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Chapter 1
Boy Troubles
Mary looked around the dimly lit, white room in confusion. She didn’t know where she was or how she’d gotten there. The last thing she remembered was going to sleep in her bedroom. Everything had a weird fuzzy quality about it. She rubbed her eyes to clear her vision, but the fuzziness didn’t go away.
“Mary, I need your help,” said someone from behind her. She turned, and her stomach dropped. She’d been alone in the small, white room, but now, Vicky Nelson sat propped up in a hospital bed with a gauze bandage circling her head.
“What’s going on?” Mary asked.
“Geez, you’re slow. We’re dreaming.”
“What?”
Vicky rolled her eyes. “Pinch yourself.”
Mary stared at the other girl for a second and then pinched herself carefully on the arm. She didn’t feel it. “I’m dreaming?”
“No, we’re dreaming.”
“We? You mean me. I’m dreaming, and you’re the monster in my nightmare.”
Vicky crossed her arms and stared down her nose at Mary. “I can’t believe you’re the only person who can help me.”
Mary mirrored her by crossing her arms as well. “And why would I ever want to help you?” Vicky Nelson had been her arch nemesis since third grade when the auburn-haired girl had christened her with her nickname Scary Mary. Since then, Vicky had taunted Mary, ridiculed her, and spread lies about her. Mary loathed her with every fiber of her being.
Vicky didn’t have an answer.
Mary looked Vicky over more closely. The bandage circled her head holding in place a lump of gauze on the left side of her forehead. She had an IV connected to her arm and various monitors connected to her body. She could trace the lines back to their respective machines. She didn’t know what some of the machines did, but they beeped and blinked quietly on their own.
“Well, you’re not getting a kidney,” Mary said.
“Like I’d want one of your mutant organs. That’s not the type of help I need.”
Of course, Vicky was still Vicky even in a dream. Mary turned her back to the other girl and began looking for an exit.
“Hey, come back here!”
“No,” she replied. She still didn’t see a door, but there had to be a way out. She’d settle for a window or an air vent. “Where’s the exit?”
“You’re not going anywhere. Not until you listen to me.”
Maybe she could teleport out like on Star Trek? She closed her eyes and thought really hard about leaving. She cracked open one eye, but no joy. She was still in a little white room with a very awful person.
“Will you pay ATTENTION?”
“No, I won’t pay attention, but I will pay to leave.” Why wasn’t the dream going her way? What sort of messed up dream was this? She didn’t have any control. Maybe she wasn’t dreaming. Maybe she’d been abducted by aliens, and Vicky was their Pod Queen!
“God, you are so weird,” the other girl muttered.
Still ignoring Vicky, Mary went to the wall and began running her hands over it in an attempt to find a hidden door. If she wasn’t dreaming, how had she gotten there? She wasn’t finding a hidden door. She stepped back and looked around the room again. If she wasn’t dreaming and this wasn’t a spaceship, then the only other possibility was that she’d died and gone to hell, but had she really been so bad as to get stuck with Vicky for eternity?
“Oh, like being stuck with you would be heavenly.”
She turned to the hospital bed in surprise. She knew she hadn’t said that out loud. Being stuck with a mind-reading Vicky had to be another level deeper in hell.
Vicky glowered at her. She clearly had heard that thought too. “What am I doing here?” Mary asked aloud.
“If you’d pay attention, I’d tell you!”
Mary waited for her to continue. Vicky sat in the hospital bed with her arms still crossed and a scowl on her face. Except for the bandage around her head, she looked normal. Maybe the cheerleader was in for a psych consult?
“Oh, ha ha. Very funny.”
“What am I doing here, Vicky?” Mary asked again.
Vicky’s eyes slanted away from her, and she hunched her shoulders. “I don’t know how to explain it. I don’t know any of that hocus-pocus lingo.”
“Hocus-pocus lingo?” She was getting exasperated.
“Okay, here’s the deal, I’m in a coma, and I need your help because there’s something here that’s trying to get me. I don’t know what it is, but it’s spooky weird, and you’re the queen of spooky weird, so you’re the only one who can help me.”
“Spooky weird?” She was getting tired of Vicky’s vocabulary, or rather, her “hocus-pocus lingo”.
“Yes. So bring a Ouija board or something and get rid of it!”
“Whatever. Look up ‘coma’ in the dictionary. Being awake and talkative is not comatose.”
“Get a clue! We’re both unconscious. Like I said we’re sharing a dream.”
No, this was definitely nightmare. Help Vicky? What the hell? She went over to the wall and began kicking it. She was busting out. No more waiting for Scotty to beam her up, no more waiting for little green men, no more stewing in hell, no more talking to Vicky.
“What are you doing?”
“Leaving. Please don’t follow me.”
Vicky thrashed about in her bed. It made her look like a landed fish. “I don’t like this any more than you do, but who else can help me?”
She kept kicking at the wall. Nothing was happening. Her shoes weren’t even scuffing it. She stopped in frustration.
She turned back to Vicky. She was the key to this somehow. “What do you mean we’re sharing a dream?”
“Um, just what I said. Haven’t you done this before?”
“No.”
“Yeah, right. Anyway, you’re here, I’m here. You might as well listen to me.”
Through gritted teeth, she asked, “Can you describe the spooky weirdness?” Maybe if she let her subconscious get whatever this was over with, then she’d get back to her regularly scheduled dream of purple walruses lip-synching Queen songs. The way their whiskers jumped up and down was hypnotic.
“I don’t know. I’m in a coma, remember? I just feel this chill, and it’s like something is pulling on me. I know whatever it is isn’t normal. It’s evil.”
“And you want me to get rid of it?”
“You or Buffy the Vampire Slayer, if you have her number. Ooh, is Buffy real? Or maybe Angel? I’d much rather have a big, handsome vampire working on this.”
Mary started looking for something to kill Vicky with. That would be one sure way to end this. There was nothing obvious. She closed her eyes and imagined a guillotine with all of her willpower. A nice, big guillotine. When she opened her eyes, there was no guillotine, but Vicky was staring at her with disdain. “You’re the one who needs a psych consult.”
She clenched her jaw to keep from screaming. Being stuck in a room with her least favorite person without any way to escape was maddening. She’d played nice. She’d let Vicky tell her about the spooky weirdness. Where was the door?
“Mary, open your eyes.” She looked over at Vicky in confusion. She wasn’t the one who’d spoken.
“Open your eyes, Mary. Time to wake up.”
She blinked. The room warped and wavered.
“You better come by the hospital!” Vicky shouted through the distortion.
“Wake up, Mary. Open your eyes. I made French toast.”
She opened her eyes and looked at Gran in relief. “Thank God! I thought that dream would never end.”
Gran grinned as she folded back her blankets. “What was the dream about?”
“This girl from school, who I hate. She was insisting I had to help her with something. It was awful. I was trapped.”
“Well, it’s morning now. Get dressed and let’s go have something to eat.”
She eagerly slid out of bed. She’d have to have a long talk with herself before she fell asleep again. Nightmares of Vicky were just uncalled-for. She saw enough of the vapid cheerleader when she was awake.
* * *
Mary closed her locker slowly as she debated whether to fake sick to go home or suffer out the rest of the day. It was only TAB, the fifteen-minute break between first and second period. She usually didn’t start thinking about faking nausea until third period. It was going to be a long day.
She turned to head to class and walked straight into someone. “Sheesh, could you move?” she said.
“Hey, Mary, how are you doing?” She forgot her annoyance when she saw who she’d walked into. Kyle wasn’t exactly a friend, but she didn’t dislike him either. He had a bit of a hero-worship thing for her, which, well, she really liked and couldn’t bring herself to squelch. The fact that a guy on the wrestling team looked up to her really helped her ego.
“I’m fine.” She was a little flummoxed by Kyle’s sudden interest in her well-being. Sure, the big lug looked up to her, but he usually kept away from her. She made the other wrestlers nervous.
He blinked and looked at her a bit longer.
“What?”
“You haven’t heard?”
“Heard what?”
He slouched and rubbed a hand over his buzz-cut head. When his mouth twisted into a grimace, she felt her own mouth mirror the twist. She braced herself for the bad news. Had Rachel gotten expelled? Was the school switching to uniforms? Compulsory pep rallies? What?
“Cy and Vicky were in a car accident.”
The news hit her like a bucket of ice water. She quickly told herself not to freak out. If it had been really bad, she would’ve heard about it before now. It would’ve been on the news or something. Kyle wouldn’t have been her first source of information.
“Is he okay?”
Kyle gave her a small rueful grin at the exclusion of Vicky in her question. He knew how Mary felt about her. The whole school district knew how she felt about Vicky “The Hickey” Nelson. Her nightmare flittered up in her mind. Weird. She’d dreamed about Vicky in the hospital, and now the she’d been in an accident. Had the dream been precognitive? But why would she suddenly get a glimpse of Vicky’s future?
“Cy broke a collar bone and dislocated his shoulder, but he’ll be all right. He was discharged from the hospital yesterday.”
“Yesterday? When was the accident?”
“Saturday night.”
“Huh.” She tried not to feel disappointment at being left out of the loop for so long. Cy wasn’t her boyfriend, but she couldn’t believe he hadn’t called her. She’d thought they were friends, with the possibility of more in the future.
“I can’t believe he didn’t call you.”
Having Kyle echo her thoughts snapped her out of her gloom. “You said he’s fine, right? He probably thought it was no big deal.”
“His arm’s in a sling, and he’s got broken bones.”
“Bones mend. Slings are removable,” she said, not meeting his eyes. She really wanted him to shut up and go away.
“Vicky’s in a coma.”
That jerked her head up. “What?”
“She’s been a coma since the accident. She’s not on life support, but she can’t wake up. I heard she may not wake up for a while.”
“For real?” Goose bumps formed on her arms. Her dream was coming true. She mulled that over. Before this news, the fantasy of Vicky being in a coma would’ve made her smile whimsically. The reality of Vicky in a coma didn’t give her any sense of whimsy.
“Yeah, Cy’s been sitting with her. He feels responsible. He was the one driving, but it wasn’t his fault. Another car hydroplaned across the road and hit them head-on. They were both wearing their seat belts, but the SUV rolled, and well, they both got hurt pretty bad. The SUV’s totaled.”
“God, that's awful.” She hoped the SUV hadn’t landed on its roof. Her family's sedan had. She’d been so confused. Mom had told her everything would be okay and not to be scared. Only problem was, Mom’s lips hadn’t moved. “Were the people in the other car hurt?”
Kyle shook his head. “Not bad, they only had bumps and bruises. The police are going to charge them with reckless driving or something.”
She looked at the hallway floor. This was a lot to process. “Mary, there’s something else--”
“They were on a date,” she said. She glanced up for confirmation. His face was pinched, but he nodded. She’d known Vicky was interested in Cy and that they’d been hanging out some. She hadn’t known it had progressed this far.
“Thanks for telling me, Kyle.”
He gave her a nod and touched her arm. “If you need updates, just ask.”
She gave him a tiny smile. “Thanks.”
The bell for class sounded. She needed to head to second period. She didn’t feel well. It was like there was a pit in her stomach. Not a gaping hole pit, but like a fruit pit. It was round, hard, and had a sharp point that poked at her. She wanted to throw it up. She didn't need to fake nausea now. She really felt sick.
She and Cy had gone on one date that had ended with Vicky crashing it, him yelling at Mary, and the whole school whispering that Mary was some kind of witch. Things had died down. It had become old news, but she and Cy hadn't hung out outside of school since then. He’d eaten lunch with her a couple of times, and they still sat together in English, but that was it. She knew Vicky had been pursuing him. She’d made her interest in him well known, but Mary hadn’t thought he would really take the cheerleader seriously. They’d bonded over trash-talking Vicky in the first place. It made her angry that he’d finally bent to the popular girl’s will.
He’d been the only boy in school who’d ever shown any interest in Mary, and she’d liked him. Now he was hanging out at the hospital bedside of another girl, a girl who was popular, pretty, and absolutely normal. The pit poked her.
* * *
She went outside to have lunch with Rachel in their usual spot. She sat down in the grass and waited. The sun felt nice and warmed her back, though there was a hint of autumn chill in the air. Other students were scattered about, sitting in clumps as well. Her best friend joined her a few minutes later.
“How you doin’?” Rachel asked.
She gave her best friend the biggest, fakest smile she could muster.
“Geez, that bad?”
She turned away and shrugged. News certainly traveled fast. She’d caught a few people whispering and pointing at her in the halls. They were probably debating how she'd caused the accident. Maybe she'd sacrificed a black cat or made a voodoo doll. The rumors didn't bother her. What bothered her was the fact that Cy had gone on a date with Vicky and hadn't told her. What was that about? Had he kept it a secret because he’d known it would upset her, or had he just not thought to tell her because she wasn’t important enough to tell? Maybe they weren’t really friends. Maybe they were just two people who sat by each other occasionally like casual acquaintances. They knew each others names, but they were really strangers to each other.
Mary dug out her lunch bag. In a flat voice, she said, “Vicky’s in a coma. Yay.”
“How’d you hear?”
“Kyle told me. What have you heard?”
“That Cy was driving Vicky home from a movie when a car crashed into them. Their car rolled, and Cy got a broken collar bone and a dislocated shoulder, and Vicky’s in a coma.”
“I wonder what movie they went to see.” Mary didn’t know if her interest was ghoulish or pathetic. She bit her tongue to keep herself from wondering aloud if they’d gotten two popcorns or one to share. That would be pathetic to ask. She’d shared popcorn with Cy when she’d been at his house.
“That’s not important.”
She looked at Rachel. She must not have looked good because Rachel rolled her head back and growled in frustration. “You cannot let this bother you. It was one stupid date.”
“One stupid date that I know of. Have they been dating? Did you know they were going out?”
“Yes, of course I knew because I’ve been secretly stalking Vicky all this time. I have a small shrine to her in my closet. Every night, I burn bubblegum incense and cuddle a Kleenex she once sneezed into while I Photoshop her picture onto the covers of Glamour and Vogue.”
Mary slumped and picked at her sandwich, tearing off small pieces of crust and throwing them into the grass. “So, you don’t know if this was their first date or their fifth?”
“If they were a couple, Vicky would’ve had T-shirts made. It was probably their first date, and she tricked him into going. He probably thought he was taking her grandpa to the airport or something, and she gave him directions to the movie theater instead, and since she already had pre-purchased tickets, why not go see the movie anyway because both of Vicky’s grandfathers are dead.”
“Nah, she probably shot him with a tranquilizer gun and drove him to the movie theater, and he came to as the credits rolled.”
“Even more likely. So see, not as bad as you think.”
“I don’t know. He’s obviously worried about her, which means he cares, which means he likes her, which means they’re totally a couple. Right this moment, he’s probably hanging out by Vicky’s bedside like Prince Charming hovering over Sleeping Beauty, and I’m the evil fairy trying to train some flying monkeys to whisk him away.”
“Wasn’t the Sleeping Beauty villainess named Maleficent? And she didn’t have flying monkeys. That was the Wicked Witch of the West.”
“I’m sure the Wicked Witch of the West would’ve loaned her some flying monkeys. They were probably pals, trading potions and stuff.”
“So I’m the Wicked Witch of the West?”
“No, I always imagined you more as a Mad Madam Mim.”
Rachel stared at her for a few blinks. “You’ve thought about this?”
“The villains are more interesting.”
“Let’s focus on something else.”
“What?”
“Well, I’m gonna flunk biology and be disowned by my father.”
“I told you taking that AP class was going to be tough. You should’ve stuck with CP like me.”
Rachel fell back onto the grass. “I know, but Dad was going on and on about how I have to take some advanced placement courses, and I wasn’t about to try AP History or AP English.”
“And you wanted to dissect stuff.”
“Dissecting stuff is cool. I need to take these classes if I’m going to be a coroner.”
Mary shivered. Rachel had recently decided her life's goal was to be a coroner, and it freaked Mary out. She dealt with ghosts, so she knew a good bit about death, but she didn’t want to know the science of it. She didn’t want to face the physical evidence. The spiritual evidence was enough for her.
“If you need help studying, I can quiz you. I may be only in lowly college prep, but I do know how to read.”
Rachel lifted her head and grinned. “Thanks. Maybe we could get together Wednesday. I have a test on Thursday, and I have to ace it to start getting my grade up.”
Mary nodded. Helping Rachel would keep her from obsessing over Cy.
“So Kyle told you about Cy and Vicky?”
She was surprised that Rachel was going back to that topic. “Yeah, he found me during TAB. He was upset, too that Cy hadn’t told me about the accident.”
“That was nice of him.”
“Yeah, it was better hearing it from him than overhearing it in the hallway or something.”
“He’s been pretty nice to you since Ricky.” Ricky was the nasty ghost that had possessed Kyle and made him try to kill her. After all that, she’d figured he’d avoid her like the plague or maybe pick on her more, but instead, he said hi to her in the hallways and openly talked to her. It surprised her because she could count on one hand the number of people who were nice to her.
“Yeah, he’s still grateful that I helped him. I figure it’ll die down in a while.”
“I don’t know. He doesn’t seem so much grateful as interested in you.”
Mary looked at her in confusion. “He’s just being nice. Sure, he was a complete meathead to me when I first met him, but he’s mellowed since then.”
Rachel didn’t reply. Mary shrugged it off and finished eating her lunch.
“Wasn’t Mad Madam Mim like kind of dumpy and crazy?”
“She could make herself look however she wanted. She chose to look dumpy, but she was definitely crazy.”
“Huh.”
“It’s how I picture you at seventy.”
“You know, I sometimes can’t wait to be old. Old people get away with the best stuff.”
“I know, just look at Gran.”
* * *
Mary worked on her homework in the living room. She was also tossing a red squeaky ball across the room. It would float back to her, and she’d toss it again. It was either toss the ball or have Chowder, their little ghost dog, whining at her feet. His body currently sat on top of the television. It was his anchor. Ghosts needed physical objects to tie them to the earth. Anchors could be anything. Ricky’s had been a locket. Becca, a little girl ghost who’d terrorized Mary when she was six, had anchored to a doll. But Chowder’s anchor couldn’t have been more obvious. He was a ghost, but he still had his body. He just couldn’t move it, which was good. Having a zombie dog would be even worse than a phantom one.
Gran was finishing up with a new client. Mary had placed an order for a large pizza to be delivered. It should arrive any minute. She was still bummed about the Vicky/Cy thing, but it was slowly sinking away.
She heard a car start up behind the house, and a few moments later, Gran came through the beaded curtains. Mary closed her textbook and put down her pencil. “How’d the session go?”
Gran smoothed back her grey hair and took a seat. “Mrs. Beadley is having some trouble with her dead husband.”
“What sort of trouble?”
“Dating mainly. He doesn’t like the fact that his widow is getting back into the game. If she brings a man over, he makes the lights flicker or the radio come on to frighten away her date. She’s at her wit’s end.” The red ball dropped at Gran’s feet. She tossed it across the room.
“He hasn’t tried to hurt her, has he?”
“Oh no, nothing like that. She seems positive he’d never escalate that far. She remembers him quite fondly, but he’s annoying her a great deal now. She thinks it’s time for him to move on, like she’s trying to do.” The ball floated back to her, and she picked it up again.
“Any ideas about how to deal with him?”
“I think I’ll have to go to their home. She doesn’t have any idea what he could be anchored to.”
“Do you want me to go with you?”
Gran sighed and looked down at the squeaky ball in her hands. “I shouldn’t ask, but I think your presence could help.”
“It’s no problem. If he’s as harmless as you say, it’ll be fine.”
The doorbell rang, and Gran got up to get the pizza. She tossed the squeaky ball to Mary. Chowder barked.
Mary pretended not to hear him while the door was open. Once the door was closed, she threw the ball as far as she could to get rid of Chowder for a bit.
“Did anything happen at school today?” Gran asked as she gave her a pizza slice on a paper plate.
She eagerly took a bite of her pizza, nodding her head while she chewed. “Cy and Vicky Nelson were in a car accident over the weekend. Cy broke his collarbone and dislocated a shoulder. Vicky’s in a coma. They don’t know when she’ll wake up.”
Gran froze with her pizza halfway to her mouth. “Mary, that’s awful! Are you going to visit the poor girl?”
It was Mary’s turn to freeze. “I don’t really know her.”
“But she's a friend of Cy’s. Surely, you’ve met. I bet Cy would appreciate it if you visited.”
She didn’t know what to say. “Her family probably doesn’t want too many people crowding in right now.”
Gran frowned slightly. “You might be right. Well, you could send a card, at least.”
Mary didn’t think Hallmark made a card that would cover how she felt about Vicky: ‘Sorry you were in an accident and put in a coma. Stay away from the boy I like.’ It didn’t even rhyme.
“I promised Rachel that I’d help her study for a biology test this Wednesday,” she said, in an attempt to get away from the subject of Vicky and Cy.
“Oh, that’s nice. Will you two be studying here?”
She shrugged. “Don’t know. We haven’t planned it yet. Don’t worry. We can look after ourselves.”
“But I like looking after you, and Rachel’s a sweet girl. Unusual, but sweet.”
Mary smirked at that. The first time they’d met, Gran had a little trouble not staring at Rachel’s hair. It’d been Astroturf green at the time. Once she’d gotten over the hair, she’d stared at the piercings. Rachel had told her that she’d look good with a nose ring. Gran had wondered how she’d blow her nose. Rachel’s answer of ‘Very carefully’ had made her chuckle. They’d gotten along famously ever since.
“Well, I’m going to go curl up with my book. Do you need anything else before I go to bed?”
Mary shook her head. Gran cleared away the leftover pizza, and Mary pulled out her homework again. Chowder followed Gran to bed, and Mary had the living room to herself. She put the television on for company and worked for the rest of the evening.
* * *
“You didn’t come by. I know you have no social life, so don’t even try giving me an excuse.”
Mary turned around and groaned. Once again, there were no exits, only a hospital bed and one annoying, non-comatose cheerleader. She said the thing that had been plaguing her all day. “You were on a date with Cy.”
“Oh, you’re still into him?”
Mary turned away so she wouldn’t launch herself at the other girl. “Is this real or just a nightmare?”
“It’s real. Very real. Look, I don’t think this thing is just affecting me. I think it’s going after other people, too.”
Mary turned back to face her. “How do you know that?” Vicky looked up at the ceiling as if trying to see the answer to her question.
“I can just sort of feel it out prowling around. I can feel it clawing at other people.”
“Do you know anything else about it? Does it talk? Can you see it?”
Vicky shook her head. “I can only feel it. Please come to the hospital. I’m afraid it’s gonna kill me.”
Mary stared at the other girl. Vicky was serious.
“I’ll come by.”
“Are you going to bring that friend of yours? You better not let her mess with me.”
“You’re in a coma. What do you care?”
“I care. No drawn-on mustaches.”
“What about a soul patch?”
“No!”
The dream snapped off at that, and Mary rolled over into normal sleep.
Chapter 2
Family Gatherings
The next day at school was boring. Cy was absent again, and everyone assumed he was still with Vicky. Mary saw Kyle in the hall once, and he looked like he wanted to talk. She’d ducked into the girl’s restroom to avoid him and waited until the bell rang to emerge. It was cowardly, and Kyle probably thought she was a complete nut case, but she didn’t want another Cy update. At least not from him. She’d wait and get it directly from Cy.
She knew she needed to get to work helping Vicky, but it was going to be tricky. If she told Rachel that she wanted to visit the cheerleader, she would insist Mary was sick and in need of medical attention herself. Then she’d have to explain the dreams, and she had no idea how to explain them. She still wasn’t sure if they were real. She’d never had dreams like this before. Trying to think up another reason to go to the hospital was tough. She finally settled on lying and claiming to be interested in volunteering, and why not visit Rachel’s mom to find out more? Rachel drove her to the hospital after school, but she was still skeptical.
“I thought hospitals gave you the creeps.”
“Yeah, but I should learn to conquer my fears.”
“You call them Hotels of Death.”
“Are we going to see your mom or not?”
Rachel led the way through the lobby. Mary’s eyes darted around. Hospitals did creep her out. So many people dying in one place meant hauntings were prevalent and plentiful.
Mary followed Rachel onto the elevator.
“What floor, please?”
“Rach, what floor?”
“I pushed three. Why?”
Mary jumped and scowled. She and Rachel were alone in the elevator. She’d seen it was empty when she’d gotten on, but still, she’d reacted to the ghost like he was there. She hated when that happened.
The doors opened, and Rachel led the way to the nurse’s station. A middle-aged woman in pink scrubs looked up at them, and her round face broke into a happy smile. Rachel walked around the desk and gave her mother a hug.
“What a pleasant surprise! What are you two girls doing here?”
Mary wandered behind the nurse’s station and got pulled into a hug, too. She felt even guiltier telling her lie with her arms around Mrs. Pillar. “I was thinking about volunteering, but didn’t know what I should do. Do you know anything about that?”
Mrs. Pillar squeezed her tighter before letting her go. “That’s a wonderful idea! There are all sorts of programs: the candy stripers, baby massage, the gift shop. You have to get an application from the volunteer office. It’s on the fifth floor. Just follow the signs when you get off the elevator.”
“Thanks, Mrs. Pillar.”
“Oh, and if you want to stop by and see Vicky Nelson, she’s on the second floor in room 204. I’m sure her parents would like to see kids from school.”
“Mom, we aren’t exactly friends with Vicky.”
“Well, are you going to fill out an application, too?”
Rachel’s eyes shot to Mary. This was an unexpected development. “I’ll pick up an application and think about it,” she said.
“It’ll look good on your college applications,” Mrs. Pillar suggested.
Rachel huffed a sigh. “Thanks Mom. We gotta go. See you at home.”
“Tell your father that I’m bringing dinner home at 7 p.m. So no snacking. I’ll know. Tell him that.”
Rachel began backing away, tugging Mary with her. “Sure, Mom.”
“And it’d be nice if you could do a load of darks for me. I’ll fold them later tonight.”
Rachel stabbed the elevator call button. “Sure, Mom.”
“It was nice to see you girls. I hope your grandmother’s well, Mary.” Rachel dragged Mary into the elevator and pressed five.
“Very well, Mrs. Pillar. Thanks for the info.” The elevator doors began to close.
“My pleasure. And Rachel, could you pickup—”
“Sorry, Mom, what?” Rachel said as she mashed the door close button.
When the doors had shut, Rachel slumped against the elevator wall. “I didn’t think we’d ever get out of there.”
Mary smirked. “Your mom’s really nice.”
She glared at her. “Sure, you can say that. She doesn’t give you chores.”
The elevator doors opened, and the girls exited. They followed the signs to the volunteer program office, where they each picked up an application. Rachel held hers like it was infected. Mary folded hers and put it in her pocket. She didn’t even bother to read it. The volunteer coordinator had been very bubbly and eager to get the girls signed up, but Mary told her that she wasn’t sure what she wanted to do and would have to talk it over with her grandmother. They got out of the office relatively unscathed.
When they got back into the elevator, Rachel pressed L.
“What floor, please?”
“Two,” Mary whispered.
The number two button lit up.
The elevator went down. “So, what do you think you want to do?” Rachel asked as she peered at the application. It would’ve been easier to read if she hadn’t been holding it at arm’s length.
“I don’t know,” Mary said. The elevator doors opened, and she strode off. Rachel followed and stopped.
“Wait, this isn’t the lobby.” She turned to get back on the elevator, but the doors had closed.
“Isn’t this Vicky’s floor?” Mary said, knowing full well that it was. She started down the corridor.
“Mary, are you serious? We should go.”
“Since we’re here, we might as well peek in.”
Rachel snagged her arm and turned her around. “Seriously? Don’t you think that’s kind of, I don’t know, morbid?”
She brushed off Rachel’s hand. “We don’t have to go in. I just want to get a glimpse.”
Rachel’s mouth thinned. Mary began down the corridor again. She glanced into the patient rooms as she passed. It was pretty deserted. There were a couple of bored nurses at the nurse’s station. The girls nodded as they walked past, but the nurses barely gave them a glance. Mary saw 204 ahead. She lengthened her stride.
The door was open. She cautiously looked in and saw the room was empty except for Vicky. She stepped into the room. “Mary?” Rachel said. She didn’t sound happy.
Mary went to Vicky’s side. She needed to know if her dreams were real. Vicky looked just like she had in Mary’s dream. There was a bandage around her head with a lump of gauze positioned over her left eye. She hadn’t made that up. The only thing different was that Vicky’s eyes were closed, and she was lying down. Mary reached out and touched Vicky’s hand. She half expected the cheerleader’s eyes to pop open and for her to start berating Mary for taking so long, but there was no reaction to her touch. Vicky’s hand was warm, but so still. The machines beeped softly, and the IV dripped. This whole scene didn’t seem like Vicky at all. Where was the loud-mouthed, brash girl who made Mary’s life miserable? Rachel had crept up beside her and looked down at the comatose girl.
“We shouldn’t be here,” Rachel whispered.
“I’m just trying to figure something out,” Mary whispered back.
“Hello?”
Mary jerked her hand off Vicky’s arm and turned around. She’d felt guilty lying to Mrs. Pillar, now she felt like the lowest criminal looking at the woman in the doorway. She had on a light blue, velour zip-up hoody with matching pants. Her hair was up in a bun, but it had started to come undone a bit. There were dark circles underneath her eyes, and no makeup had been used to try and conceal it. The auburn color of her hair sealed the deal. She was Vicky’s mother.
“Hi, sorry. We didn’t mean to disturb. We just wanted to see how Vicky was doing.”
Rachel turned shocked eyes to Mary.
Mrs. Nelson went over to a chair by the bed. She sank down and picked up one of Vicky’s lax hands. “No, it’s nice that you stopped by. All friends of Vicky’s are welcome. It’s good for her to be surrounded by people who care about her. The doctors say she can hear us, so she knows you’re here, and it’ll help her get better.”
Mary nodded. “But she’s doing, okay?”
Mrs. Nelson looked at her daughter. There was a bittersweet hope in her eyes. “She’s only sleeping. She’ll wake up.”
Mary nodded again. “Yeah, nothing can keep Vicky down.”
Mrs. Nelson smiled. “You’re absolutely right. My girl’s strong.”
Rachel shuffled her feet. “Do you need us to get you anything?”
Mrs. Nelson turned her wispy smile to Rachel. “No, thank you. I just ate dinner downstairs in the cafeteria with Vicky’s father. He’s gone home to shower and change. He’ll be back in a few hours. I’ll be fine until then. Do you girls have any classes with Vicky?”
Mary nodded. “I have sixth-period English with her. I’ve known Vicky since grade school.”
“You have?”
She nodded. Rachel grabbed Mary’s hand and began backing toward the doorway. “We don’t want to intrude anymore. We should go. It was nice meeting you, Mrs. Nelson. Vicky’s a fighter. She’ll pull through this.”
“It was so nice of you girls to stop by. I’m sure Vicky appreciates it, too.”
Mary balked at Rachel’s tugging. “You said she can hear us, right?”
Mrs. Nelson nodded. Mary freed her hand from Rachel’s and walked back to Vicky’s side. She bent over and put her mouth to the girl’s ear. “Don’t worry. I’ll take care of it. Just get better for your mom.” She straightened. When she looked at Mrs. Nelson, she saw tears creeping down the older woman’s face. She’d heard what Mary had said.
“It was nice meeting you, Mrs. Nelson. Vicky’s very lucky to have you.” She turned and left. Rachel backed out of the room with a nervous smile. Mary walked back to the elevators. She pressed the call button. Rachel came up beside her and grabbed her arm to make her turn to face her.
“What was that all about?”
“Vicky’s in trouble.”
“Uh yeah, she’s in a coma.”
“No, I mean more than that.”
Two chairs sat against the wall. She slumped down into one. Rachel took the other. “I’ve been having these dreams. They’re about Vicky. She’s in her hospital bed, and she says something’s attacking her. That it’s hurting her, but she doesn’t know what it is. She’s so insistent that I had to come here and see for myself.”
“You’re having weird dream conversations with Vicky?”
“Yeah, two so far. I’ve never had dreams like this before.”
“And? Are the dreams real?”
Mary scrubbed her face. “They feel real. The room is the same, but I don’t know what I’m supposed to do. I don’t know what’s hurting her. She said it was going after others, but I don’t know who, and I don’t know what the thing is.”
“Could it be a ghost?”
“I don’t know. Vicky says it’s clawing at her, but not physically. I’ve never heard of a ghost doing that, and Vicky’s afraid it’s going to kill her.”
“What could it be?”
Mary shrugged. She had no clue.
“Well, if it’s going after others, then maybe we should go visit them, and you might be able to find something out.”
“Just ask random patients if they’re being clawed by a supernatural force? I think we’d get kicked out.”
Rachel brought up the volunteer application. “Then maybe we should fill these out.”
“You know, I wasn’t serious about volunteering. It was just an excuse to come to the hospital.”
“And volunteering can be our excuse for visiting other patients, and we could maybe ask them a few questions. One of these programs has to make it possible.” Rachel began reading over the application.
Mary shook her head. “I don’t know if I can do this.”
“Do you want Vicky to keep bugging you in your dreams?”
“No.” Mary didn’t add that Vicky might not continue bugging her if this thing kept clawing at her.
“Geez, we need recommendations?”
Mary turned to her. Rachel had the application up to her nose. “What?”
“We need two recommendations to be approved to volunteer, and an orientation before we can begin.”
“Wow, I really don’t know if I can do this then. Who’ll write me a recommendation?”
“Well, my mom will, and maybe Mr. Landa? I bet he’d be pleased if you asked him. Who am I gonna ask?”
“Gran will, and maybe a teacher? Are there any you haven’t pissed off?”
“I’ve been good in my crafts class.”
“You don’t have to do this, Rach.”
“What, and hear about how good you are to volunteer at the hospital, and I should be more like you? No way. I’m doing this. Plus, I’m gonna help you find whatever this thing is, even if it goes against every fiber of my being to help The Hickey. I’m just gonna focus on those other patients.”
* * *
Mary let herself into her home and flopped onto the sofa. She could not believe she was actually going to volunteer. This seemed like a lot of work to accomplish something she didn’t know how she was going to do anyway.
Gran peeked out at her from the kitchen. “Welcome home, dear.”
“Thanks,” she said dully.
“How do hamburgers and French fries sound?”
“Sounds great.”
“How was school?”
“Okay, I went by the hospital.”
Gran leaned out of the kitchen to talk to her more easily. “You did? Did you visit the Nelson girl?”
“Yeah, I met her mom. She seemed nice. I felt bad for her.”
“Of course, dear.”
Mary pulled out the volunteer application and took it into the kitchen. “I also visited Rachel’s mom.”
Gran smiled as she put a frying pan on the stove. “How is Mrs. Pillar?”
“Good, she asked about you, but the reason I went to the hospital was because I’m thinking about volunteering there.”
Gran stilled and turned to her. “Really? Are you sure that’s wise? Hospitals can be very trying places for ones like us, especially you with your heightened ability.”
She looked down at the application, still surprised that she’d filled it out. “I think it’ll be good for me, and I think I can do some good. Will you sign the permission form?”
Gran drew back while she thought it over. “If it’s something you want to do, I will. I just don’t want you doing something that upsets you too much. Even for non-sensitives, hospitals can be very dire places.”
Mary clenched her body to keep from fidgeting. “I know, but I want to try. If it doesn’t work out, I’ll quit, but I feel like I have to do this.”
Gran gave her an odd look but shrugged it off. “All right. I’ll sign. It’s a good thing.”
She let out a silent sigh. “Thanks, Gran.”
“Did Vicky’s accident prompt this idea?”
“Yeah, sort of. How was your day?” she asked, hoping to steer the conversation away from all things Vicky.
“All right. Another ghost-hunting group called, hoping I’d work with them. Had to let them down easy.”
“Don’t know why you don’t give it a try. You could be the next big thing in paranormal entertainment.”
Gran shook her head. “No, thank you. I’m quite happy with my private practice. Anyway, I don’t understand why they insist on only working in the dark. It’s silly. You’re going to get hurt--and not by a ghost. And I don’t understand all their thingamabobs: EMF detectors, IR thermometers, and EVPs. It’s all just alphabet soup to me.”
“Yeah, but it would be cool to have a proton pack.”
“A proton what? What does that do?”
Mary grinned and kissed her on the cheek. “Don’t worry about it.”
Chapter 3
So Many Questions
Mr. Landa was overjoyed to hear that Mary wanted to volunteer at the hospital. He said it was an excellent opportunity for her, and he thought being in a different social structure would really open her eyes to her self-worth.
“What made you decide to volunteer at the hospital?”
“Well, I heard Vicky was there in a coma, and I figure this will give me access to her room so I can Sharpie a mustache on her without getting caught.”
Mr. Landa’s pleased smile slipped off his face. “Mary, the hospital is not a place for you to goof around. Volunteering there is a very serious responsibility. The nurses and doctors will expect a higher level of maturity from you. I will not write this recommendation unless you convince me that you will present that while there.”
She was surprised by his seriousness and quickly scrambled to reflect it. “I want to make people feel better. I know I can’t make them well, but I want to help in some way. I am serious about going there and helping people. Even Vicky, if she needs it.”
“You want to help people?” Mary could tell he didn’t fully believe her. She was going to have to convince him.
“Yes, the whole reason I want to do this is to help people. I feel like I need to. If I don’t do this, it will come back”--Mary’s throat caught as she realized the cliché she was about to say and how possible it was--“to haunt me.”
Mr. Landa nodded and picked up the recommendation form. “Okay, I’ll fill this out and send it in. Do you have someone else to ask for a recommendation?”
She nodded. “Yeah, Mrs. Pillar has already agreed to recommend me. She’s a nurse at the hospital.”
“She sounds very appropriate. Have you chosen which program you’d like to do?”
“The hospitality cart sounds good. I’ll go around and ask people if they want books or games and give them whatever I have on the cart. I figure I can do that.”
Mr. Landa nodded. “That sounds like an excellent program. Just be sensitive to people’s needs. The hospital is not a place people want to be, but they have to be there. Just be mindful of that, and you should do fine.”
She nodded, surprised by his insight into the matter. He may not get her at all, but he could be pretty perceptive every once in a while.
“You mentioned Vicky. I hope you understand how terrible her situation is and how much worry and strain it is putting on her family and friends. Her condition is not a laughing matter and should be handled with respect, even if no friendly feelings are present.”
Remembering Mrs. Nelson’s tear-covered face, she looked down at her clasped hands. “I know. I shouldn’t have made that joke. I’ll wait until she regains consciousness to mustachio her.”
Mr. Landa snorted. “I am serious, Mary. There are a lot of people worried about her. You may not share their concern, but you should at least respect it.”
She twisted her fingers. She knew who was concerned. Cy was concerned. He'd finally come back to school that day, but he looked awful. He had bags under his eyes, and he was moving slowly. He looked like he’d spent weeks by Vicky’s bedside. People were already whispering how romantic it was, just like Sleeping Beauty.
“I do respect their concern. I’m sorry I keep making jokes, but it seems unreal. I feel like I just spoke to her.”
He nodded. “I understand. Hopefully she’ll wake up before you start to miss her. I’ll work on this recommendation. I really think this will be good for you.”
She leaned back in relief. The bell ending fifth period rang. Mr. Landa waved her out as he turned to his computer.
As she exited the guidance counselor’s office, she looked toward a side door out of the building. She debated skipping sixth period, but she had to turn in a paper and didn’t want to get it marked off for being late. Still, she was worried about where Cy would sit. He’d always sat beside her in class, but now, it felt like he shouldn’t. He was dating Vicky. She felt betrayed and like she was “the other woman.” How could he have hung out with her while being interested in Vicky? She’d go to class. If he didn’t sit with her, it would be a clear signal that their friendship was over. He hadn’t spoken to her since the accident anyway. Maybe their friendship was already over.
She took her usual seat at the back of the room. She watched the door as her classmates streamed in. When Cy entered, she felt a jolt go through her like she’d been electrocuted, even though it was him she’d been watching for. She didn’t blink as he came straight to the back and slipped into the seat beside her.
She cast a sideways glance at him. He had a cast on his left arm and a serious sling holding it in place. He looked exhausted.
“Hey, how are you doing?” she asked.
He leaned back in his chair and stared ahead. “Can I Xerox your notes after class?”
“Sure.” She was a little put off by his coolness to her, but the day had probably been really rough for him. Everyone had been giving him looks and talking about him. She knew how awful that was, but then, the looks directed at her were usually nasty and the talk mean. Still, it had to be tiring.
She thought about asking him about Vicky but couldn’t do it. She really didn’t want to hear what he had to say, but she didn’t know what else to talk about with him.
She looked across the room to the conspicuously vacant seat. All three of them had shared this class, but still, they’d managed to keep whatever was going on between them a secret from her.
Mrs. Myers began class by collecting their papers. Cy, of course, didn’t have one. He got an extension.
She tried to pay attention, but her eyes kept wandering back to the empty seat. How had she missed everything? Why hadn’t Cy mentioned anything?
She was nervous as she wrote it, but she still passed him the note.
So you and Vicky were on a date?
He grabbed her pen and scratched a reply slowly with his right hand.
Yes. Don’t want to talk about it.
Her head swiveled to him. “Don’t want to talk about it?” She’d thought they were friends. They’d eaten lunch together. They sat beside each other in class. She’d thought they’d both disliked Vicky. Originally, he’d sat beside her to stay away from Vicky!
Cy was watching the teacher intently. He wouldn’t even glance at her. She’d seriously held out a slim hope that Vicky had tricked him into the date, or maybe that the reports were wrong, that maybe they hadn’t been on a date. But he was not bolstering her hope, he was destroying it. How could he have done this to her?
She didn’t even try to make her notes neat and legible. She barely paid attention to Mrs. Myers’ lecture. It was petty, and it was hurting her as much as Cy, but she was mad. And hurt. If he chose to go out with a girl like Vicky, then he wouldn’t choose to go out with a girl like her. It was simple, really. If someone enjoyed sunny, warm, tropical islands, then that someone wouldn’t enjoy dark, cold, Arctic plateaus. Mary sat back and got colder. Most people preferred sunny, warm, tropical islands. That’s why they were popular. Dark, cold, Arctic plateaus didn’t get many tourists. And the few who did go had probably meant to take the plane to Cozumel. Maybe Cy had gotten on the wrong plane. He’d tried to play it off as intentional, but he’d snuck off to warmer climes when he’d gotten the chance.
When the bell rang, she gathered her things. “I’ll go make copies of my notes in the library. Do you want to wait at the front of school for me to bring them out?”
He hung his book bag on his good shoulder. “No, I’ll go with you.”
She didn’t reply and exited the room. They walked in silence to the library while students streamed around them in the opposite direction. She caught herself glancing back to make sure Cy wasn’t getting jostled by the other students. Walking against the flow in a crowd had to be dangerous for his arm. She felt like a chump for worrying about him.
She entered the library and went to the copier. Another student was already using it. She stood back to wait. Cy came up beside her. He held out his hand. It had a dollar in change in it.
“Here.”
She took the change stiffly and set about ignoring him again. It was what one was supposed to do with strangers.
“I knew you’d be upset if you heard I went out with her.”
She stopped ignoring him. “Oh, so now we can talk about it?”
He winced. “I didn’t want to try explaining it in notes with my right hand.”
“Was it your first date?”
“Officially, yeah.”
“There were unofficial dates?”
“We’d gotten together a few times to study, and there were group things.”
“You hung out with her friends?”
His back stiffened. “It was Key Club stuff. She’d joined, too.”
“So you hung out in Key Club and studied together. For someone who doesn’t like her, you sure do hang out with her a lot.”
“I don’t dislike her.”
She had figured that out, but hearing Cy say it still felt like a punch in the gut. “Hanging out with me must really piss her off.”
“She’s not thrilled about it, but she can’t pick my friends. She knows that, and she’s cool with it, but I guess my friends think they can pick who I date.”
“Oh no, you don’t get to play it like that. I was never the bad guy here. You didn’t tell me squat. I didn’t even know you liked her. In fact, I thought you didn’t like her, Mr. ‘I could feel my IQ dropping from osmosis,’ now suddenly, you two are dating? What? When? How?”
“You forgot where.”
“I know where. The movie theater. What did you two see?”
“Moon Rain.”
She was really starting to hate this conversation. She, Rachel, and Cy had talked about going to see that movie together. It would've been their first non-school time together since the séance. She looked over at the copier and hurried to it when she saw it was free. She needed to get away from him. Forget dreams with a non-comatose Vicky, this was a nightmare.
She slapped her notebook onto the scanner bed and fed the quarters into the machine. She hit the green button.
“Look, I’m sorry I kept my thing with Vicky from you, but I didn’t want to make it into a big drama, especially if nothing happened. It was one date. We aren’t a couple.”
“Now she’s in a coma, and you’re sitting by her bedside until she wakes up.” She flipped a page and jabbed the green copy button.
“I’m worried about her.”
“Is it just worry? Would you have gone out with her again if the accident hadn’t happened?”
He didn’t reply. She halfway ripped out a page of her notes as she turned it to scan the final sheet. When the last page spat out, she grabbed up the sheets, shoved them at him, and stormed out of the library.
“Mary!”
She ignored him. It was what one was supposed to do with strangers.
She walked down the hall toward the stairs. She was trying hard not to think, because she didn’t like anything currently swirling around in her head. She needed a distraction, something to take her mind off Cy, Vicky, and the joke that was her love life. She couldn’t stop the gurgly laugh that came out at the thought of her having a love life. Who was she kidding?
“Mary?”
She tried to pretend to not hear Kyle, but he didn’t get the hint that she didn’t want to talk. “Hey, Mary, wait up.”
She stopped and turned toward him, but she couldn’t bring herself to raise her eyes from the floor. “If you’re looking for Cy, he’s in the library.”
“Thanks, but he’ll find me. I’m not his nursemaid.”
She smiled thinly and turned towards the stairs.
“Are you all right?”
She didn’t turn around. “I’m peachy. See ya, Kyle.” She began walking to the stairs.
“Mary, wait!” She didn’t stop. Instead, she picked up her pace. She needed to get away from school. It was way past time for this day to be over. She couldn’t take anymore.
She was halfway down the stairs when Kyle called down to her from the top. “He’s a jerk. You shouldn’t let him bother you.”
She stopped and looked up at him. “That’s rich, coming from you.”
His face fell. She knew it was wrong to have said that, but she was hurting and wanted to lash out. Kyle wasn’t one of the people hurting her, but one of those people was in a coma, and the other had an arm in a sling. She couldn’t lash out at them. She shook her head.
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