelled at myself.


I bit my fingernail and took a deep breath, hoping to calm down.


No luck. I was remembering the musty old-books smell from my grandpa’s bookcase. Butterflies rushed into my stomach and I sprang to my feet.


“All right. Is that what you want me to do?” I shouted into the rainy darkness. “Remember my grandpa? What happened that night? If I do that, then will you leave me alone?”


I wiped the rain from my eyes, and suddenly it was like I was right there, in the cottage. His notebook sat on the plaid couch, opened to a map he’d drawn of the ancient wormholes linking the alien world to our own.


I stumbled backward over a tree root and my butt hit the ground; my head clunked against an even bigger root. Oww! I started to sit up. But suddenly the memory I’d been running from took over the screen in my mind. I fell back into the wet grass and watched the scene unfold as if I were seven years old again, right there in the cottage.


It was raining outside, and the air smelled like old, musty books and burnt hamburgers. I glanced over at my grandpa Dahlen. He was busy in the kitchen, forking ears of corn out of a pot of boiling water. Standing tiptoe on the comfy reading chair, I reached up to the bookcase and ran my fingers along the dials of what he called his ham-radio/ alien-transport machine.


“Courtney!” Grandpa stared at me over his steamed-up glasses.


“Fine.” I plopped down on the reading chair and crossed my arms over my chest. Then I lowered my eyes. Blood was seeping through my shirt again from earlier in the day, when my grandpa’s nun friend had stopped by with a guy with a tattoo gun. They’d come to give me a tattoo. I hadn’t wanted a tattoo! But my grandpa had told me it was important, and the way he’d said it, I’d believed him. So now I had a blue mark on my rib cage that looked like four dead bugs arranged in a square.


“So tell me this, Grandpa,” I said. “If these aliens who visit you are really your friends, then why do they make you keep everything secret?”


He turned away from the steaming pot and eyed me with suspicion. “Because people are frightened of what they don’t understand. And frightened people can be dangerous, Courtney,” he said. “Now come sit down for dinner.”


I slipped into a wobbly kitchen chair, rested my elbows on the wooden table, and stared down at my burnt hamburger. “Mom doesn’t believe in aliens, so does that make her dangerous?” I asked.


Grandpa chuckled. “Your mother is only interested in facts and evidence. Even when she was a child, she had no tolerance for intangibles. Or even comic books, for that matter. Can you imagine?” He set a plate of corn on the cob in the center of the table, then sat down across from me. “But dangerous? No. I think we’re safe from her.” He flashed me a wink.


I winked back. People always told me that I shared his silvery-blue eyes. Hearing someone say it would make my mom cringe, though, because she thought Grandpa was crazy. And the last thing she wanted was for me to turn out like him. But she and my dad were spending the weekend with their old law school friends on Lake Tahoe, so they’d dropped me off with Grandpa on their way.


“Well, if these alien things are real living creatures, then did God make them?” I asked. “Or are they just imaginary?”


“Good question.”


I smiled proudly. I was about to finally get the truth from him.


“How’s your burger?” he asked.


“But you didn’t answer—” I started to protest, when a bang on the front door made me jump.


My grandpa ran over and covered his ham-radio/alien-transport machine with an afghan.


More quick pounding! Grandpa shoved his notebook under the couch.


I tried to read his expression, to see if he was frightened or just cleaning up, but he wouldn’t look at me. He rushed to the door and glanced through the peephole, and I held my breath.


When he unlocked the door, three men barged into the cottage.


I immediately recognized them as professor friends of my grandpa’s from when he’d taught at Berkeley. But what were they doing out here at night? I mean, hadn’t they heard of cell phones?


They stared over at me. “Hello, Courtney,” said one, a tall man with a thick beard and black suit coat.


I shot my grandpa a pleading look, like Make them go away. But he quickly shook his head. I stomped into the guest bedroom and slammed the door.


“They’re coming,” one of the men whispered, loud enough for me to hear. He sounded worried. Which made me worry. About what, though, I wasn’t quite sure.


I bit my thumbnail, and it tasted like wormy dirt from the woodpile. Gross! I wiped my mouth with the bottom of my shirt.


“She’s not safe,” another man said.


Not safe? I froze. “She”? As in me? My heart started racing, and suddenly I couldn’t get enough air into my lungs.


I grabbed the black metal latch of the window next to me and opened it. The chirr-chirr of crickets filled the bedroom, and I breathed in the smell of wet leaves. Pressing my face against the screen, I glanced up at my grandpa’s ham radio tower, standing tall along the side of the house. The siren on top of it glistened with rain under the silvery moon. It would sound off if any bad guys snuck into the backyard and tried to mess with my grandpa’s things. Or that’s what he’d told me, anyway.


Suddenly a familiar shiver trickled down my neck. Oh wow!


I turned away from the window and locked eyes with Astra. “Nice of you to show up,” I said.


She was a few years older than me. Like eleven, maybe. She was sitting cross-legged on the floor next to the closet; her eyes shone bright green against her pale skin and black hair. She bit into her plump bottom lip, which meant she was worried about me. “You think I’m going to climb out the window and run away?” I asked her.


She didn’t answer. For an imaginary friend, she wasn’t very talkative. But she seemed to show up whenever I was in trouble. And there was no getting rid of her; our minds were connected. My grandpa said she was probably a real person somewhere, and that we shared consciousness because we came from the same bloodline. As crazy as the idea seemed, I liked to think that there might be someone real out there who would understand me if we ever crossed paths. Most people just thought I was weird like my grandpa.


“I’m glad you’re here,” I told Astra.


Outside my door, I could hear the men pacing around on the creaky wooden floorboards.


“When?” my grandpa asked.


“We don’t know,” another man said.


I didn’t like the sound of that. My stomach tightened with nerves. I sat down on my bed and rocked back and forth, staring at Astra.


“You’re crying,” she said. Or I could hear her voice in my head, anyway.


“No I’m not.” I swiped my cheek. Then I looked down at the spot of blood on my shirt. “I got a tattoo,” I said, trying to change the subject.


A siren wailed outside. The alarm! I jumped up, turned toward the window. But the bedroom door burst open behind me. I spun back around, and my grandpa stood in the doorway.


“Grandpa! What’s happening?” I started toward him. He quickly shook his head and then pressed his finger to his lips: Stay quiet.


I nodded.


Grandpa looked scared. And he was never scared. My heart pounded against my rib cage. Astra was gone. This was bad.


Bright light lit up my grandpa’s face. It was coming through the window behind me. Oh no! I whipped around to see who was there, and someone grabbed me from inside the room.


I started to scream, but a hand covered my mouth. My feet lifted off the floor. Frantically I twisted my head around to see who it was, but I was being dragged backward, down the hall, into the bathroom. Kicking at the bathroom wall, I bit into the hand covering my mouth, and for a second my head was free. I whirled around to see my grandpa, his finger gushing blood from where my teeth had cut into his skin.


“Grandpa? What are you doing?”


He whispered something in my ear. Then he lifted me up, ignoring my flailing legs.


The next thing I knew, I was underwater. Screaming!





TWO


“It’s party time. It’s party time.” My nine-year-old sister, Kaelyn, banged on my door, then skipped down the hall and clomped downstairs.


I stared at myself in my bedroom mirror and tugged on the neckline of the red dress my mom had bought for me for my big fifteenth birthday party, which was starting in ten minutes. As hip as the dress supposedly was, it looked stupid on me, curving in and out in places my body didn’t. I was like a stick figure drowning in red. A pale stick figure with a black bruise on my left elbow from where the flying lawn chair had hit me last night.


I pulled the dress over my head and tossed it on the floor, then climbed into bed.


I’d told my mom a month ago I didn’t want a dumb party. Just the thought of sitting around with a bunch of people and pretending to be happy—when horrible things were happening inside my head—made me want to throw up.


A car door slammed outside, and I heard voices. I crawled to the end of my bed and glanced out the window. Lauren, my best friend, and Christie, my second-best friend, were here for the party. Great! Lauren’s mom was coming in too. Even better. Then a red SUV pulled in behind them, followed by a small blue car, which parked on the street in front. More cars, more party guests. What was I going to say to these people?


I grabbed the clothes I’d worn earlier out of the laundry hamper. As I pulled on my shirt, a shiver of electricity trickled down my neck. No way! It had been forever since I’d felt that shiver, but I knew exactly what it meant.


“Astra?” I spun around.


She wasn’t there. I could feel her presence, though. Weird. I quickly wiggled into my pants. Another shiver. Huh?


I glanced around again, but no sign of her. “Not a good time for tricks, Astra! I’m having a birthday party.” I hadn’t seen her in almost two years, but with the craziness last night, and all the dreams I’d had the last few weeks about alien visitors, I wasn’t completely surprised that she was trying to make an appearance.


“Astra?” I threw open the door to my closet where she sometimes showed up. No Astra.


“Astra! This isn’t funny. You’re worried about the aliens in my dreams. I get it,” I said, scanning the room for signs of life. “They were trying to get me to think about my grandpa’s cottage. But I took care of—”


“Courtney?” My mom charged into my room.


Oh no, what did she hear?


She was wearing the same dress she’d bought me. Only hers fit perfectly.


I met her stare. Her eyes were icy gray; her expression was calm. Biting my fingernail, I glanced down at the lime colored NOT ALL BEANS ARE GREEN T-shirt and tight pink-and-black plaid pants I was wearing. It was hard to believe I was her daughter.


“Is there a problem?” my mom asked.


“Not really.” I tried to smile. “I’m just about to get dressed.” I picked my dress up off the floor.


“Because it sounded like you were talking to someone,” she said.


“Just myself.” Again I tried to smile.


Mom’s eyes narrowed, which meant she was in cold-blooded attorney mode now. “I thought we were finished with the make-believe friends.”


“I am, Mom!”


“Mental health is a slippery slope, Courtney. So unless you want to end up crazy like your grandfather did, you better forget about him and your imaginary friends.”


“I will, I swear.” I tried to look sincere, so she’d know I was telling the truth. I really did want to forget about all that.


“You’ve been talking about him in your sleep the last few nights, yelling so loudly that your sister can hear you through the wall,” she said. “And it frightens her.”


“No I haven’t,” I said. I flipped the dress around in my hand and pretended to study the label.


“The past is the past, Courtney. It’s time to put a lid on that imagination of yours and grow up. You understand me?”


I nodded.


“Good. Because I’ve been through this Martian visitor nonsense with my father, and I’m not going through it with my daughter. Get it together, young lady, or you’ll find yourself in the adolescent psych ward at St. Ignatius. Understand?”


“I get it already, Mom. Grandpa who. Jeez.”


“Well, I certainly hope so. For God’s sake, he gave you that tattoo, then tried to drown you in the tub. Who in their right mind would do such a thing to a child?”


I dropped my head in shame.


“Now put your dress on. Your real-world friends are downstairs waiting for you.”


“I get it, Mom.” But she turned and strolled out.


I swallowed hard to keep from crying, and I tried not to think about my grandpa. Only it didn’t work. My chest felt warm, and fuzzy, and hollow, all at the same time. I missed my grandpa.


He couldn’t have been as crazy as my mom made him out to be. Her relationship with him had always been strained, so I’d spent far more time with him during his last few years than she had. Sure, he’d had his weird ideas about alien visitors and bad people out to steal his plans, but the way he’d explained things, everything had made sense. And he was the kindest person I’d ever met. He wasn’t crazy crazy. He was just weird smart in a scientist kind of way, and I was his favorite person in the world, so he told me things. And there was no harm in that.


Or was there?


The red dress fell from my hand and landed on the floor again. No, my mom was right—having dreams about alien visitors was one thing, but he’d tattooed me and tried to drown me. Not to mention that he’d drowned himself two weeks later in a bathtub in Switzerland, six thousand miles from where we lived in northern California. Only a crazy person would do those things. A dangerous crazy person.


As soon as I heard my mom’s heels reach the bottom of the stairs, I plopped down inside my closet and pulled the doors shut. I could still feel Astra in my head, but she was far away now. Fine by me! I was finished with all of it. I was fifteen years old; it was time to grow up. No more thoughts about my grandpa! Or aliens! Or Astra!


Then I saw her, Astra, in my mind. My stomach tingled with excitement. She was sitting in a diner, at a booth, by herself. A cup of coffee in one hand, a red colored pencil in the other. “Astra!” I said. But she didn’t seem to hear me, and she didn’t respond in any way as if she had.


She was older than the last time I’d seen her. Which made sense. Nineteen, maybe. But it was definitely her— same intense green eyes and straight black hair.


There was a sketch pad on the table in front of her, opened to a drawing of something on fire. Or more like beams of red light jetting up from the ground and down from the sky. It was kinda creepy, but beautiful.


I stood up in my closet to see if I could move closer to Astra. Though Astra had visited me a hundred times, I’d never visited her before. And here I was, watching her frantically scratching in her sketchbook with her blood-red colored pencil. “Astra?” I tried again, louder.


Suddenly she looked up from her drawing and turned to her left. Like she was staring at me. I gasped! Then I bumped my bruised elbow against the back of my closet, and I yelled in pain.


Astra was gone from my mind.


Staring at the back of my closet doors, I rubbed my elbow. Then I grabbed my hair in my fists and pulled. I need this weirdness to stop!


“Knock, knock. Earth to Courtney … anyone home?”


Shit! It was Lauren, right outside the closet doors.


I unclenched my hair just as she yanked the doors open. She had a short blue dress on, and her blond hair was pulled up in a bun. “Hello, Miss Hoffman,” she said. “It’s your birthday. Are you coming to your party?”


“Hey, Lauren.” I half-waved, and then hugged her, before pushing past her into the room. “Help me with my dress.”





THREE


By the time I’d locked my bike up and slipped in the side door by the ceramics room, the tardy bell was ringing. Great. In the three weeks since my birthday, I’d missed more school than I had in my whole life before that. I was just so exhausted all the time. But at least today was Friday.


I dragged my feet all the way to my locker, pulled it open, and grabbed my Earth science book.


“No way. Look at the circles under your eyes.” Nicola Meyers glared over from the next locker. “Sleep-starved or what, Courtney?”


I tried to focus my drowsy eyes on Nicola, her smug little nose and perfect teeth. I bit my lip. As much as I despised her shallow ways, I was too exhausted to come up with a witty comeback. Plus, I did look like crap. I hadn’t slept more than a few hours all week. And when I did sleep, I had nightmares about aliens creeping into my bedroom.


Without looking away from Nicola, I let my eyelids droop shut.


“Oh, you did not just close your eyes,” she said. “You are so weird, Courtney. Wait till I tell Josh.” Meaning Josh Sale, my sort of boyfriend, whom I hadn’t spoken to in three days. Well, by boyfriend, I meant we kissed a couple times. And he’d told he me he liked me. And he was definitely crushable.


Nicola’s locker slammed shut, and her zebra stripper clogs clapped away. I was alone in the hallway. Already late for class. Maybe I had time for a quick nap, standing up?


“Hey. You okay?”


Ugh. I recognized the voice. I opened my eyes. The emo snowboarder pixie chick from my art class was coming over. Dirty-blond pigtails stuck out the bottom of her scratchy-looking ski hat, which had two wool Viking horns flopping around on top.


“You okay, Courtney?” she repeated.


“Yeah, thanks, Haven.” I shut my locker.


“I’m just really out of it.”


“It’s Haley,” she said.


“Oh, jeez, sorry, Haley. I’m just … I gotta go.” I turned and walked in the wrong direction.





FOUR


I rested my ear flat against the wall above my headboard. I could hear Kaelyn in the next room, breathing in her sleep.


Lucky her. I couldn’t sleep. For all the wrong reasons, too. Craziness, mostly.


Trying to ignore the sinking feeling in my gut, I dug my flashlight out of my dresser. Fifteen years old and still afraid of the dark. Sorry, Kaelyn. So much for me being your brave big sister.


I leaned back against my headboard and shined the light at my pink dresser. Then up at my soccer trophies, my blue ribbon from the science fair, my homecoming corsage, a spelling bee runner-up award, and my photo collage of Lauren and me on the ski lift making goofy faces.


Sliding down to my pillow, I pulled up my comforter. The clock on my nightstand read 3:13 a.m. It was Saturday night—or Sunday morning, actually. Which meant I had to be at soccer practice in less than six hours. Or was it five? My mind was too tired to hold a thought.


I clicked off my flashlight and let it fall from my fingers.


What felt like minutes later, a strange buzzing woke me out of a harmless dream about fishing with my grandpa. My eyes opened to the darkness. My breathing was heavy and my skin felt prickly and damp with sweat, which didn’t match up with the fishing dream. Something was wrong.


The floor creaked, and my soccer trophies clinked against each other. Oh no!


A scraping noise. Something was in my bedroom! The buzzing in my ears grew louder.


The trophies on my dresser rattled again. Butterflies rushed through my stomach.


I tried to sit up, but my body was still asleep; it wouldn’t move.


A shadow stretched across the ceiling above me. What’s happening?


I managed to raise my head off my pillow. And standing there at the foot of my bed were three lanky creatures with huge black eyes. Alien creatures. I recognized them from my dreams. Two of them were males with thick chests. And the third one, the least ugly one who always seemed to be in charge, in my dreams anyway, she was female, and less aggressive in her mannerisms. But this was no dream, I was awake!


“Hello, Courtney,” the female said.


“AHHHHH!” I screamed.


By the time my mom rushed in, the aliens were gone.


“I’m sorry, Mom.” I jumped out of bed and tried to hug her, but she backed away. “It was just a bad dream about soccer. I swear! I didn’t mean to yell.”


She shook her head and stormed out without a word.


I turned on my lights, gathered myself up into a ball, and started sobbing. What was happening to me?


By the time I got to practice the next morning, everyone was standing on the goal line, one foot on a soccer ball, listening to Coach Davies. I had totally missed warm-ups. The last Sunday practice of the season, of the school year, and I was loser-late.


I ran across the field and squeezed in between Christie and Lauren. “Hi. What’d I miss?” I said, trying to sound funny.


Lauren shot me a quick look. “Courtney, you look horrible,” she whispered.


I lowered my head in shame.


“Seriously, man,” Lauren said. “Like crazy-grocery-store-lady-with-dark-circles-under-her-eyes horrible.”


“Yeah, thanks,” I said. I could feel my lower lip trembling. Please don’t cry, not now. Tears streaked down my cheeks, and I closed my eyes in defeat.


Bad move. Waiting for me behind my eyelids were the three alien visitors from last night!


My heart jumped, and my eyes sprang open. But they were still there in my mind, staring at me with their giant, black, insect-like eyes.


Coach Davies blew his whistle. “Let’s go, girls. Partner up. Short passes.”


I shook my head, somehow managing to dislodge the image of the aliens from my mind.


“Courtney?”


Lauren was talking to me, but I didn’t look at her. I stared blankly at the soccer field. A dark shadow was creeping across the sky, toward me. This was the beginning of the end. My end! I could feel it.


“Courtney?” Lauren yanked me over to the sideline, put her hands on my shoulders, and tried get me to look up at her. “Hey, I was just kidding. Oh, man. Court … are you okay?”


I shook my head. I wasn’t okay. Not even a little bit okay.


“Courtney! You’re scaring me.”


“I gotta go, Lauren. I’m sick.” I pulled away.


But she grabbed me by the arm, and I didn’t want to make any more of a scene than I already had, so I let my body go limp.


“Sick how?” she asked.


I didn’t answer her.


“Is it more nightmares?” she asked.


A couple weeks back Lauren had found me crying in the locker room, and I’d told her about my nightmares—dreams about aliens coming into my room while I was asleep. But last night was different! I was awake, and they were there!


My lower lip trembled again, and more tears flowed.


“Oh, Courtney. You have to talk to someone,” Lauren said.


“No!” I focused my teary eyes on Lauren’s. “I can’t tell anyone anything. My mom’s already pissed at me. Lauren, you have to swear not to mention this to anyone! Promise, right now!”


“All right, all right. I promise. But only if you tell me what’s going on.”


I could feel my secret boiling up inside me. It wanted out. I was sick with worry about going crazy, and exhausted from telling myself the aliens weren’t real. Lauren was my best friend; I could trust her.


“You swear on your life not to tell anyone?” I asked.


“Cross my heart, hope to die,” she said.


“They’re not nightmares, Lauren. My grandpa was right about the aliens. They’re real, and they visited me in my bedroom last night. I think they’re trying to drive me crazy, like they did to my grandpa. Either that, or none of it’s real, and I’m already crazy.”


The color drained from Lauren’s face. “Oh God, Courtney. You need serious help.”


I ran to my bike and unlocked it without looking back.





FIVE


Sunday nights were the worst for falling asleep. I clicked on my flashlight and shined it at the ceiling above my bed.


Tomorrow at school, kids on the soccer team would be telling people how I’d bolted from practice. I’d called Lauren earlier tonight, and she’d sworn she hadn’t told anyone about our conversation. But that wouldn’t erase what Coach Davies or the other kids at practice had seen.


Hearing my mom’s footsteps, I doused my flashlight and buried it under my comforter just as she pushed open the door. The big light came on, and she marched in and handed me a glass of warm milk.


I sniffed it, thinking she might have put something in it to help me sleep. Ever since she started dating Dr. Anderson—seriously, that’s what Mom made me call him, Dr. Anderson, not Mr. Anderson or Roger, but Doctor, like he was so important I had to acknowledge his title. Whatever. Since she’d started dating him, she’d been watching me like a hawk, obsessed with my sleep-related well-being.


“It’s just warm milk, sweetie,” she said. “But it should help with your nightmares.”


I didn’t want to argue with her, but warm milk? Seriously, Mom? I could drink straight from the udder of the sacred cow and it wouldn’t help my crazies. My mind was drowning in unholy groundwater where no cow dared tread.


I took a test sip anyway, then guzzled it down. “Thanks.” I handed the glass back to her.


As soon as she left, I crept over to my closet and grabbed the duct tape and box of aluminum foil I’d stashed behind my shoe rack. Back on my bed, I twisted up a strand of tape, and then I wrapped it around the window lock until the latch was totally immovable. Then I pulled out a sheet of foil and taped it across the top of the window, shiny side out.


The reflective surface would prevent the aliens from beaming in, or so I’d read on the Internet. I taped up two more sheets of foil so the whole window was covered. It looked good—secure. Five school days left until summer vacation. I could do this! Keep sane. I hoped.


“Courtney?”


Shit! My door flew open and my mom stared in, at the tinfoil on my window.


“It’s not what you think it is, Mom.” I jumped out of bed. “It’s a science project.”


Narrowing her cold eyes, she took a deep, loud breath. “I’ve had all I can take of this alien nonsense, Courtney! You have the whole house on edge. And your friends are worried about your safety.”


Friends? She must’ve talked to Lauren. Oh, perfect!


“Mom, you don’t understand. I was just joking with Lauren about aliens.”


“No, young lady, I do understand! There’s no such thing as aliens! Not on Earth, not in outer space, and certainly not in your bedroom! You want to pollute your mind with that gibberish, fine. But not under this roof!”


“Okay, sorry, Mom. I’ll take the tinfoil down right now.”


She slammed my door and stomped downstairs.


Ten minutes later I heard a car pull up in the driveway. I peeled back a piece of tinfoil and peeked out the window. My mom’s boyfriend, Dr. Anderson, was standing outside his car, staring up at my window, shaking his head.


I plunked back down in bed.


The hallway light shone through the crack under my door. I could hear my mom and Dr. Anderson whispering.


“Courtney?” Dr. Anderson pushed my door open. He was wearing green hospital scrubs and a beige cardigan sweater.


I glanced at my alarm clock—10:20 p.m.—then back at Dr. Anderson. What a joke! He always dressed like he was fresh out of surgery or something. But the truth was, he worked in an office as a pediatrician two days a week, and he probably hadn’t set foot inside a hospital since medical school. Plus, for a pediatrician, he certainly knew nothing about kids—or the way they think, anyway. But that didn’t stop him from trying to look important, and from constantly giving me advice about making responsible decisions when it came to sex and alcohol.


Ugh! Why my mom liked him, I had no idea. Except that he liked fancy restaurants and put up with her holier-than-thou crap.


“What do you want?” I asked him, annoyed.


He sat down on the end of my bed.


Ew, creepy!


“How you doing?” he whispered, pretending like he didn’t want my mom, who was standing right outside the open door, to hear our private conversation.


“Fine until you showed up,” I said, loud enough for my mom to hear.


Dr. Anderson got up and strolled over to the door. He whispered something to my mom. Then he shut the door and sat down in my desk chair.


“Your mother’s upset,” he said, turning to face me. “She thinks you’re experiencing mental problems.”


“Yeah, and that’s your business how?” I asked.


“You want to know what I think, Courtney?” he whispered.


“No. I have school tomorrow. What I want is to go to sleep!”


“I think you’re making things up,” he said. “Trying to trick your mother into thinking you’re something that you’re not.”


“Something I’m not?” He made me so mad, my chest felt like it was on fire. “You have no idea what you’re talking about!” I yelled.


“Oh, is that so?” he said, creepily calm. “Well, I have colleagues who are interested in people like you. So if you want to play crazy, that’s fine with me; let’s play crazy.”


“Mom!” I yelled. “Get this sicko out of my room!”


My mom barged in. “Let’s go. Downstairs, Courtney.”


“Me? But—”


“Right now, young lady!”


“Fine.” I followed her down the stairs.


She walked past the laundry room and opened the door to the garage. “Wait for me in the car,” she said.


“What? Why? I’m in my pajamas.”





SIX


A lady in a white lab coat walked into the room and stood at the foot of my bed. Her ID badge read DR. KIMBERLY WU. She looked young for a doctor, maybe in her twenties, but smart.


“Hi, Courtney. I’m Dr. Wu. Do you know where you are?”


I nodded. She tilted her head like she wasn’t convinced.


“In St. Ignatius Hospital,” I said, less than enthusiastically. “Up by Napa. On the psychiatric floor.”


“That’s right.” Dr. Wu smiled. “Can you tell me why you’re here?”


I pulled at the plastic hospital band cutting into my wrist. “Because my mom thinks I’m crazy, and her stupid boyfriend helped her bring me here. He claims to be a doctor, but I doubt he’s a good one.”


“Oh.” She glanced at the clipboard in her hand, then at me. “Let’s forget about your mom’s assessment for a minute. Tell me what you think is going on with you.”


“What I think?” Whatever my mom and Dr. Anderson had told the hospital when they’d admitted me was probably on the clipboard, so lying wouldn’t work. “I’m having bad dreams,” I said. “About alien visitors. But the dreams are so real, it’s like it’s really happening.” I bit my thumbnail and waited for her to laugh, or shake her head in disapproval.


But she didn’t. The look in her eyes was sincere, like she really wanted to understand.


“So just nightmares?” she asked, as if it was okay if it was more than that.


“Kinda,” I said. I pressed the up button on my bed control so I was practically leaning forward. “Except, well, when I woke up last night, the aliens were still there, and I couldn’t move my body. So maybe they’re real?” I felt tears welling up in my eyes. “Or I’m going crazy.” I wiped my cheek.


“Hey.” Dr. Wu sat down next me on my bed and placed her hand over mine. “There are no aliens after you.”


“How do you know?”


“I do. Trust me. Sometimes parts of our mind wake up while other parts are still asleep. If we get stuck in this hypnagogic stage between dreaming and wakefulness, we can dream with our eyes open, and it can seem very real. I believe that’s what’s happening to you,” she said.


“Okay. So I’m going crazy?” I asked. Then it dawned on me that the term crazy might no longer be politically correct. “I mean, like, mentally ill? Like my grandpa did?”


“No, Courtney.”


“Huh? You sure?” I swiped a tear from my cheek, then glared at Dr. Wu so she would know I wouldn’t settle for anything less than the truth!


“It may feel like you’re going crazy when that happens, but you’re not.”


She sounded truthful.


“Okay. I guess that could be it.” I took a deep breath. “So can you fix it so that other stuff doesn’t happen?”


“We certainly can try,” Dr. Wu said. “I’ll start you on some medication. After a few nights of sound sleep, you should start feeling normal again.”


“Really?” Normal again! A wide smile broke across my face. “And so you’ll tell my mom and Dr. Anderson that I’m not crazy?”


“I sure will.”


“And I can go home now?”


Dr. Wu frowned. “We’re going to have to keep for you a few nights.”


I felt the blood drain from my face. “But I have school tomorrow. It’s our last week. And everyone will know I’m not there. They’ll find out about this place, and I’ll be the joke of the school.”


“I’m sorry, Courtney.”


Great!


On my way back from the bathroom, I rounded the corner and saw a girl crouched down in the hallway outside my room. My heart stopped, then my feet.


Astra?


But where was the tingly feeling I always got when she showed up?


Whoever this chick was, she definitely wasn’t a patient, because she was wearing a tight red corset and a black skirt that was torn and frayed at the bottom.


I slowly started toward her again in my hospital scrubs. She was too busy typing on her phone to notice me. But when I got within a few feet, her head jerked up, and blazing green eyes locked onto mine.


It was Astra!


“Hi!” I said aloud.


She stood up, and the metal studs on the back of her corset made a scraping noise against the painted cinder-block wall. That’s weird. Imaginary Astra never made any noise, other than talking. And I could smell incense coming off of her clothes.


“How’s it going?” she asked, shoving her phone in her pocket.


Her voice was different, coming from her lips and not from inside my head.


“Okay,” I said. I bit my thumbnail. There was no getting around the question, as ludicrous as it might sound. I had to ask. “Are you real?”


She moved closer to me, closing the gap to less than a foot. I held my breath, hoping no one was behind me in the hallway watching me talk to a possibly imaginary friend, but I was too entranced to turn my head and look. Astra held up a black fingernail and poked me above my collarbone.


“Ouch,” I breathed, glancing down at the red mark on my chest.


“I’m real,” she said. Then she smiled. “Jeez, dude! What kind of drugs are they giving you in here?”


Ignoring her question, I stared at her. “I can’t believe we’re actually meeting,” I said. I felt myself smile. “I have so much to tell you.”


“Shh! You’ll get in trouble.” She motioned behind me, and I looked over my shoulder at the two orderlies, both eyeing me.


I turned back to Astra—but she was walking away.


“Hey,” I called after her.


She waved back at me over her shoulder and kept walking, around the corner and out of sight.


My heart pounding wildly, I looked down for the mark where Astra’s fingernail had pressed into my skin, but it was gone.


I hurried into my room and shut the door. How was I going to explain what had just happened to me to Dr. Wu? No. I couldn’t tell her. That might change my diagnosis to crazy.


Oh no! Either my imaginary friend had just turned out to be a real person who came to visit me in the hospital, or else I had hallucinated the entire thing. And I was wide awake when it happened, not in some hypno-whatever stage between dreaming and waking up. This was bad. Dr. Wu was wrong about me.


I climbed into bed. Closing my eyes, I took a deep breath. I could feel the medicine the nurse had given me right before I went to the bathroom slowing my thoughts down and making me drowsy. So maybe that was it? The medicine was playing tricks on my brain?





SEVEN


Monday, I slept for almost the entire day. The only parts I remembered being awake for were when the nurses came in to administer my medication.


Then Tuesday morning, Dr. Wu stopped in my room and told me I was cleared to join the general population in the activities room for family visiting hour. I jumped out of bed, fixed my hair, then hurried down the hall. It seemed like a week since I’d talked to anybody normal.


Apparently visitation wasn’t mandatory, because no one from my family showed up. I thought at least my dad and his girlfriend, Rachel, would come. Knowing my mom, though, she probably hadn’t even told them I was in here. After a half hour of standing by the door, waiting, I wandered over to the far window and gazed out at the parking deck, trying not to cry.


“Hey, you,” came from behind me.


I whipped around. It was Astra. A burgundy dress and torn black stockings clung to her pale body. “We meet again,” she said.


I glanced over at the orderlies, but neither was watching. Then I turned back to Astra. I could smell the perfume coming off her skin, see tiny, dark freckles on her pale cheeks. She looked real.


I poked her arm with my finger. Definitely real! I gave her a huge hug; then, suddenly embarrassed, I backed away.


“Oh, all right.” She straightened out her dress. “You’re happy to see me.”


“So, we know each other,” I said. “You recognize me, right?”


“Dude?” She glanced around like she thought someone was watching, then back at me. “We met last night, outside your room.”


“No, I know. But before that … Your name is Astra, right?”


“Astra?” She laughed. “Never been called that.”


So she didn’t use the name Astra.


And wait. Was she saying that she didn’t recognize me from all her visits? How could this be?


Pretending to scratch my eyebrow, I covered my mouth with my hand in case anyone tried to read my lips. “We were imaginary friends,” I whispered. “But my grandpa said you might be real.”


“Dude, what?” She shook her head. “You messing with me?”


“No. I’m serious,” I said. “You visited me like a hundred times, going back to when I was like five years old.”


She narrowed her eyes into an inquisitive gaze. Then she nodded, like she almost understood what I was talking about.


“So …” Covering my mouth again, I leaned closer. “You here to break me out?” I asked.


Astra laughed again, loudly. “Slow down, Twelve Monkeys,” she said. “I’m here to pick my brother up. He’s being discharged. But I wanted to catch you before I left.”


I felt my face heat up and turn red.


“You okay?” she asked.


I shook my head. “I don’t know why I just said that stuff about knowing you. I’m crazy. Just forget what I said.”


“You’re not crazy,” she said.


“Oh yeah? And how do you know that?” I asked, suddenly suspicious that she was lying about not recognizing me. “You’ve seen me before, haven’t you? Like in your head?” I had to try one more time.


“Dude!” Astra smirked. “Not sure about that one. But I know you’re not crazy, because my brother’s just like you.”


“Like me how?”


She leaned her head in so her mouth was inches from my ear. “He’s visited by aliens,” she whispered.


“What?” Only Astra would know about the aliens. “Wait. So if you’re name’s not Astra, then what is it?” I demanded.


“I’m Agatha Kirlich.” She held out her hand for me to shake it.


Agatha Kirlich? Sounded like a made-up name if I’d ever heard one. I kept my hands at my sides, and eventually she gave up on the handshake.


“So, Agatha Kirlich, if that’s really your name …” I narrowed my eyes. “How did you even know I was visited by imaginary aliens?” I asked.


She grinned. “I overheard the nurses talking when you we’re being admitted. Not a lot of alien-abductee patients around here. So I popped down and read your chart.”


“Oh really?” I guess it was possible.


“Yeah, really. And I can help you with your problem. But you have to get out of this place first,” she said. “You don’t belong here.”


I glanced down at my hospital scrubs and my patient wristband, then up at Agatha Kirlich. She was nineteen, maybe, and super pretty, just like Astra. Same green eyes and straight black hair. Even the same long pale legs.


“Dr. Wu said I could go home in a few days,” I said. “But …” My eyes welled up and tears streaked down my cheeks.


“But what?” Agatha asked.


“My mom’s horrible. I need to call my dad to pick me up, except they took my cell phone away when they admitted me.”


“You can use the phone at the nurses’ station during visiting hours,” Agatha said.


“I can?”


“Yeah, for sure,” Agatha said. “But listen to me, dude. You have to call me soon as you get out of here. I’d give you my number now, but they might search you. I’ll find you on Facebook and shoot you my info. Okay?”


“Okay. I’m Courtney Hoffman.”
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