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Dedication

To Michael, with love.

Dedicated to all young people who have lost a loved one. My wish is one of hope, that you will come to know that your loved ones live, dance and love forever, in your hearts.





Chapter 1

What the…

Was that Julie Oliveri?

I squinted hard, trying to bring her face into focus.

It was her. And she was crying.

Confused, I looked around. How was I able to see in her window? She was on the second floor of what looked to be her house! Wasn’t really sure, as I’d never been here before.

Panicking, I glanced down. Holy crap. I was high up in the air.

Get out!

Why, I was up here in my Olive! My best friend in the whole wide world.

I patted my hand around, feeling the comfort of her beautiful black bark, at least slightly reassured that if I was with her, I was okay.

Hmmmmm…guess I should let you in on a secret.

My BFF is a tree. A great big old beautiful tree!

I know! You gotta think it’s kinda weird to have an olive tree as a buddy, especially a best one, but I hope you’ll understand as time goes on.

But wait a second!

What was Olive doing here in Julie’s backyard?

I looked down to see her firmly planted outside the window. What was I doing here?

More importantly, how did we get here? A few minutes ago I had been in my backyard, sitting up in Olive, depressed, totally bummed out and reaching a new low, if that was even possible. I remembered tears pouring down my face, closing my eyes for a second, opening them and…now I was here.

I glanced at a street sign. Greenhill Avenue.

What were we both doing ten blocks from home?

“I can’t take it,” screamed Julie as she pounded her fist down on her bed.

Startled, I stared again at Julie, who sat two desks over in our grade nine biology class and was currently sprawled across her bed, crying her eyes out. She looked sad. Really, really sad. And I sure could relate to that.

But man, it upset me to see her like this. She echoed exactly how I felt most of the time. Completely devastated.

A wisp of hair blew across my eyes, blocking my view for a minute. Instinctively, I brushed it away.

Wait a second!

Hair? Blowing on my face?

No way! It couldn’t be. I have short, black hair. I didn’t have strands long enough to fly around in the wind.

Startled, I reached for the mirror I kept tucked in a deep groove between two of Olive’s branches. It stayed there permanently, since I liked to snack up here and had to make sure I wiped all evidence off my face and in my teeth, so Mom wouldn’t know. She’d be mad as anything that I spoiled my dinner by eating junk food.

I put the mirror up to my face and almost dropped it from shock.

What?

I looked behind to see if there was someone there that the mirror was picking up instead of me.

Nope!

I wiggled my nose. The image in the mirror wiggled its nose. I opened my mouth, forming a wide “O”…so did the image.

That was really me?

I waved. The woman in the mirror waved back.

No way. That was my reflection? And I was now a redhead? With long hair reaching past my waist?

Freckles stretched across my nose and cheeks. Lots of them. Why, I even had different colored eyes. Usually blue, they were now green. I kinda looked like Anne of Green Gables, but without the braids. Or, even a bit like Pippi Longstocking.

I moved my head back and forth. Was this a dream? Had I died somehow? Fallen out of Olive?

Was this what death was all about? You came back as someone else? Some kind of stalker person who hid in trees and spied on people?

I glanced over at Julie again.

Get hold of yourself, Niki. This was serious business. She was still crying. That desperate, anguished kind of sobbing that I knew so well.

Intrigued as well as confused, I stashed away the mirror and inched out on the branch, closer to her window, hoping to get a better look. What was she all sad about?

The door opened, and I watched as a tall woman entered the room. Probably her mom, as they had the same color of blonde hair. The woman sat down on the edge of the bed and tried to put her arm around Julie, who shrugged it off, saying, “Please, Mom. I wanna be alone.”

They spoke quietly, but I could hear them, even though their window was shut. It was like I had super powers or something. I watched tears flow down the lady’s face as she struggled to get a few more words out. I slid out even more, trying to size up the whole situation. Obviously, I was meant to hear this or Olive wouldn’t have somehow landed me here.

“I know you’re sad, honey, but you need to talk about how you feel. Something’s really bothering you. You can’t keep feelings bottled up forever.”

For sure, I knew that feeling. I leaned out again. Any more and I could almost touch the window.

Julie just kept on crying.

“Your grandma was sick, and now she’s in heaven. The good news is, she won’t be in pain anymore,” said her mom.

Her grandma had died? I jerked back and circled my arms around a couple of Olive’s bigger branches, hugging her tightly, drawing comfort from her strength, even in the middle of this bizarre scenario.

“Awwwww…that’s just so horrible, huh, Olive?” I whispered.

Sadness oozed through me, bringing back all sorts of painful memories of my dad. Memories I was trying to escape from. Tears pooled in my own eyes as my gut started to churn, like a really big stomachache was happening.

Oh, how I missed him. Unbearably so.

Ouch!

What was that?

Felt like a tiny nudge on my back. Like a bony branch or something was pushing into me. I grabbed on tight to Olive and snuck a glance behind, almost afraid of what I’d see.

Nope. No branch there.

Nudge.

Whoa! I almost fell.

“Anyone back there?” I asked, scared that maybe there was another person or animal up here with me.

No answer.

Nudge. Nudge.

A thought hit me. Was Olive doing this? Did she want me to get down?

But what for?

She couldn’t possibly mean that she wanted me to visit Julie? No way. I couldn’t just drop in. I didn’t even look the same, and furthermore, I barely knew the girl. We were just classmates and hardly said two words to each other. Our only contact was when she’d accidentally dropped her pencil case in the hall and I’d picked it up for her. She’d smiled and said “thanks,” but I didn’t even know if she’d really noticed me. Showing up at her door, a redhead to boot, was just too strange. After all, she was part of the cool group at my new school. The “in” crowd. So no way could I do that. It wasn’t right, and I was too shy to make any such attempt. Especially since she was all sad about her grandma. That was way too personal a moment to barge into.

Nudge.

“Get real, Olive. I’m not budging,” I whispered, afraid Julie and her mother would look out the window and see me out here, not to mention I’d be in big trouble if Mom ever found out. I was not supposed to leave or go anywhere unless she okayed it, and she certainly wouldn’t agree with my taking off somewhere with Olive. That was just plain crazy. Nutsville.

Nudge!

“No, Olive. I’ve never even been in this area of town before. I’m not moving.”

I felt my leg being pushed down onto a lower branch. Then my other leg moved. Sure seemed like my BFF had a mind of her own. I now had no choice but to follow her direction and go down. It was either that or fall.

For some reason, Olive wanted me on the ground.

Finally, feet planted firmly on the sidewalk, I was amazed to find myself a whole lot slimmer. The way I used to be. Odd, but at least that was a change I liked.

Confused, I stared at Julie’s front door.

Should I pay her a visit? Was that what Olive wanted me to do? A thought hit me. Maybe I really had died, somehow landed in heaven by a fluke, and returned to earth as one of those do-gooder angels. Maybe this was my new job? After all, Julie looked sad and maybe I could help her. Maybe I could even share with her about losing my dad.

Nahhhhh! That was a ridiculous idea. And besides, she wouldn’t invite me in. Why would she? I was a complete stranger, and anyway, I never talked about my dad to anyone. Ever! It hurt way too much.

But I was right here. Maybe I should at least give it a go.

Nudge!

Oh, no. Olive was being pushy again. Catapulting me forward until I landed right on Julie’s front porch, I turned to stare at her, still trying to figure out what she wanted.

And there she sat. Calm and peaceful. Her green olives glistened, and she looked like she always did in my backyard, except right now she was here. At Julie’s. Man, this was stuff spooky movies were made of. I was sure hoping no horrors waited beyond that front door, because obviously Olive wanted me to see Julie for whatever reason.

Staring at her, looking so strong and regal, I made a decision right there and then.

I could panic all I want, totally freak out about this whole ridiculous situation and run away, or I could trust Olive. Okay, I knew it was a bit strange to trust a tree, but this wasn’t just any old tree. We’d been friends for such a long time, soul mates even, and she’d never led me astray before. So for sure, she wouldn’t do it now. I truly believed that.

So I was going to knock on that door and see what happened.

Gathering up a whole heap of courage, I turned and marched right up to it. I did a quick double take when I saw my new reflection in the window; my hands started to shake and I almost chickened out again, but I managed to do it. I knocked on that sucker and hoped it was loud enough for someone to hear.

It took a minute or two—a long minute or two—before her mother slowly opened the door, looking sad and wiping tears from her eyes.

“Yes?” she asked.

“Hello. I’m…” Oh, no! I couldn’t say my real name. I didn’t look anything like that person. “Er…I’m Meghan.” Figured if I was going to have an alias, I might as well pick an Irish one. With my red hair, I sure looked like I hailed from the land of leprechauns.

“Meghan?” she asked, looking confused.

I looked past her to a bowl of fruit I could see lying on the coffee table. “Ah, Meghan Mango.”

Real creative-like, Niki. After a mango nestled beside a grouping of oranges and apples. But it was all I could come up with on such short notice.

“I’m here to see Julie.” Might as well get right to the point.

“You are?” She looked puzzled. “I don’t know any Meghan. Don’t believe Julie does either.”

“Could I just see her, please?” I asked softly. “She asked me to come over.”

Okay, it was a white lie. But hopefully, a forgivable one. I couldn’t really state that somehow a tree brought me here. Yeah, like she would really believe that! I’d be locked up in McMaster’s mental ward in a matter of minutes.

“She did?” Her mother looked surprised, and I felt bad at deceiving her but couldn’t back down now.

“Yes.” I tried to sound firm and sure of myself. A far cry from how I really felt.

“Well, this isn’t a good time.”

“But she said she wants to talk to me,” I fibbed again.

“She did?”

“Yes.”

“Well, okay. Guess it’s all right if she invited you. Come on in.” She stepped back from the door, and as I turned to enter, I took a quick look back at Olive. I kinda felt she was smiling at me, but that was a silly thought. Trees didn’t smile. But then, neither do they use their branches to push people around. Maybe I really was going nuts.

Shaking my head, I quickly turned away and followed Julie’s mom, taking a deep breath to calm myself down, gearing up to see Julie.

“Honey, you have company,” shouted her mother, while standing at the bottom of the stairs.

“Tell whoever it is to go away.” Julie’s voice was weak but firm.

Her mother looked at me, an odd expression on her face. “I thought you said she invited you over.”

“She did.” I tried to act all innocent-like, planting a confused expression on my face. “I’m not sure why she said that.”

“Well…I’ll try again.” She moved a few steps up. “Julie, it’s Meghan.”

“I don’t know a Meghan.” This time the voice was stronger and more adamant with a “don’t mess with me” attitude about it.

“She says you asked her to visit.”

“I did no such thing.”

I heard a noise, the sound of stomping feet, and Julie appeared at the top of the stairs.

She looked down.





Chapter 2

Our eyes met and locked together. I couldn’t have pulled myself away even if I’d tried, and no one would believe what happened next.

I was there, and I could hardly believe it myself.

First of all, a strange sensation engulfed me. It was a tingly feeling that stretched from my toes right up to my scalp, and immediately I felt energized—strong and confident—like I was on some kind of mission. I found myself standing tall, with perfect posture, ready for anything. Like Xena, the warrior princess on those old TV shows I used to watch. I just hoped I wasn’t wearing some kind of weird outfit or anything, but I couldn’t bring myself to look away to check that out.

Another thing! And this was even weirder. As I stared at Julie, she began to sparkle as if covered with a thin layer of tiny, silver stars. You know the ones you get as a kid when you did something right? Then she started to glow as if otherworldly. Freaked me right out.

She reminded me of the night I’d sneaked out of the house, climbed up to the highest branch in Olive, and stargazed with her. I’d felt like I was one with the sky. And that was exactly how Julie looked right now. Like she belonged right up there next to the Big Dipper. Almost like a shiny new constellation or something.

The more I stared, the brighter she got which almost blinded me. I finally had to blink and look away. I glanced over at her mother and then slowly surveyed the rest of the room. Nope, nothing else sparkled. Only Julie. It was kinda creepy, but I didn’t sense that it was altogether a bad thing. As a matter of fact, I felt quite okay about it all. Like I was empowered and ready to take on the world.

Was this Olive’s doing? Making me not afraid? I mean, how often do you meet someone who glowed? Was the shiny star stuff to make sure I focused on what she wanted me to? Only Julie? After all, I did tend to get distracted easily, and she knew that.

A movement to the right had me glancing over at a side window. What? Was that Olive over there?

I blinked, then squinted. No, couldn’t be her. Must be some other tree. When I came in, she was out front. How could she have moved to the side of the house? Trees don’t walk. But then again, how could she have arranged to be here at all?

I looked again at Julie. Yep, she was still all shiny and still looking at me. Did she know she was lit up like a Christmas tree? She didn’t have an odd expression on her face or anything. I shot another glance at her mother to see if she noticed anything unusual. Did she seem startled? Nope. Just stood there watching her daughter, a concerned expression on her face. So I turned back to Julie and saw a small smile on her face, and this time she had a knowing look of recognition. I listened closely as her lips started to move. Maybe she could explain what was going on.

“Oh, Meghan. Didn’t recognize you at first. Yes, of course I invited you over. Come on up to my room.”

She knew me? Now? Come on! No way!

It really was as if Olive had cast a spell on the two of us. Real hocus pocus stuff. But I still couldn’t move, I was so stunned.

“Come on.” Julie motioned me to follow her.

Was this a trap? You know like in the movies when the confident heroine goes forth but lands right in the hands of the enemy?

But encouraged by how good I felt, as well as faith in my Olive, I forced myself to put one foot in front of the other, trotted up the stairs, and followed Julie down the hallway and into her room. She sat down on her bed and motioned me to a chair, still all sparkly and glowing, almost happy looking, if only her sad eyes didn’t give away how she was really feeling. A tear pushed itself out and ran down her cheek.

Finding it hard to witness her pain, I sat down and snuck a look around her room. Cool! Lots of posters of the Twilight movies and an old one of the new Karate Kid, a movie I loved. But there was also a real princess theme going on as I took note of the silver tiara dangling from a hook on the wall, pink desk, pink shelves and of course, pink wallpaper. Some would call it pretty. To me, it looked like an advertisement for Pepto-Bismol. My own room was a sharp-looking dark purple. Eggplant style. Not that I’d ever eaten eggplant. Just loved its color.

As if to get my attention, Julie cleared her throat, and I swung my head back to see how she was doing. I was amazed that even with tears and red eyes she looked beautiful, sorta like Selena Gomez with all that long, wavy hair thing going on. I wondered if she had ever been called a bad name in her life. Like I had at school. Probably not. Man, she was just so perfect. And thin too. A far cry from my blubbery body. But I’d better say something fast, because she was sitting there staring at me, her eyebrows raised expectantly. I took another deep breath before asking, “You really know me?”

I was curious as to what she’d say. Did I live another life somewhere else? As a redhead? Did we hang out? Was I really two people and didn’t know it until now? Was this a twist on the whole Hannah Montana show I used to watch a few years ago? Or was I really dead and this was my afterlife? I’d become a redhead and I was somehow entwined with Julie? Strange. But Granny always said that God could do anything. But that was assuming I was in heaven. I wasn’t sure I’d qualify. Hell might be more like it. I sure wasn’t easy to get along with these days.

“Of course I do, silly.” She kinda smiled, although it didn’t quite reach her eyes. “Why wouldn’t I?”

I blinked a few times. All that shiny stuff was still hard to take in. Pretty darn blinding. “But where did we meet?”

Julie looked confused. “Oh, somewhere. Can’t remember right now.”

“Er…do you know you’re all covered with shiny, silver stars?” I just had to ask.

“I am?” She looked down at herself. “No, I’m not, silly. You’re always such a kidder.”

I was? That was news to me. But I guess I got my answer. Julie didn’t know she was all shiny. Her mother hadn’t noticed either. Obviously, it was for my eyes only.

Was it Olive’s special touch? Was that what made Julie accept me instantly? I glanced out her window. Yep, there was Olive watching over us. This time I wasn’t so surprised. It was like she was everywhere. The front, the side and now the back of the house.

Was this a dream after all?

I pinched myself. Hard.

“Ouch,” I cried out. No dream. I was definitely wide awake. And I didn’t seem to have one of those otherworldly bodies like I was a ghost or something. I was certainly no ethereal spirit. I could feel my flesh easily. I probably hadn’t died at all. So how come I looked like someone else?

“What’s wrong?” asked Julie, looking alarmed.

Oh, great. As if she needed to deal with my issues, too.

“Oh, nothing,” I quickly said.

Julie sorta half smiled again. “Thanks for coming over. It’s strange, you know, because I just wished for a friend to talk to and here you are.”

She did?

That was kinda confusing, cuz she sure hadn’t sounded like she’d wanted to see me when I’d arrived. But then again, that was before the shiny stars had appeared. Pretty crazy stuff going on here, but I figured I’d just go with this. See where it led.

“You’ve been crying?” I pointed to the tissue box on her nightstand with a lot of crumpled Kleenex in a clump beside it. I figured it was time to talk about what was really bothering her, and I didn’t want to let on I’d been eavesdropping and knew what her problem was. “Something wrong?”

“Er…yes.” Another tear slid out. “My grandma passed away.”

More tears. I stayed quiet, not quite knowing what to say or do.

“You know what the worst part is?” she asked. “The thing that bugs me the most?”

“Ahhh, no.”

“I didn’t get to say goodbye.” She hung her head down. “And I love her so much.”

She sounded really upset, and I felt I had to say something. But what? I mean, what do you say to the cool kids at school? The ones who had everything? Just being in the same room as her intimidated me a whole lot.

But something in me, maybe a twinge of sympathy, made me want to try.

“Pretty tough, huh?”

Yeah, I know. Most people would say, “I’m sorry about that,” but I hated when they said that to me at Dad’s funeral. What were they sorry about? They hadn’t caused his death. Or they’d say, “He’s in a better place.” Now how totally idiotic was that? Because what better place could someone be in than with their loved ones? I just didn’t get it, and all those ridiculous comments bugged me. A lot. But I did like when people acknowledged how hard everything was. Most of the time, I couldn’t come up with answers, but it was like they understood my pain. Because it really was. Hard, I mean. The worst thing that could ever happen.

I also knew how horrified I’d felt to find out my dad had died, and seeing how upset Julie looked initiated a sharp pang of loss that swung through me rapid fire. Her pain made me feel mine all over again, and suddenly I wished I weren’t here anymore. They say that time heals all wounds, but it didn’t work in my case. I still missed my dad every single day, every single moment. So this wasn’t a feeling I welcomed.

Maybe I should just take off. Get away from here. I’d done a good job of putting thoughts of my dad on the back burner—tucked away in a part of my mind where I rarely went. I didn’t need the whole grieving thing thrust in my face again.

A sound at the window disturbed my panicky thoughts. It was like a branch scraping against glass, and I looked at Olive, wanting to rush over, open the window and jump back into the safety of her limbs. But the more I stared, the more I calmed down. I’d gotten this far, and I think I really needed to stay put. Olive wanted me here, so there must be a good reason. Taking deep breaths, I glanced again at Julie.

Think like a warrior princess, I advised myself. Strong and courageous.

First of all, listen to what she was saying.

“It’s all so horrible,” said Julie, finally managing to get some words out in the midst of her tears. “She was in the hospital and my mom wanted me to go visit her yesterday, but I went to a movie with a friend instead.” She rolled her eyes and sighed. “I’m so selfish. I didn’t want to see her with tubes hooked up and needles stuck in her hand. So I skipped out. Just that one time. And…she goes and dies.” She sobbed full out now, her voice muffled among her tears, but I could still make out her saying, “It was all my fault.”

Her words hit me hard, because I felt the same about my dad. I certainly understood self-blame, and if Olive wanted me here to help Julie, she’d got it all wrong. I was so messed up myself; how could I help someone else?

But she looked miserable, so taking a deep breath, I said, “No way is it your fault. Don’t ever believe that.” How ironic. I was telling her this, yet I kept saying these same words to myself over and over. Like maybe if I said it enough times, I’d believe it. “I’m sure if you asked your grandma, she’d probably tell you to go to that movie. Try not to think of that one day. Think about all the other great times you had with her.”

Silence.

Then a reluctant smile flitted across Julie’s lips. “Well…I sure did have lots of fun with her. She’d take me shopping and we’d bake chocolate chip cookies together. She even taught me how to knit.” She stared at me. “Do you think she really understood? That I hated seeing her so sick? We were really close and I’d like to think you’re right—that she would have told me to go to that movie and have fun.”

“Yes, she would have. I’m sure of it. She’s probably looking down at you, right this very moment, wanting to wrap her arms around you and tell you not to worry. That she’s happier now, not being sick anymore.”

Another thing I really wanted to believe.

“Really?”

She looked like she was ready to grab any lifeline I could throw her, and I suddenly started feeling glad that I was here. It looked like maybe I was helping her after all. Who would have figured that? So I decided to share a bit more. Some of my own experiences. A rarity for sure.

“Yeah. My granny told me that my dad is watching me all the time, trying to comfort me. It’s like he’s always with me.” Not sure I believed it a hundred percent, but it gave me a bit of peace at times.

“You lost your daddy?” She looked shocked.

Silence.

“Yes.”

“When?”

“Last March.”

“Wow. Now it’s October. Not long ago, at all.”

“Yeah, I know.”

“How did he die?”

“Car accident.”

“So it was sudden, too?”

“Yep.”

“So you never got to say goodbye, either?”

“No.” Should I tell her the truth? I looked out at Olive, then back at Julie. Ahhhh, why not. “Er, as a matter of fact, we’d been fighting.”

I’d never admitted that to anyone before. Not even my mother.

“About what?” asked Julie.

Maybe it was the compassion in her eyes and her non-judgmental attitude, but whatever it was, I started talking.

“Got home late from school that day, and he was really mad. I was mad too because I’d stayed to help set up for an assembly, and I was in grade eight and felt like he should trust me. We yelled at each other, then he left for the grocery store, and that was the last time I saw him.” I brushed a tear away. “He was killed in a car accident. And maybe if we hadn’t argued, he might have been more alert and noticed the other driver.”

Officer Daniels, who had investigated the accident, had said there was no way my dad could have avoided getting hit. My head understood, but my heart didn’t. So I still blamed myself. Just like Julie. So for sure, I understood guilt. I lived with it every single day.

“Awwww…that’s awful. How did you ever cope with that?”

I wanted to tell her the truth. That I hadn’t coped at all. That I pigged out on junk food and was depressed all the time. That sometimes I wanted to die. But I didn’t want to make things worse for this girl. I didn’t think that was why Olive had brought me here. What would be the point? So feeling again the sadness of those days but moved by how upset this girl was, I decided to share one more thing that I did to make me feel kinda better. It was something no one else knew, either. Except, of course, Olive.

“Why don’t you write your grandma a letter?”

“A letter?” Julie looked confused.

“Yep. That’s what I did. Told Dad everything I felt and what he meant to me. I apologized for arguing with him, too, and it made me feel a whole lot better.”

I remembered sitting up in Olive needing to do something, anything, to lessen the pain. I had been desperate. I’d brought up a pen and some paper, because sometimes writing out my thoughts helped, and a counselor my mom sent me to had suggested I write a letter to my dad. I thought it was a stupid idea. After all, he was dead and wouldn’t even get to read it. But somehow, nestled up in my tree, I decided to try it. Surprisingly, I wrote five pages, and after sealing the paper in an envelope, shoved it in beside him the next day at the funeral home. However, I sure didn’t want to bring up the idea of coffins. It might horrify her, as she probably hadn’t thought of that kind of stuff yet. Funeral homes were tough to get through. It was all just so final and depressing. I shook myself out of my own personal gloom when I saw that Julie’s eyes brightened.

“Hey, I could do that, too,” she said. “Tell her I love her and that I felt bad for not visiting her. Get everything I wish I’d said out on paper.”

“Worked for me.” At least a little bit. I mean, I was glad I’d done it.

She stood up. “I’m going to do that right now. It’s better than just lying around crying.”

While she searched for a pen and paper, I snuck a peek at Olive and gave her the thumbs up. Turning back, I saw Julie looking my way. I sure hoped she hadn’t seen me do that. She’d think I was a weirdo for sure, but nope, she was looking at my neck.

“What’s that?” she asked.

I looked down and saw that she was staring at my necklace. It must have swung out of my shirt when I turned my head. Unhooking it, I held it on my palm as she came over for a look.

“It’s a small, golden angel.” Eyebrows raised, obviously curious, she asked, “But why does he have a sword? I thought all angels were peaceful-like.”

“It’s Saint Michael the Archangel. The sword is symbolic. It’s supposed to be double-edged, representing truth and justice. Or at least that’s what my dad said.”

“I remember learning about that saint. Does it mean something to you? Is that why you’re wearing it?”

“Yeah.” It was also something else I never told anyone. Only my mom and granny knew. “My dad gave it to me. He was a cop at the time, and St. Michael is the patron saint of police officers. His dad, who was also a cop, gave it to him, and he passed it on to me.”

“How come? Are you going to be a cop when you graduate?”

“Nah. But two years ago, I broke my arm out tobogganing. When Dad came to the hospital, I was crying, and he took this right off his neck and put it around mine, saying he figured I needed it more than him. You see, Saint Michael is to protect you.” I got a bit choked up but managed to continue. “Dad said whenever I’m scared, I could hang on to it and it would connect me not only to Saint Michael but also to him. I thought it was kinda creepy at first, but after he passed away, you wouldn’t believe how often I’ve held on to it.”

“That’s beautiful,” said Julie. “Your dad sounds really nice.”

“He was.”

“It also reminds me of something.” She walked over and rifled through what looked like a jewelry box, picked up something, and handed it to me.

“That’s what’s called a cameo, isn’t it?” I looked at the intricate carving of a woman’s face.

“Right. It’s a brooch my grandma gave me. I used to think it was ugly, so I never wore it. Think I’ll put it on today, though.”

“That’s a good idea.” I handed it over and she pinned it on.

Smiling, she said, “You know, you’ve made me feel so much better.”

And somehow, I felt better too, considering an hour ago, I had been uber depressed.

Attaching the necklace back around my neck, I felt it was time to go. I left Julie with a smile on her face, sitting at her desk writing a letter. I took off down the stairs, glad that I didn’t run into her mother, since I was sure she’d want to ask a bunch of questions about my life. Adults were like that—they had to know everything, and I didn’t have any answers. I hurried out the front door, shut it softly and climbed back up into Olive.

Interesting enough, in the blink of an eye, I was back in my own yard. It was such a smooth transition that I felt nothing. Like one minute I was at Julie’s, the next I was home. Just like before. I didn’t even close my eyes this time. How it all happened, I wasn’t sure. How this whole experience happened was even more mysterious.

But it sure brought a smile to my face.

I clasped my dad’s angel in my hand and held on tight. Talking about it made it seem even more special, and I felt closer to Dad than ever—the closest I’d felt in ages, and it felt darn good.





Chapter 3

“Niki, get down from that tree. Right now!”

Poof! I was knocked right out of my feel-good status as reality set in hard. That was my mom’s voice.

I let go of the angel, took a deep breath, and quickly grabbed the mirror.

Did I still have red hair?

She’d freak if I did, because she thought I was way too young to dye it. We’d had that argument just last week when I wanted auburn highlights, thinking it’d make me look better or at least make my black hair look less “Goth” inspired. Not that I had anything against Goths, I just wasn’t one of them, although I loved their cool look with all that black going on.

The image that stared back at me was my own. Not a trace of red anywhere, and my eyes were back to blue. Like magic, I was myself again.

Good! What a relief.

But what happened to Meghan?

Or I guess my Meghan “look”, because I was the same no matter what body I was in. Or at least, I think so. Much stronger and together as a redhead, though. Maybe it was all just my subconscious desire to have red hair?

I pinched my arm again to see if I was still awake or this time I really was dreaming. I’d ruled out dead because I felt very much alive, or at least I looked the same as before. Still no ghostly white pallor or anything.

Red marks surfaced. Yep, I was awake. Definitely.

“Do you hear me, Niki?”

Her voice was louder and angrier. She hated when I came up here, stating over and over again that I was way too old to be climbing trees like a little tomboy.

Okay, I was fourteen and most of the people I knew outgrew tree-climbing ages ago, but who friggin cared. No way was I going to stop visiting Olive. She was my everything at the moment. The only one who comforted me. Another link to my dad and to this odd adventure I’d just had.

“Niki! Answer me or I’m calling the fire department to force you down.”

Better get a move on. I quickly leaned over the branch I was perched on, so she could see me. “Yeah, I’m here.” I knew she wouldn’t really call a firefighter over but figured I’d stalled long enough.

“Good. Thought you’d fallen asleep, like the last time. One day you’re going to topple right out of that darn tree.” She shook her head, but at least she sounded relieved. I guess I’d really worried her. At least I’d like to think so. Most days I wasn’t even sure she’d notice I was gone.

“Well, supper’s ready. You must be hungry. I see you didn’t even stop to eat the snack I prepared for you.”

Well…I’d been kinda busy, but no way would I tell her where I’d been. She’d think I’d lost it, and I wouldn’t blame her. I couldn’t even figure out what happened; my head was still swirling from it all.

“So, are you coming down?” I could hear her foot tapping impatiently on the stone path beside the house. “Now?”

“Yeah, yeah I’m coming.”

“I mean it; get down here before I ground you.”

“Be there in a minute,” I muttered, frustrated that everything had to be done on her schedule. What about mine? What made her agenda more important?

She stomped off back to the kitchen.
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