Dreamwalker
by
Maria Rachel Hooley
Dreamwalker
© 2010 Maria Rachel Hooley
Smashwords Edition
Chapter One
Angry rain at my window jars me from the dream of a boy with pale blue eyes. I jerk upright, remembering how his hand feels in mine. As the storm whips tree limbs together and lightning sears the sky, I feel my heart gallop. If I close my eyes, I can still see Ramsey.
But the storm won’t let me close my eyes. And when the windows burst open, I jump. Hard drops spew into the room, and I struggle from the tangled covers to get up.
Misha. The voice slithers like a snake in my thoughts. My foot catches the edge of the bed, and I stumble. Then I look around. Am I hearing things?
Misha. The hiss of my name is more demanding.
Where is it coming from?
The cold floor chills me as I race to the windows. The rain-slicked floor numbs my toes, and I shiver. Grabbing the ancient windows to close them, I feel the deluge of pellets beat my body. Lightning splits the sky into near daylight. That’s when I see him standing amid a copse of trees.
His hair appears gold in the flash, and I’d know that face anywhere: Ramsey. But how?
I stand watching him watching me. Then the lightning fails. The lights flicker and die. Darkness. I squint, looking for him. Through the haze of spewing rain, I see only trees.
I close my eyes, listening for the voice, but there is only the storm. And Ramsey is just a dream, nothing more. I’m seeing things. I have to be.
“Misha, you all right?”
My dad, Tim, barges in. Although he’s wearing his usual white tee shirt and pajama bottoms to hint he’s gone to bed, I know better. He’s a night owl like I am--or was before the wreck. Without waiting for an answer, he strides into the room and takes the windows from my hands to shut them. With the wind, even he struggles to close them. He eyes my soaked gown worriedly.
“What were you doing, taking a cold shower? You shouldn’t even be up.” He glances at the floor. “Go get changed and I’ll mop up.”
“’Kay.” I don’t have to ask why he’s here. He checks on me every night as though he’s expecting I’ll disappear or something, or that maybe I’ll just go to sleep and not wake up. It’s been three months since I woke from the coma, but he and Mom can’t seem to shake the fear, and it makes them do strange things like come and check on me in the middle of the night.
I grab another nightgown from my drawer and head to the bathroom, suddenly glad that tonight he’d been the one checking on me. Mom would have gone off the deep end. She really thinks I’m going to break, probably because she’d been driving when the wreck happened, and she considers herself completely responsible for hurting me in the first place.
When I come back, the windows are closed, my dad is gone, and even the storm seems to have settled itself. I walk back to the window and look out through the rain-smeared panes for someone I know doesn’t exist. Ramsey has been in my dreams for years, but I’ve always known he was just a dream. Until tonight.
A chill runs through me. My stomach rumbles loudly, and I realize I’d picked at dinner earlier. I guess I just hate the way Mom and Dad look at me, like maybe I’ve grown a third head or something. It’s unsettling. I fold my arms across my abdomen and shiver. Since the wreck, I’ve definitely lost some weight, and it makes me feel colder than I used to. It seems like so much has changed, and I just don’t know how to make things go back to the way they were.
I eye the bed and know that even if I lie back down, I won’t be able to sleep. I figure I’ll just go downstairs and get a snack. Perhaps that will let me unwind from all the stress. Grandma used to say that there was no point in trying to sleep in a bed filled with troubled thoughts. Gran may be dead, but I do know she’s right about that.
On the way downstairs, I grab my robe and drape it around my body. The fourth step creaks as usual, and for just a second I hang there, wondering if my parents are going to hear it and come to see why I’m up. I glance over my shoulder, waiting, but the hall remains dark and empty. I nervously continue until my bare feet touch the cold tile. I veer left through the dining room and into the kitchen. Pete, my German shepherd, gets up from where he’s been lying and follows me.
Surprisingly there are candles lit inside. That’s because Dad is fixing ham sandwiches. I slip into the room, and he glances up.
“Welcome to the all-night café, open even during sudden power outages. May I take your order?” He closes the sandwiches and stares at me expectantly.
“Chocolate ice cream, please.” I sit on a barstool and brush the hair from my face.
“Coming right up.” He opens the freezer, pulls out a small container of Blue Bell ice cream, and picks up a spoon before handing them to me. “Where’s my tip?”
I laugh. “You want a tip? Those striped pants make you look old, Dad.”
“Really?” He looks down and shakes his head. “I thought they were sexy. Guess I had that coming.” He pulls out the gallon of milk and pours himself a glassful.
“Guess you did.” I open the ice cream. “Having trouble sleeping these days?” I take a bite. Pete lies at my feet, his big dark eyes staring at me.
“Maybe. Then again, maybe I’m just hungry.” He slides the plate over to the stool next to mine and sits. “How’s the ice cream?”
“Awesome.” I watch him start in on a sandwich. My mom used to give him all kinds of grief, saying one of these days he was gonna get fat. He hasn’t yet. He still eats like a horse. And she’s the one who now has to diet.
“How are you doing?” Although he really wants an answer, I can tell he’s kind of scared to know by the way he keeps looking straight ahead. I used to think my parents weren’t afraid of anything. Now I know better.
“I’m okay, Dad. Really.” I take another bite.
“Would you tell me if you weren’t?” He takes a drink of milk.
“You’d be the second to know.”
“Second?” He arches his eyebrows. “Who’s going to be first?”
“Pete.” The dog lifts his head. Both of us look at him, and he lowers his head to go back to sleep.
“Figures.” He laughs and shakes his head. “You and that dog.”
For a second I watch my dad eat. I stare and notice for the first time the fine lines around his eyes and the blond hair graying at his temples. For so long it seemed like my dad would never get old. Now I guess I’m having a hard time believing what I’m seeing.
Of course there’s always the other option, the one I hate. Maybe that grey and those wrinkles really aren’t about him finally showing his age. Maybe they’re because he’s been worrying so much about me—just another thing to feel guilty over.
“So how are you doing?” I try to keep my voice casual, and I, too, stare ahead. I guess I’m afraid if I look him in the eye, he’ll realize how worried I am about everything, and that will only give him more to stress over. Besides, I don’t want to tell him about how I’m seeing people from my dreams. I’d rather keep my madness to myself for a while. It’s so much easier to manage that way.
“What?” He is about to take a bite but stops when he hears my question. “Why are you asking?”
I shrug and skim a layer from the top of the ice cream. “I hear you and Mom argue a lot, and I know she feels guilty about the whole thing—but it wasn’t her fault.”
Although I try never to think about it, the image of the truck barreling at me surges in my mind. It’s a bright red Chevy, and the driver looks as surprised as I am. He’s a teenage boy, and his mouth is parted in a gaping silent scream. His fingers grip the steering wheel, and he has the same disbelief in his eyes as I have in mine.
I force the image away and shiver.
Dad frowns. He’s wearing this painful expression like he’s hurt in a way that’s not physical. Then he speaks in his careful voice. “I know it wasn’t her fault, and I don’t blame her.” Dad puts the sandwich back on his plate. “But your mom blames herself, Misha, and I don’t think there’s anyone who can make her understand how much of an accident this really was. But she’s going to be okay; we all are.” He nods at my ice cream. “You might want to finish that before it melts.”
“You’ve got a point.” I start eating the ice cream and he focuses on his sandwich, and for a while there is this huge silence between us, but I really don’t mind it. I mean my dad has this comforting aura around him. He makes me feel safe, like nothing in the world could ever happen because he’s sitting right there. Maybe it’s because he refuses to panic.
The lights suddenly flicker on and Dad shakes his head. “It’s about time.” He leans over and blows out the candles. “How do you feel about starting school tomorrow? I mean, if it’s too soon, we can always keep you home for a couple more days. The last thing either of us wants to do is rush you.”
I hold up my hand. “I’m fine, Daddy, I promise. I’m ready.”
He nods. “And if you start to feel too tired or sick, you’ll call, right?” He frowns and gently slides his hand over the top of mine, something Dad never does. I know he loves me, but we’re not exactly a touchy-feely kind of family.
“Of course. I’ll be okay,” I say again, hoping that will be enough to convince him. The last few weeks I’ve been pretty much going stir crazy staring at four walls with my mom hovering. I keep wishing she’d go back to work so I can get some space to breathe.
He gives my hand a squeeze and retreats to take a drink. “I don’t mean to push, Misha. I just want to make sure nothing happens. I almost lost you once, and that was unbearable. I don’t think I could get through that again.” He nervously toys with his glass, his fingers sliding in the sweat. His eyebrows furrow as he looks down at his plate. Somehow I know that what he’s looking at isn’t in this kitchen. It’s the same expression he wore when I first woke up and he started crying. I want to tell him again I’m okay, but I don’t think it will help. I don’t think there are any words that will make that sadness go away.
After we finish, I start to feel drowsy and head upstairs. Even as I go to my room, I feel my dad watching me as he leans on the banister.
“’Night, Misha.”
“’Night, Dad.”
Although we’ve had a good talk, his expression is still closer to a frown than a smile. I’d like to say it’s because he’s tired, but I’m not really sure. At one time I would have felt I knew but not now.
I close my door and pull the robe off to set it over the chair by my desk. Then I flip off the light and walk to the window. The world seems silent and sleeping when I peer outside. A slow steady stream of rain falls in a soft lullaby that’s barely noticeable below the hum of the central heat. The glass is starting to fog, and when I lean close to glimpse the trees, I see only the emptiness.
I lean back and lift my hand to write the word Ramsey in the mist. Water condenses on my finger and runs down my hand as I move it away. It’s strange to think of Ramsey during my waking hours. I’ve spent so many hours in my dreams exploring his world, Alturna, so that I know parts of it as well as I do my own neighborhood. He was my first kiss, and even though it was a dream, I remember that moment as though that brief flicker had transcended reality. Even now, if I close my eyes, I’ll see him. I barely reach his broad shoulders, and I find myself lost in the pale blue of his eyes—eyes the color of a cloudless summer sky. His voice rumbles through me when he speaks my name.
“It’s just a stupid dream,” I tell myself. I’ve spent years thinking of Ramsey, wishing he were real, but this is frightening. Even if it is a dream, he feels real. And what about that voice I heard in my head? How do I explain that? Maybe that’s what’s making me see him. I turn from the window to climb into my bed, hoping my head is at least empty enough for me to fall asleep. Tomorrow is going to be a great day but it’s also going to be exhausting.
Chapter Two
By the morning all that’s left to remind me of the storms and my strange vision are the numerous puddles Dad keeps splashing through on the way to school. Mom used to drive me every day, but it’s been kind of hard for her to get behind the wheel, and she definitely hasn’t done it with me in the car. That leaves my dad to play chauffer before he heads off to his job at the local university about twenty miles away. He’s a professor of English Literature, but he appears anything but a geek. He’s too handsome for that. It’s not that I’m partial. I see women trying to slip him their phone numbers all the time, but my dad really does love my mom, even during times like this when he doesn’t quite know what to do with her. I’m not sure he really knows what to do with me, either.
We live about fifteen minutes from school, and Dad is doing that same stare-out-the-windshield thing he does when I know he’s got a million things he probably wants to say. The first and foremost would be to ask if I’m okay, which he has done about a million times since I came home from the hospital. I know he means well, but it gets old. So instead of encouraging him to ask, I look out the window at an overcast world that speeds by. It’s barely light and winter cold—not quite enough to freeze the leftover puddles, but still uncomfortable.
A school bus stops in front of us with flashing lights, forcing my dad to halt. Any second, I’m expecting him to ask. I just want to get to school.
To the left of the road, I see an elementary school and a playground where I passed several days on the old silver metal slide and merry-go-round. My mom pushed me in the swings when I was smaller. The corners of my mouth twist into a smile. Things seem so different now, and I wish I knew what to do with that.
“Do you have everything you need?” Dad asks as a light spattering of mist covers the windshield and he flips the wipers on.
“Yeah, I’ve got everything I need.” I look at the merry-go-round where a lone figure sits, a figure with blond hair that looks light even despite the sunless sky. I frown as he starts to rotate away from me. He looks up with those pale blue eyes.
Ramsey.
I catch my breath and keep staring as the merry-go-round turns away. Then our car lurches forward. I glance toward the road in front of us, suddenly confused. When I turn back, the figure is gone. The merry-go-round still spins lazily in its emptiness. I blink two or three times, as though when I really clear my vision, Ramsey or whoever it was will reappear, but the emptiness remains, and quite soon Dad drives ahead and leaves the park behind.
“You okay?” he asks, glancing at me worriedly.
“Fine.” My heart is racing and I keep thinking about Ramsey, trying to drive the image away.
He can’t be here. He’s not real.
Yet even when I close my eyes, I still see his face as we kissed for the first time. I found myself small in the reflection of his eyes. He was so tall I had to stand on my toes and he had to bend for our lips to meet. I remember that moment as though it were real.
“Misha?”
I blink and realize my dad has pulled into the school parking lot and sits at the curb, waiting for me to get out. Please don’t ask me if I’m all right again, I think, gathering my books. As I start to open the door, Dad touches my arm.
“Remember to call if you start to feel too tired, okay?” He frowns.
“’Kay.”
I step out into the light spray of mist, and start walking to the entrance. At first, I’m staring at the ground, but I hear someone calling my name. Katie Larkin, my best friend, stands beneath the front awning, waving like crazy as she waits. I hurry my steps to meet her, and she gives me a tight hug.
“I was wondering if you were going to show up.” She looks at her watch. “We’ve got about ten minutes.”
We head inside, and I feel a lot of kids looking at me. I guess the rumors of my return have preceded me. Just what I needed. I force myself to stare at the patterned linoleum just head of my feet.
“I need to go to the office,” I tell Katie, nodding toward the glass door to my left. “I’ve got to check in.”
“Okay. Do you want to do lunch?”
I nod. “Sure. That’ll be great.”
“I’ll meet you at the locker,” she says and walks down the hall.
* * *
“Isn’t he cute?” Katie asks, nodding toward Joey Williams three tables down from us.
I barely look at Joey’s dark blond hair and intense blue eyes. Yeah, he’s kind of a pretty boy, but not at all my type. Definitely Katie’s type, though. “I guess,” I finally manage as I pick up a slice of pizza from the buffet bar.
“You could be a little more enthusiastic,” she mutters, still staring at Joey the Jock as we move down the lunch line.
“Sorry. I’m just not feeling it.” And I’m not. Right about now I’m pretty exhausted. I haven’t really been up this much since before the wreck.
“You feeling okay? You’re kind of pale.”
“Yeah. I’m fine.” Half of me wonders what would happen if I ever said, “No, I’m not fine.” Would mass panic occur or somebody call 911?
I’m not about to find out.
We pick up our trays and wind through the people to sit at a nearby table where Katie has a clear path to stare at Joey who is really paying no mind to either of us.
“I’m so glad you’re back at school. It’s been so boring without you. How’s your mom?”
I shrug. “Okay, I guess. Still freaking out over the slightest thing.” I pick up the pizza and take a bite. Not surprisingly, it looks much better than it tastes.
Katie also takes a bite. “Was it weird?” She looks at the table.
“Was what weird?” I pull a napkin from the holder.
“Being in a coma.”
I shrug. “Not really. It’s like a long sleep.” I take another bite.
“Did you dream or anything?”
That question makes me want to laugh. Did I dream or anything? I shake my head, trying to figure out how to answer. “Yeah, I did dream.”
“Okay, so spit it out. Tell me about it.” She takes a sip of her soda.
I toy with the napkin. “I dreamed about some strange stuff. Like before.”
“Which is?”
She’s not going to give up, I realize, watching her take another bite as she stares at Joey. Unfortunately he’s not as much of a distraction as I would like. “Ever since I was little I’ve dreamed of this other world.”
She laughs and points at me. “You and your fairy tales. Go on. What’s so special about this place? Any cute guys there?”
I finally nod. “Yeah. There’s this blond guy who really likes me.”
Her gaze floats from Joey to me. “And? Does he have a name?”
“Ramsey.”
“So you dreamed about this guy the whole week you were in a coma?” She takes another bite.
“Yes. But I’ve dreamed about him before. And there is another guy, his exact opposite with dark hair and eyes.”
Katie nods to show that she’s listening. “What about him? Does he like you, too?”
“No, he wants to kill me. Ramsey has protected me from him.”
As she hears that, her smile deepens and she nods approvingly. “WooHoo--a hero. Can it get any better than this? There’s a reason you didn’t want to come back.”
Trust Katie to put things in a way that makes me sound like I was enjoying my coma. “I wouldn’t say that.”
“Of course you wouldn’t. You won’t even talk about you sexy Joey is.”
I roll my eyes. “Yeah, I’m working to overcome that shyness as we speak, Katie. Trust me on that one.” I take another bite of pizza. “And if you think he’s so hot, why do you keep thinking I need to like him so well?”
She blushes and looks down. “I just think he’d be perfect for you. No, he’s not your dream guy, but again, your dream guy doesn’t have a pulse, so you might as well find someone who does.”
How little does she know, I think, remembering the image of Ramsey on the merry-go-round gradually spinning as Dad and I sat behind that bus. “Maybe you’re right in that I should find someone,” I agree. “But I don’t really think Joey is my speed. Sorry.”
I finish up the pizza and pick up my tray, intending to dump it. I’m half-way to the counter before I realize that Joey, who has seemed to pay no attention to either Katie or me, is on the move in my direction. I’m dumping the tray when I hear him come up behind me. There’s the sound of scuffling feet and I feel him bump into me. The force pushes me to the side, and I start to fall as the tray slips out of my hands. I never quite make it to the ground because his hands grasp my arms and steady me. Around us, all the other students watch expectantly, waiting to see what happens.
“Geez, I’m really sorry,” he says. I find myself looking into his deep blue eyes. “You okay?”
For a moment I can’t really say anything, not as long as he’s staring at me like that with those eyes, so beautiful and perfect.
“Hello?” he says, frowning as he leans toward me. “You look like you’re going to fall over.” His hands stay put as though he’s afraid to turn loose of me. Why doesn’t that surprise me?
“I’m okay.” I finally discover my voice, which is raspy and weak.
“All right, let me help you with this.” His fingers unwind from my arms, and once he’s sure I’m not just going to fall over, he reaches down and picks up the tray to set on the counter.
I start to walk back to the table to meet Katie, who is watching me intently when I also feel Joey’s eyes resting curiously on me as though he just now realized I even existed, and while I now sense something between us, I’m not quite sure what it might be at this point. It’s definitely not the hormonal experience that Katie is having. That much I am sure of.
I walk back to the table and Katie quickly turns to me, her face suddenly aglow. “Wow, what just happened?”
“He almost knocked me over so he grabbed me to steady me. That’s it.”
“That’s it, eh? Right.” She shakes her head and looks over at him. “That’s why he’s still staring at you.”
“I can’t help who he’s staring at, Katie.” I look down. That’s the only safe place I can look because so many people are focusing on me.
“Can’t you?” she smirks.
I bite my lip. “I’d just as soon he’d pay attention to you. Really I would.” I still feel his eyes lingering on me, and there’s something in his gaze that makes me feel trapped.
“Come on, Misha. There’s got to be some living guy who sparks a jump in your pulse. Besides, what’s so incredible about this dream guy? What was his name?”
“Ramsey,” I mutter, almost wishing I hadn’t felt so desperate to talk about my dreams. Even though Katie is my best friend, there are times when I really want to keep things quiet around her. I mean, if she thinks Joey is the best the male species has to offer, she really has lost her mind.
“So what’s so amazing about this ’Ramsey?’” she asks again, twisting the stem from her apple. “I mean, while the people in my dreams sometimes seem nice, usually they turn into monsters. Remember when I had that nightmare about that really cute guy trying to strangle me? Now that’s somebody I wouldn’t really want to walk around this world. I’m just saying.”
“Look, he’s just a dream.” I argue. Trust Katie to add the psychopath element to anything. I think she’s probably read most of the serial killer books out there. I haven’t a clue why, but that does explain her morbid dreams.
She laughs. “Yeah, you don’t have to tell me that. But the thing is, you may say you know he’s a dream, but the expression on your face says something else.” Her frown turns into a smirk. “Like you want him to be real.”
A cold chill sweeps over me as I see him once again sitting on that spinning merry-go-round. Is she right? Am I just seeing what I want to see? My head is starting to ache, a sure sign I’ve probably overdone things.
“Misha, are you all right?” The smirk is gone, replaced by a nervous frown. “You look like you’re about to pass out.”
I don’t know if it’s the food or just moving around so much, but she’s right. Suddenly I don’t feel very well, and the world is kind of tilting at a crazy angle. I try to shake it off, but I can’t, no matter how hard I try.
“Misha?” She’s leaning closer. “You really don’t look too good.”
“I’m all right. I just have a head ache. I need to get to my locker. I’ve got some Tylenol there.” I start to get up, trying to ignore the see-saw effect that is jumbling my world. It’s only adding to the nausea, and that’s the last thing I need to encourage, really.
“I’ll come with you.” She stands, and I feel the hovering gene kick in. Ever since my wreck, I tend to bring it out in people. Although I try to move quickly, the shifting world around me keeps my speed in check. Katie loops her arm around mine and leads me toward the doorway.
“Is she all right?” I hear someone ask. I just can’t focus long enough to tell who it is. I have to get to my locker.
“Yeah, she’s fine.” It’s Katie’s fake cheerful voice, the one she usually reserves for her mom. “She just needs to splash some cold water on her face.” Then I feel her leading me at a brisker pace. My feet trip over each other, but she manages to keep me upright.
“I’m not sure that Tylenol is going to do it, Misha.”
“Just let me get to my locker,” I mumble. I feel sweat beading on my forehead, and the sensation leaves me clammy, like having a summer cold.
I’m vaguely aware of the lockers we pass and a handful of students milling around. At least one of them almost runs into me, his shoulder hammering mine.
“Watch where you’re going!” Katie snaps, keeping a firm hold on my arm. “Jerk!” she mutters under her breath.
A moment later we stop suddenly, and I look up as Katie is already turning the dial of the combination lock. “You remember my combination?” I ask, leaning against the locker.
“Of course. I’ve kind of been storing some of my books there. The lockers are really small. I hope you don’t mind.”
I shake my head. “Nope. It’s fine. I saw the books earlier but I didn’t know they were yours.”
She pulls open the door. “What do you need?”
“My purse.” I reach for it, but she’s already grabbing it.
“Anything else?”
“Nope.”
She shuts the door and hands me the purse. “Come on. Let’s get you some water.”
Together we head into the bathroom as two cheerleaders flow into the hallway. They both give me funny looks, and I realize just how off I must appear. Standing before the mirror, I see exactly what has everyone keeps looking at. My face is really pale, I’m sweating like mad, and I’m really skinny. I mean, the wind could knock me off my feet because I’m so thin. Yet another perk of almost dying. No diet required for this weight-loss plan.
I reach into my purse, pull out a small bottle, and dump two tablets into my shaking palm, hoping like crazy this takes care of the pain I’m feeling. The headache is getting worse by the minute, and I’m wondering if this is going to be a migraine before long, which definitely wouldn’t be a good thing at all.
Trying to drive away the thoughts, I dump both tablets into my mouth, turn on the water, and cup my hands beneath the faucet. I drink the water and flush the pills down my throat. The whole time, I feel Katie watching me. I get that a lot.
The bell rings, signaling the end of the lunch period. I really don’t want to go to class, but I’m not so sure that I want to go home either and face Mom hovering over me. So I bite my lip and look at my reflection. Long dark hair, dark eyes, pale face. Yep, that’s me.
Instead of focusing on that, I run my fingers through the strands of hair flowing around my face. Katie touches up her hair and lipstick, but it doesn’t take a rocket scientist to figure out she’s still watching me.
“I guess we should get to class,” I say, grabbing my purse and zipping it shut.
“You sure?”
I shoot her a weak smile. “Stop worrying.”
Frustrated, I head to the door and into the hallway, not waiting for my best friend, who right now is really getting on my last nerve. The hall is full of students heading to their lockers.
“Hey, wait up!” Katie calls, rushing her steps. “What’s with you?”
I grit my teeth and refrain from biting her head off. “I’m tired of everyone hovering like I’m going to fall apart. I get enough of that at home, Katie.”
Stepping in front of me, she grabs my arm. “You are unbelievable, Misha. How do you expect everyone to act when you almost die? For three days none of us were even sure you were going to make it—so stop your stupid pity party.”
I start to open my mouth when I see him, Ramsey. He’s standing down the hall by the drinking fountain, his arms folded across his chest. He wears a black shirt and pants similar to those I’ve seen in my dreams, and I feel the weight of his hooded eyes taking me in as though I’m the only person in the hall.
I gasp and the purse slips from my hand.
“Misha?” Katie demands. Her hand tries to turn my face to hers, but I am gazing at the boy who should not exist. He should not be walking this hall.
“Is she all right?” Joey asks, bending to pick up my purse. He starts to give it to me then hands it to Katie instead.
“Misha!” Her voice is louder. “Snap out of it!” She jerks my arm, forcing my gaze to her face. “What is wrong with you?”
“Nothing!” I protest and look back to the place where Ramsey last stood. He’s gone. Or maybe he was never there. My head aches, and I wobble.
“Whoa!” Joey says, settling his hands on my shoulders. “She looks like she’s going to pass out.”
I jerk away. “No, I’m not going to pass out! I just have a stupid headache.”
“Is there a problem?” Ms. Kimball, my math teacher asks, inserting herself in front of the other students.
“I don’t feel so great,” I finally admit.
Ms. Kimball slips her arm around me. “Perhaps you two could give her some space. I see to Misha.”
Both Joey and Katie frown at that idea, but neither is willing to argue with a teacher about it, so they quickly disappear. She and I keep walking down the hall to her classroom which is empty this period. Once we manage to get inside and leave the chaos in the hall, I feel as though an immense weight has been lifted--as though I don’t have to pretend.
“How are you holding up?” Ms. Kimball asks, gesturing to the chair in front of her desk.
“I’m pretty tired.” I sit at the desk and fold my hands in my lap.
“You do appear as though you need more rest. Perhaps you should call your mom to pick you up so you can spend the rest of the day sleeping. It’s best you try to get used to your schedule a little at a time.”
As my head is aching beyond belief and I’m tired of trying to fight the idea I can do this. Then again, if I’m seeing Ramsey at school, maybe everyone has a point. “Yeah, maybe I should call.”
She nods at the phone by her computer. “Go ahead. I’ll let the office know.”
“’Kay.” I get up and start to call home, hoping I’ll be able to reach Dad instead of Mom. The phone rings three times before I hear Mom’s voice.
“Hey, Mom. I don’t feel very good. I want to come home.”
There’s a thick pause at the other end. “Your father isn’t here right now, Misha.” There are a million things tied up in her tone, but the one that stands out most is fear.
“Can’t you come instead?” I wrap the cord around my finger just to keep my hands busy.
“I…don’t….”
“Mom, it’s okay. Just come and get me.”
Another lengthy pause. “All right. I’ll be up in a few minutes.” She hangs up, but I can tell by her clipped tone she’s really dreading getting into the car with me. It hasn’t happened since the wreck, and I’m thinking she was probably hoping to get around it for a few more months.
“Why don’t you sit down and lay your head on the desk,” Ms. Kimball suggests.
I don’t answer, just follow her suggestion. Sometimes it’s just easier that way, if you want to know the truth. I keep telling myself I’m not nearly so fragile as everyone thinks, but some days it feels like I am.
* * *
The forest surrounds me, the tall trees enveloping my body in a twisted lattice of green, its leaves twined overhead. Where am I?
Alturna.
“Misha?”
Ramsey’s voice. I’d know it anywhere. It’s coming from behind, so I sit up and look around. He’s dressed in his usual black shirt and pants as he strides toward me. His coat billows in the passing breeze. What light filters through the branches sparkles gold. I can tell by the tight line of his mouth and the clenching of his jaw that something troubles him.
I force myself to my feet. “Ramsey.” There are so many things I want to ask, but my voice falters amid the fear I feel building inside.
“Misha, you are in terrible danger.” He finally reaches me and takes my hand.
I feel someone far away shaking me, jolting me. Darkness.
“Misha?” I open my eyes and find my head lying on the desktop, Ms. Kimball leaning over me. Her hand gently shakes my shoulder. “You have to wake up. Your mom is in the office to pick you up.”
I sit up and find the headache has receded a bit, its assault cut short by the Tylenol I took earlier. I lick my lips and realize just how dry my mouth is. Even with the headache gone, I still don’t feel all that great, so it’s probably a good thing I’m going home.
No matter how hard I try, I can’t shake the image of Ramsey’s face as he warned me in the dream. It’s not like there’s any danger in Alturna for me, but somehow I keep seeing him outside the dreams, which adds a whole new level of worry to that warning. It even makes me wonder about Ramsey. It’s like in the movies when people try to bring someone back from the dead, and instead of the person, whatever returns is abnormal and dangerous. I know the Ramsey of my dreams is safe, but this isn’t my dreams. This is reality.
And it shouldn’t be happening.
I stand, and Ms. Kimball hovers nearby. I should be used to that, but I’m not. I pick up my books and start toward the door.
“Do you need any help?”
“No, I’m fine. Thanks.”
I slip out into the hall, immediately grateful that class is in session and the area is deserted. Still, my gaze immediately hits the area where Ramsey stood not long ago. Even though it’s empty, I stare at it, expecting that somehow he will suddenly re-materialize. I guess it’s because if it’s possible I’m seeing him, other things are possible, too.
I take a deep breath and force myself to start walking again. I tell myself I’m not losing my mind. As I round the corner, I see my mom standing behind the glass wall of the office. Her back is to me, and I can tell by her rigid posture and the way she’s folded her arms that she is uncomfortable.
Gritting my teeth, I head into the office. At first, she’s lost in her thoughts, but as I stand there, she turns, dazed, and plucks the keys from her purse.
“Do you have what you need?” she asks. I feel her eyes scrutinizing my face, and I look away, so wishing Dad had been home.
“Yeah. Can we go now?”
She nods and I follow her out. I know I shouldn’t dwell on it, but I keep thinking of Ramsey standing in the hallway, as though he belongs in my world just as easily as I belong in his. Considering how long I’ve dreamed of him and how often I have wished he were real, I should be comforted by his presence, but I’m so not. Just one more way my life has turned upside down.
“Did you wear a jacket to school?” Mom asks as she pushes open the glass door and heads outside.
“No, but I’m fine.”
“That’s why you’re pale and going home from school? Because you’re fine?” Mom shakes her head and pulls the keys from her purse. “I knew we should have just kept you home for another week or so.”
She pushes the remote to unlock her door and mine. “And what would have been different about another week, Mom? I’d still be just as tired, which is what’s wrong with me in the first place.”
We both get it, and even though I’m not trying to pick a fight, I wish she’d just say what’s on her mind and get it over with. I already know that it probably has a lot to do with being forced to drive to pick me up. It’s kind of like being in a store and breaking something expensive. After that, you really don’t want to go anywhere near that store because you’re afraid of an encore. Mom can’t stand the thought of me breaking again—and her being the one doing the breaking.
For a moment her fingers fumble with the key as though she has suddenly forgotten how to use it, then she slips it into the ignition and turns it so that the engine purrs to life. As she starts shifting to reverse, I notice she’s breathing quicker and her hand just hovers over the gearshift, like the thing has become a snake and there’s no way she’s going to wrap her fingers around it.
I want to tell her it’s going to be okay, and that nothing that matters is broken, but I know she won’t listen. It’s like parents expect to comfort their kids, but they sure aren’t ready for the kids to comfort them. It scares them, I think.
She grits her teeth and looks over at me before finally forcing herself to go through with it. She pushes way too hard on the gas and we zoom backwards. I hear my mother inhale sharply, and I touch her hand.
“It’s okay, Mom, really. Just take your time.”
Her haunted eyes peer at my face as though saying “I’m sorry” for the hundredth time. I could tell her I know it’s an accident, but I don’t really think she’ll believe me. She never has.
She takes a deep breath and begins backing out of the parking space. Her foot stutters on the brakes, and I feel my body jerking back and forth with the rhythm. I bite my lip and look out the window. I don’t want my mom to see me freaking out because she’s freaking out.
The silence flourishing between us seems overwhelming as we drive home. Mom doesn’t really talk, probably because she’s afraid of distraction. Maybe she’s even thinking about the last time we were in the car together and argued over a concert I wanted to go to with Katie. It had been a stupid argument. Then again, Mom and I have had several of those over the year. I’ve always been Daddy’s little girl. Maybe I’m just too much like her.
In my peripheral vision, I see her whole body is rigid; with that posture, she could be a professional pianist. Her shoulders don’t seem to curve until she pulls into the driveway and plucks the keys free of the ignition.
“Thanks for picking me up,” I say and get out. She lingers in the car, just one more sign that we don’t have a clue what to say to each other. I wish we could get past this, but I’m not sure we ever will.
I head to the front door, go straight to my room, and close myself in. I lean against the door, still trying to figure out what’s happening in my life. As usual, Ramsey is not far from my thoughts.
What did he mean by that warning?
Setting my bag by my desk, I sprawl across the bed, suddenly more tired, probably because this is my first day back amid the chaos again. I close my eyes, planning only on resting, but the fatigue overwhelms me; the blackness swirls and washes me away.
Chapter Three
The world is dark with trees latticed overhead. In the distance, I hear birds calling to one another, and I sit up. I run my fingers through my long hair, batting the dead leaves away. That done, I rise.
“Well, well, what have we here?” a voice calls.
I turn to find Elijah walking to meet me. Speckles of light stream through the trees and shimmer through his dark, shoulder-length hair, and even though he’s smiling, his dark eyes are cold. In spite of that, I see the family resemblance in his strong jaw line. The shape of his eyes remind of me Ramsey.
“What do you want?” I dust off my pants and get to my feet, trying to look as unconcerned as possible even though Elijah scares the crap out of me.
“You,” he murmurs. His hand snakes out to touch my hair. I take three steps back, but he’s quicker; his hand snaps out and grabs my arm in an iron grip. I can’t break free.
The sounds of hooves thundering against the earth, catches my attention. I lick my lips.
“We both know that’s your brother, Elijah.”
He releases me, his jaw clenched in anger. “Maybe it is Ramsey—the golden child. But there will come a day he can’t save you. Remember that.”
The hooves draw closer, and I watch Elijah scurry for the trees. As he disappears, I turn as Ramsey rides up, his golden hair flowing in the late afternoon light.
“Misha?” He quickly dismounts and eyes the foliage as he reaches for my hand.
“I’m fine.” I swallow hard. “Your brother was here.”
“I know. I felt him.” He reaches out and touches my face, his thumb gently stroking my cheek. He frowns, and in his expression I see the war he wages within himself over things he cannot change. “There is something I need to tell you. You’re in danger.”
My cell phone spews a jarring beat, jerking me from the dream. Gritting my teeth, I look at the display. Katie. As usual, she’s got perfect timing. For just a moment, I consider answering it but decide to let it ring. I know what she wants to ask, the same thing everyone wants to ask: “Are you all right?”
As though I have the answer.
Rising, I can tell it’s much later by the way the light filters through the window. It threatens to disappear completely and let night have its way.
More dreams will come my way. I wish I knew what to make of them. I bite my bottom lip and walk to the window. As I peer out, I realize that even though it’s late in the afternoon and I’ve slept for a few hours, my father still hasn’t returned home.
I look around my room, trying to find something that’ll hold my attention, but nothing presents itself--and besides, right now, I’m feeling pretty cooped up.
A cool walk would be good, if I could get past my mom, that is. Her automatic response to pretty much everything is “No, it’s not safe.” Part of me wants to laugh, thinking she can find something safe in this world. I don’t think it exists, but pointing this out to her isn’t likely to score me any bonus points.
I grab my coat and head for the door, determined to go outside and do something. I’ve had all I can take of staring at these four walls. I creep down the steps, hoping maybe I’ll be able to slip out. If I’m really lucky, she won’t even know I’m gone, but I doubt I’m ever going to be that lucky. The best I can hope for is getting out and dealing with her anger later.
On the landing, I see her vacuuming the floor, and I reach for the door, thinking that if I hurry I’ll escape. No such luck. She sees my movements from the corner of her eye, and flips the power switch off.
“Misha, where are you going?”
“For a walk.” I open the door.
She steps toward me. “You should probably stay in. It won’t be long before dinner, and it’s really getting cold out there.”
“I’m taking a walk, Mom, not an extended hike. I just need some air.”
Her lips purse into a tight line. That’s the usual sign before she comes unglued. “I really don’t think that’s a good idea.”
“Come on, Mom,” I argue, throwing my head back. “I’m not this stupid fragile doll. I just want to enjoy autumn like a normal teenager, not one who’s always marked by almost dying. At this rate I’m almost living, but not quite.”
I don’t wait for her response. She’s just going to want to march me back up the stairs like when I was five and had a cold. Even as I step onto the porch and briskly start walking, I hear her calling my name. I wave without turning, the whole while thinking, I’m too big for a scene, Mom.
Twenty feet from the house, I risk a slight backwards glance. She’s slipped inside and now waits to continue “discussing” all the reasons I should be in bed. Trouble is, I can’t stay in bed for the rest of my life. I have to find a way to manage the stiffness in my back and the limp in my walk. I have to learn how to deal with the nightmares of seeing that truck barreling toward me, and of hearing Mom scream.
And so does she. That requires me getting out of bed.
I savor the air, which smells of damp earth and burning wood, the usual smells of autumn gradually easing toward winter, and I turn left, heading for the arboretum. Although my hands and ears are cold, the biting wind is better than either the insufferable silence or loud arguments with Mom. At least out here I can breathe.
Just ahead, I see the line of trees that hide one side of the small pond. The barren branches edge toward the sky, reaching like scrabbling fingers. This place has always been one of my favorites. It reminds me of Alturna and Ramsey, which is probably what stops me in mid-stride. It’s not like I need any reminders of a dream world that seems to be encroaching on my reality. I used to want that more than anything, but considering that all of this started happening after the accident, it’s really hard to believe it’s a good thing. I’ve never really been one to look for stuff like omens, but this could definitely add a whole new dimension to things.
The arboretum suddenly opens up on the pond. The water’s surface is like glass and the line of trees reflects majestically in that still darkness, stretching on into forever, and the slate sky, with its gradient canopy drapes low over the world.
I hasten my steps, my breath furling outward in steamy puffs that quickly disappear. Beneath my feet, I feel the rough unevenness of stones on the gravel path lined on either side by dead clumps of decorative grass. Although in spring, this world riots in flowers and green leaves, autumn is still my favorite season, even here. I like the way my shadow looks stretched, long, and forlorn, a lot like I feel most of the time.
Although I love most of the arboretum, my favorite place is off to my right. It’s a copse of trees, grown so closely together that their branches have woven themselves into a single unit overhead, like a canopy. They are majestic and ancient, with trunks rising from the earth like bark pillars.
As I walk, I feel the prick of unseen eyes watching me, and more than once I look back, trying to discover who might be there, following me. My mother? Yet when I turn, there is no one. Despite the fact I can’t see anyone, I feel apprehension stipple my arms with goose bumps, and I fold my arms across my chest as though compacting my body will diminish the fears building inside.
Taking a deep breath, I head into the trees. Stale sunlight filters through the bare branches overhead and seeps around me as I step over to the large oak where I’ve passed many an afternoon. Of course that was before the wreck, before everybody deciding I need to be watched over.
Eyeing the ground, I spot the blanket of scattered leaves covering the dead grass. I start to sit, touching the leaves, expecting they will be wet, but instead, dry and brittle, they fracture at my touch. I lean against the massive trunk and close my eyes, trying to settle a world that feels out of kilter.
Despite the cold, I feel better out here. A chilling breeze winds through the trees and tousles my hair; I brush it back. I hate the way it tickles my nose.
As I stretch my legs out, I feel the dull ache blossoming from my knees. It happens every time, so I’m pretty much used to it. Then again, considering I could’ve died, I’m pretty lucky only to have annoying pain, truth be told. Besides, maybe my leg won’t hurt so much once winter leaves.
I close my eyes and lean my head against the tree as the chilling breeze sweeps across my face. I draw my knees closer to my body and run my fingers over my jeans just to feel something besides the numbing cold.
“Misha?” That voice.
My eyes fly open, and the first thing I see is Elijah, his dark hair framing his face. The length of it touches his dark blue tunic. A dark frown twists his features. He leans over me, his hand snaking toward me.
This isn’t real. I’m imagining it. I have to be.
For a second I’m too dazed to say anything. I’m trying to push back from him, but there is nowhere to go, and the tree bark jabs my back unforgivingly. I can feel my skin giving from the rough edges.
“Stay away!” I say, trying to get upright.
“Misha, why are you acting this way?” He grabs my wrist, his fingers gently coiling about it. His eyebrows curve downward, hooding his eyes, and his lips tug into a severe line as though he’s actually surprised.
“Get away.” I struggle to my feet, ready to bolt, and I try to jerk from his grip, but he isn’t letting go, and his hand is stronger than mine.
“Misha, this is not like you. How have I offended you?”
His words take me by surprise because they sound nothing like what I’m used to hearing from him and his tone is way off. But the grip that refuses to budge, now that’s pretty much right in character.
“You’re not…supposed to be here,” I finally manage in a breathless voice. “You’re not real.”
“Granted, this is most unusual, but that doesn’t mean it isn’t real—that I’m not real.” His fingers ease up enough to stroke the skin of my inner wrist in a soft, reassuring stroke. “We must talk, Misha. Time is important.”
I don’t wait for him to finish that thought. I sense the slack in his grip and quickly realize that this is probably as close to a chance as I’m going to get to escape from him. Not exactly ideal, but I’ll take what I can get. I jerk from him and lunge to my right, deeper into the copse.
“Misha!” Elijah calls. His hand latches onto my ankle. I kick as hard and fast as I can, trying to break free.
“Get away!” I yell, wondering if anyone could hear me scream. I didn’t see anyone when I came in, and this time of year, the arboretum isn’t nearly as popular. I have to get free.
“You have to listen to me!”
No matter how hard I kick, I can’t break his hold, and he easily pulls me back toward him so he can use his other hand to grab my arm. I’m breathing hard and fast, another sign I’m still not fully recovered. I splay my fingers, trying to grasp at the earth—or anything else I can use for leverage—but everything slips through as Elijah keeps pulling me back.
“Stop fighting me, Misha!”
He starts to flip me over, and that’s when I let my elbow fly into his jaw, knocking him back. His grip finally eases, and I scramble from him. My heart slams in my chest, and I can’t take in enough air. I have to get away. I have to because I know that as much as Ramsey loves me, Elijah hates me. It doesn’t matter he’s not acting like his usual, baleful self; it’s a ploy.
I jerk to my feet and start running. Although I’ve spent lots of time in the arboretum, I’m heading toward the part I haven’t really explored, but I can’t stop myself or change course, not with Elijah in the other direction. I try to remember if the trail doubles back, but I can’t.
Arms grab me, and a hand slithers across my mouth, muffling my screams. Immediately, I start trying to fling my body around, trying to leverage my freedom from the incredibly strong arm encircling my mid section. He’s as out of breath as I am, but I have no hope of using that to get free.
“I do not understand what’s gotten into you,” he whispers, holding my body taut against his. “You’ve never run from me.”
I try to scream again, but he clamps his hand over my mouth, completely silencing my voice. He knows I loathe him and realize just how dangerous he is. Ramsey has told me that much.
I try kicking his leg, but he senses both my movements and intentions, which allows him to shift suddenly and avoid my heels.
“What is wrong with you, Misha? Do you not know me?”
His voice sounds almost sad, and I cringe at how good he is at imitating Ramsey’s voice. Instead of softening, I bite his hand and he pulls back.
“Why are you doing this?” I bark out. “Why don’t you just kill me and be done with it?” It’s not like he hasn’t tried in Alturna. I close my eyes, waiting.
The arms slide from across me and whirls me around so I have to face his dark eyes. I see my small face in his pupils, and am glad at least my terror is well-hidden. I won’t give him the satisfaction. His mouth is set in a grim line, and his expression blazes with fury.
“Blast it, Misha—have you struck your head?” He starts to paw over my temple when I push his hand away.
“You’re a coward, Elijah. You’ll always be a coward living in your brother’s shadow!” I raise my knee into his groin and run away as he falls to the ground, groaning. The woods are getting deeper and darker as the afternoon sun sinks lower in the sky, planning her final farewell for the day. I glance over my shoulder. Elijah is still on his knees, trying to recover as I begin to run.
The path is unfamiliar, but I have to hope it will double-back and lead to the entrance. I try to think if I have ever been down this trail, but I don’t remember. Then again, the accident sort of scrambled some stuff so that’s not exactly unusual.
But seeing people from my dreams is, and I’m shaking; I don’t know what I’m going to do, even if I can make it back home. There are a million ‘hows’ and ‘whys’ running through my head, and I don’t have any answers.
I risk a glance over my shoulder, but I can’t see the place where I left Elijah. The path has turned. Hopefully, he’s still trying to get over the pain. The longer my head start, the better because I really don’t see him as being all that happy when he finally does get to his feet.
Convinced I need to speed up, I whirl. There’s a tree in my path, and I swerve to miss it. My reflexes aren’t fast enough. My head and shoulder slam into the rough bark.
* * *
“Misha!”
The voice is far away but familiar as it stirs me from the blackness. I open my eyes and find a blurry darkness canopied above me. A full moon pours her light through the criss-crossed branches overhead, and I hear an owl hoot in the distance. Rocks push into my back from the ground, and the temperature has dropped; my hands ache from the cold. I’m shivering, and my breath feathers out in stuttering wisps. As I start blinking, I feel the pain on the side of my head and my shoulder.
I start to sit up, but the pain immediately seizes me, refusing to let go. I inhale sharply and lie down to let my vision clear.
Where am I? I think. And what happened?
The world is now sort of spinning in a way it wasn’t, which really doesn’t make much sense. I blink.
“Misha!”
I close my eyes and think of Elijah, the feel of his hands on my body, holding me against him, and I shiver. In my dreams, he has never been able to grab me like that because Ramsey has always been close. But this isn’t my dream world, and he shouldn’t be here—neither of them should. What is going on? Is he still here? I have to get out of here.
Groaning, I roll on one side, trying to keep my breathing evenly paced despite the pain that shatters my thoughts. Although my head is aching, my shoulder is worse. It’s probably because that’s the same one I injured in the wreck, and it doesn’t take much to remind my body it’s been hurt.
As I pull myself upright, the world swims around me, and I force my eyes shut to stop the spinning--either that or I’m definitely going to be sick. I have to get out of here. Elijah could still be here, waiting, watching, and right now I’m not feeling well enough to fight him off.
I start crawling, and my long hair spills around my face, blocking my vision completely. My hands hurt from the cold, and I’m shivering. I fall forward, and even though I try to catch myself, I still hit the side of my face against the gravel path.
“Misha?” The voice is louder. And familiar, very familiar. I try to shift back to my knees so I can crawl but my body hurts.
“Oh, God!” The voice is panicked, and before I can turn, I feel hands upon my shoulders. “What’s happened?” He strokes my face. “Geez, you’re freezing.”
My father shoulders out of his coat and sets it over me, then leans close to slide his hand under my chin. He tilts my face so he can look at my temple. I’ve probably bruised the crap out of it; when he touches it, I wince.
“I’m all right,” I mutter, glad he’s here. I’m shivering so hard. I knew I was cold before he said anything, but I hadn’t felt it as strongly. I clutch his forearm, suddenly grateful to be re-immersed into reality. Am I losing my mind? I look around, searching for Elijah, but the world is dark, and the only person I see is my father slipping one arm beneath my knees and the other around my back so he can lift me.
“Daddy!” I protest. Still I can’t really fight much, not between the headache and my wounded shoulder. “I can walk.”
“What happened?” he asks. His gravelly voice reminds me of being in the hospital. In his arms, I lean against him, and I feel his heart race.
“I was taking a walk, and I wasn’t paying attention to where I was going. I hit one of the trees head-on and passed out.” I reach to touch my forehead, but he shakes his head.
“Don’t touch, baby. You’ve been bleeding, and I think it finally stopped.” He carries me to the parking lot where his car sits—the only one in the lot. Under the full moon, the dark blue paint appears black.
Without struggling, my dad opens the Explorer door and sets me in the passenger seat, probably much the same way he used to when I was little. I lie against the seat and close my eyes.
“You have to stay awake,” Daddy says, nudging my arm.
My eyelids flutter open, and I see the concerned frown tugging at his lips. I’ve seen that expression so many times. He gives me one last look before gently closing the door and walking around the to the driver’s side.
In the darkness, broken only by moonlight and the faint glow of light-posts around the perimeter, I see him--Ramsey. He leans against one of the light poles. Even in moonlight I’d know his golden hair anywhere. Without realizing it, my hand creeps to the window, as though touching the glass would be the same thing as touching him.
I blink, and he is gone. I don’t understand any of this. All I know is before the wreck, my dreams were one thing and my waking life was another. Now the two have merged.
“Take it easy, Misha. We’ll be home soon.”
I hear him turn the key over, and the engine purrs to life. As he shifts to reverse, I lower my hand and try not to think. It only makes me wonder if I really am going insane.
I shake my head. “Mom’s gonna freak out. She didn’t want me to go.”
He drives forward, shaking his head. “Hate to admit it, but she might have had a point.”
In my peripheral vision, I see his jaw clench and his hands white-knuckle the wheel. “It’s okay, daddy. I’m okay.”
He gazes at me, and I can tell by his troubled expression he only half-believes me. Still, he slips his hand atop mine and nods. “I know, Misha, but after the wreck I promised myself I’d never let anything else hurt you, that I’d do whatever it took.” He flips on the heater. “Give it a minute and it should warm up.
“It was my own fault. I’m clumsy, remember? Who else do you know who breaks a toe getting off a trampoline.”
“When was that? Last summer?” That does it. He smiles despite not wanting to. He knows I’m clumsy. “Yeah, you are.”
“The summer before last. Last year was the sprained ankle from tennis.”
He nods. “Oh. Yeah.”
The two of us lapse to silence as he drives, and in a couple of minutes we’re pulling into the driveway. Mom stands on the porch. She’s probably been pacing, but as she spots the Explorer pull up, she shoots down the steps toward my door. I open the door, bracing myself for the coming lecture.
“Misha Alexis Malloy,” she rants, breathless. “Where have you been?” She would probably add more except that she’s suddenly seen the dried blood on my temple. Let the freak-out begin.
“It looks worse than it is,” Dad begins, quickly coming around and sliding his arm around me. “She ran into a tree and hit her head. It’s not bleeding anymore, so once we get her warmed up, she’ll be fine, Beth.”
Mom shakes her head disbelievingly. “How could running into a tree cause that kind of wound?”
I don’t answer. If I tell her I was running from someone at the time, then there’s a whole other story attached, one I’m so not ready to talk about, especially with Mom. I don’t need her looking into a shrink or anything. Dad must sense the tension, too, as he leads me inside with Mom following.
“At least let me clean the cut,” she says.
Dad turns. “Beth, you wanted to be a nurse until you passed out giving blood. I don’t want to be picking both of you off the floor. I’ve got it covered.”
Mom swallows hard, and for a second I feel badly for her and touch her hand. “I’m okay, Mom, and I’m sorry I didn’t listen to you. This is my fault.”
Her mouth kind of drops open, and I know she’s not expecting that. She’s used to me being argumentative, not agreeing with her. Maybe it stems from everything seeming so out-of-kilter these days.
“Come on, kiddo. Let’s have a look at your head.” Dad leads me upstairs into the bathroom where he pulls out the peroxide and cotton balls. I crinkle my nose at the peroxide. I know I should be more mature about getting a cut cleaned, but I’ve always hated that bubbling sensation. It’s one thing to know there are germs in a cut and another to hear the frothy liquid confirm it. As I watch my dad douse one of the cotton balls, I cringe and he shakes his head.
“Some things never change. Don’t make me hold you down.”
I sigh in disgruntlement. “Oh, all right.” I chew my bottom lip and force myself to sit still and wait. I cringe when I see the bloody cotton and my stomach gurgles.
Dad shakes his head. “Just like your mom--Misha. Close your eyes so we can both get through this, okay?”
“’Kay.” He pulls back another bloody cotton ball and I shut my eyes. Of course, that’s not entirely safe, either, because I keep seeing Elijah’s dark eyes staring at me. I shiver involuntarily.
“You okay?” Dad asks, his hand pausing as though he’s suddenly not sure if he should continue. “I’m almost done.”
“Yeah. I’m fine.” I keep my eyes closed until I feel his fingers lift away.
Dad throws the used cotton away, screws the lid back on the bottle of peroxide, and sets it inside the cabinet.
“Daddy? Have you ever had something strange happen, something you just couldn’t explain?” I’m thinking I should just bottle this all up, but I know it’s not going to go away.
Dad frowns thoughtfully and closes the cabinet. “What do you mean?”
I shrug. “There are these people I dream about sometimes, and today….”
“And today?” he prompts, his blue eyes meeting mine as he waits.
“Today I think I saw him. I know he’s not real, but I swear it was him.” I look at the floor, kind of nervous about the can of worms I just opened.
“Well,” he says, his tone carefully measured, “I’ve never had anything like that happen before, but I didn’t have the kind of head trauma you suffered in the wreck. Did you have this kind of thing happen before the accident?”
I shake my head, relieved he’s still calm and we’re not talking about a finding a shrink. “No. It started after.”
“Has it happened often?”
“A few times,” I lie, unwilling to press my luck. “What do you think it means?”
He shrugs. “Maybe you aren’t getting enough rest and your brain is getting confused. It’s probably not serious.” He eyes my wound. “But new bumps on the head aren’t going to help, Misha. Your body has been through so much—you need to take care.”
“I will.” I pull off his coat and hand it to him.
“Any other wounds I should know about?” he asks.
My shoulder is really aching but I’m not going to tell him about that one; I’ve already given him enough to worry about. “No, I’m fine, Daddy, just a little tired.”
“All right. Maybe you’d better stay awake for a while just to make sure everything is okay.”
I nod. “I’ll watch a movie.”
He heads to the door. “Good idea. I’ll go calm your mom down. She was going out of her mind when you didn’t show up after the walk.”
“Yeah, I know. Tell her I’m sorry.”
“’Kay.” Dad heads down the hallway toward the stairs and I amble to my room. I start to touch the area my dad just cleaned but think better of it. The last thing I need is for it to start bleeding again. I can only imagine the kind of chaos that would cause. The pain is a dull throbbing—an undercurrent to the ache in my shoulder and the fatigue trying to claim me helps to numb the pain.
Instead of turning on the light as I slip into my bedroom, I walk in, shut the door, and slink to the bed, wondering if my dad has a point. Is my brain confused? Is that what’s going on? Maybe it doesn’t know when I’m asleep or awake. Yet I keep remembering Elijah’s arms encircling me, and even I know that sensation isn’t a product of my fatigued mind. I felt him. It’s not just about seeing people from my dreams anymore, which is disturbing on a whole new level.
For a moment I just sit on the edge of my bed in the dark, but my curiosity gets the best of me and I walk to the window to peek out. I have to wipe the condensation away, but I see Elijah standing there, his hands jammed in his pockets. His gaze is leveled at my window, and when I realize he’s seen me and I know he’s watching, I jump back and let go of the curtains.
You’re seeing things, I think and force myself to take another peek. This time, the place beneath the streetlamp is empty, and I wonder if I’m seeing things.
My hand drifts to my wrist where Elijah had grabbed me, and I stroke the skin, trying to sort through all these confusing details, then I force myself back to the bed and turn on the television. A talk show fills the silence with a low drone of voices, and I lie down, wondering how long I’ll actually be able to stay awake. I’m tired—so tired.
And the one thing I can’t seem to drive away is Elijah’s face and the fear that comes with it.
Chapter Four
Sunrise smears a sherbet glaze across the heavens and dapples the earth through emerald-flocked trees with specks of light. It is warm in this moment, and as I lie on my back, I feel summer sing through me.
“My beloved.”
I turn to find Ramsey lying beside me, his head propped up on one elbow. Sunlight sparkles in his hair.
“Ramsey?” My heartbeat quickens. I’m afraid as I see his hand stretch out to me. His fingers skim my cheek tenderly and I remember how love feels. But if he loves me, why do I fear him? Why do I fear what his arrival in my world can mean?
“You tremble--again.” He swallows hard and shakes his head. “I do not understand.”
I close my eyes and focus on the feel of his fingers brushing my cheek like he’s done a million times, yet the world was never so troubled, even knowing that Elijah was so near that darkness might fall at any moment.
“Nor do I. There is much that seems wrong, Ramsey. Sometimes I feel as though this world should be the real one, not the one I’ve left. Yet always before I’ve only found you in this world, not both.”
I open my eyes and peer at him, wondering if there is anything he can say to make this fear go away. What happened to me during that wreck that changed everything? Will it ever go back to the way it was?
“I can’t explain it any more than you can, Misha. I find myself walking between two worlds, a new stranger to both. You have become the only home I know.” He leans down and kisses my forehead, his hand cradling my head.
In that moment, he is all that exists. He is my world, and everything else just melts away in the faint breeze wafting through the trees. After he pulls back, I remain with my eyes closed, waiting for his return. When I open my eyes, I see his face, a gentle smile curving as he watches me return from the soaring place he’s taken me. My heart beats fast and I find myself lost in the same light blue eyes I’ve known forever.
“You are so beautiful,” he whispers, his face hovering inches from mine. “You’ve changed so much since we first met, so many years ago.” His smile deepens, and he stands and offers his hand. I take it and rise. As we walk, his arms slips around my waist.
“You said I was in danger when I was last here. What did you mean?” I lean against his chest, taking comfort in the steady beat of his heart. Ahead, the gallery of trees ends and the sunshine rains through the pollen-wispy air. It’s so bright the world seems to glow with summer.
“I am not the only one walking between two worlds, Misha.” He looks ahead as his arm tightens around my waist.
“You mean Elijah, don’t you?”
He nods. “Yes, my brother has discovered the same slip in the fabric. Have you seen him? Is that why you called me by his name?”
I stop suddenly as the flood of memories washes over me. “Ramsey, that wasn’t you with me. It couldn’t have been.”
He pulls his arm away and turns toward me. “It was, Misha. I tried to talk to you. You were frightened. You tried to run, and I grabbed you. You…kicked me, and then I lost you in the night.”
I close my eyes, trying to make those memories come into sharper focus, but the thing is, the image that comes to me is not of Ramsey’s blond hair and blue eyes but of Elijah’s dark hair and irises. “No, your hair is light, Ramsey. The man who grabbed me had dark hair and eyes.”
Ramsey stiffens, and he looks at the ground as though trying to puzzle through the past and make sense of it. “Then have you seen me anywhere?”
I nod, unsure of his question. Why would he ask that? “From a distance in various places like the park by my house and my school. You didn’t approached me, you just stood there, staring.”
Inhaling sharply, Ramsey shakes his head. “No, Misha, you are mistaken, and things are more out of balance than I first thought.”
“What do you mean?”
His hands reach out and grasp my elbows. “That wasn’t me you saw standing there, watching you. It was Elijah.”
I start to pull away, shaking. “How can that be?”
He shrugs. “How can it be that I have come to your world, Misha? It appears that my brother and I have reversed in appearance in your world.” His tone is so compressed, so guarded, that I know he’s reigning in a lot of emotions he doesn’t want to express, and he absently starts walking again. I follow, unsure of where we’re headed.
“All of this seems so strange.”
“Indeed.” He shakes his head as though he hasn’t really adjusted to the idea of it, either. “I know my world is empty without you, but it’s a strange thing to walk into your reality. It is nothing like I expected, nothing like the softness I find in you. It is a strange world.”
“Yeah,” I finally manage. “So what do I do when I wake up?” I ask, hoping he’ll have some kind of insight that will make all of this seem less frightening. “I mean, Elijah knows where I live. I’ve seen him standing in my yard, staring at my bedroom window.”
Ramsey takes a deep breath, and we stand just at the threshold of sunlight’s promise. “You must stay away from him. I will uncover his purpose in your world, but we both know he is not safe to be around. His greatest joy would be to destroy me, and you are the best part of me. He knows that.” He looks at the blue sky peeking beyond the canopy of tree branches over our heads. “And you need not fear. I will never stray far from you, Misha.”
He takes my hand, and we start walking. As we leave the shelter of the trees, the sunlight pours down upon us, dazzling—blinding.
Rain spatters the window, jarring me from the dream. Although I’m warm, nestled in the blankets of my bed, I shiver. It’s not that I fear Ramsey, exactly; it’s all so disorienting, and the shifts between my world and his only add to the strangeness of the situation.
Lightning clips the sky, and for just a second it’s almost as bright as daylight. The thunder claps, and I jump. Another storm. I wonder if the power is going to go out this time. I get up and wander to the window where the partially closed curtains block a lot of the storm from view. The hardwood floor is cold and slick under my feet, and I wish I’d grabbed my slippers from the closet. Instead, I wrap my arms around my body and brace for the chill that the air carries as I push the curtains to the side and look through the rain-streaked glass.
Wind rattles through the tree branches, and aside from the raging lighting, the world is steeped in darkness, telling me I’m up way too early for my own good. It doesn’t matter. I squint, trying to see beyond the rain to the light post, and then, in a furious clip of brightness, I see Elijah standing there, his blond hair almost white in the lightning’s wake. His eyes stare up at me—watching, waiting—and when he realizes I’m there, he smiles, a twisted careless smile that cuts through my core.
Shuddering, I jump back and yank the curtains closed. I’m still backing up when I run into my rolling chair and almost trip, yet I can’t take my eyes off the curtain, as though I expect he’ll somehow come through the closed window. Then again, he’s not even supposed to be in this world, so I’m not ruling out anything.
“What’re you doing up, Misha?”
I whirl and find my mom standing in the doorway, frowning. Her thick chenille robe barely moves as she steps into the room.
“I just woke up and couldn’t go back to sleep.” I swallow hard, wondering if she’ll read the fear all over my face.
“You need your rest, Misha. This was such a bad day. You had us all worried.” She steps toward me, her gaze fixing on the bandage Dad put over my head. “I should check your cut.” She lifts her hands, but I step back.
“I’m fine, Mom, really.”
“If you were fine, you would be sleeping. You wouldn’t be passing out at the arboretum or calling to come home from school. You’re anything but fine, and I wish you’d let me help.” She tries once again to grab the bandage, but I duck farther from her.
“I said I’m fine, Mom, and I am.”
She braces her shoulders and folds her arms across her chest, her stubborn stance. “Let me look at your head.” Her voice resonates loudly above the storm outside.
“What’s going on in here?” Dad pokes his head into the room and flips on the light.
“I was surprised to find Misha out of bed, and I wanted to check her head.” Mom’s tone is terse, and I cringe.
Dad moves between us. His hands rest on his hips. Lightning flashes and thunder rolls. The lights flicker.
Dad shakes his head. “Please not another night like last night,” Dad whispers, shaking his head. I know the storm isn’t all he’s talking about, but before anybody can say anything, the window suddenly bursts open, whipping the curtains to the side, rain spewing into the room. I start toward it, but Dad grabs my arm.
“I’ll get it. Stay put and let your mom look at your head.” He shoots me a meaningful glance and gives my arm a last squeeze before tending to the window.
Mom nods to the bed. “Have a seat, Misha.”
Gritting my teeth, I trudge to the bed and plunk down, resigning myself to a fate of fresh bandages and more peroxide, something I always look forward to.
Mom slips out of the room, presumably to get those things, and Dad fastens the windows, drawing the curtains closed before turning to me. He rakes his fingers through his rumpled hair and takes a deep breath.
“You mom is just worried about you, Misha. Cut her some slack.” That’s the usual dad speak for “Try not to fight with her. “She still feels bad and wants the best for you,” he says.
I nod obediently and wait. A moment later, Mom slips back into the room with medical supplies she sets on the nightstand and sits beside me.
As she raises her hand to pull off the bandage, I see the tremble in her fingers that tells me Dad isn’t far off base. That’s when my shoulders curve beneath the weight of the past. There’s no changing it, so I try to make this as painless as possible and hold still.
She tugs the bandage off my forehead, starting slowly like she did when I was a kid and then ending with a deft tug. I wince, and she focuses on the wound. Her breath catches, and she keeps staring as she reaches for the peroxide and accidently knocks the bottle over. My father, quick as ever, catches it and puts it in her palm.
“Sure you don’t want me to do that?” he asks softly, still holding the bottle long after my mom’s got it.
“I can manage.” Her voice is even, but her hand still trembles as she cleans the cut and puts on a fresh bandage. For a few minutes, she just stares at me, and I remember being small and thinking she could fix anything.
But she can’t fix this. Neither of us can.
Her trembling hand pats my leg, and she forces herself to get up. Still, I know that haunted look in her eyes, and I wish I could make it better.
“All done.”
She gathers the supplies to take the back to the bathroom. My dad watches her walk away and sits in the same place she left.
“Was that so bad?” he asks, smirking.
“I’m not five anymore, Dad.” I shake my head. “She put a Beauty and the Beast bandage on me.”
He shrugs. “It was what she could find.” He, too, pats my knee. “You just made her feel better.”
I lean against his shoulder. “For how long?”
“A while. But the whiles get longer, Misha. You just have to give her time, okay?”
I nod. “Yeah, I know.”
Lightning flashes around the curtains again, and thunder rumbles, more softly than before, suggesting maybe the storm is passing.
“You should get some sleep, you know—unless you’re not planning on going to school.”
Mom would probably prefer that. She likes to keep me in her line of sight so she doesn’t have to worry so much. I wish it were that simple for me, but no matter what, I see Elijah or Ramsey outside my window, and I don’t know what to do with the panic I feel; no matter what I try, it sounds like nonsense.
“No, I’m going,” I finally manage, brushing the hair from my face.
“You sure you’re up for it?” he asks, trying to keep his tone casual, but my dad’s never been good at that sort of thing.
“I’ll be okay. I just want to get back to some kind of routine.” He gives me that doubtful look, and I shake my head at him.
He takes a deep breath and finally nods; he doesn’t know what else to do. “All right. School it is, then. So get some sleep.”
He gets up and goes to the door. Although he’s not exactly looking at me, I feel the weight of his gaze nonetheless. I sit there and pull my knees to my chest, waiting for him to turn out the light and head down the hall. As he shuts my door, I lean back against the headboard and release the breath I’ve been holding.
For a minute, I just stare at the walls, then I walk back to the window. The storm has quieted to a dull churning of wind and soft rain as I draw back the curtains. I still see lightning, but the sky is quiet, without the threat of thunder. My hand trembles, and I pull the curtains back all the way, but even though a slow, steady rain blankets the world outside, I see Elijah standing there. He’s closer than before, almost just under my window, and he smiles eerily when my gaze stumbles upon his; I know he’s waiting for me. He’s wearing white clothes that seems to glow with each stroke of lightning, and even though the rain saturates his shirt, he seems untouched by it. The only thing he reacts to is me.
I jump back a few steps and my hand lifts to my heart. I try to steady its beat, but fear keeps the pulse lively. It was disorienting before when I thought Ramsey had stood there watching because, deep down, no matter how fearful it felt having a watcher, at least I almost believed Ramsey wouldn’t hurt me. I can’t say the same for Elijah.
Shaken, I dart back to the window and make sure my father has latched it. Of course, this person is from my dreams so I’m not really sure locks can keep him out if he decides he wants inside. My trembling fingers double-check the placement of the hasp; yes, it’s locked. I look outside again, expecting to find Elijah’s piercing blue eyes looking at me, but now only the rain and lightning remain. Swallowing hard, I jerk the curtains closed and try not to think, yet I can’t seem to stop the jumble of thoughts rattling in my head.
I can’t stop shaking, and the night feels so much chillier as I rush toward my bed and draw the covers over me. Of course, that only deals with one aspect of the cold. Glancing at my alarm clock, I realize it’s only 2 a.m.; most sane people are sleeping. Then again, I’ve been questioning my sanity a lot these days, so it’s no wonder I’m wide awake.
I grab my cell from the nightstand and punch the first number on speed dial, even though I know it’s probably not a good idea. Katie will be more than happy to offer advice though I’m not sure it’ll be the right advice. But, hey, considering I’m seeing people from my dreams, any advice is going to be better than none.
After the third ring, I hear her sleepy voice say, “This better be good.”
“It’s not like you haven’t called me at horrible hours,” I mutter and toy with the bedspread.
“Yeah, but 2 a.m.? Are you serious?”
“Yeah, I am.” I snuggle deeper in the blankets, wishing I could just go to sleep and forget all the stuff swirling in my thoughts.
“Okay.” Her voice sounds more awake. “Now that you’ve woke me up, what’s the deal?”
“Remember those strange dreams I’ve been having?”
“You mean Mr. Hottie and his evil twin who wants to kill you?”
“Nice, Katie—oh, so tactful.”
“You asked. So what about them?”
Here goes nothing, I think. “Well, I’ve been seeing them outside of my dreams.”
A silence on the other end tells me that either my best friend has fallen asleep or she’s speechless. “Come again?” she finally asks.
“I thought I saw Elijah tonight.” I shake my head, suddenly realizing this was so not a good idea. Katie is my best friend and I love her dearly, but serious stuff like this really isn’t her cup of tea.
“Is that Mr. Hottie or the evil twin?” Her voice is thick with the laughter I know she’s barely holding in.
“Not funny,” I say.
“Well, is he the good one or the bad one?” she finally asks.
“The bad one.”
She sighs disgustedly. “Misha, you are the only person I know who could be stalked by your nightmares. This guy so doesn’t exist. You’re just tired. I mean, it’s 2 a.m., and you’re awake and waking other people up. Maybe you should just get some sleep and forget all this nonsense.”
“Don’t you think I want that?” I get out of bed, really agitated. “Do you think I’m enjoying dreaming about this kind of thing, Katie? Well I’m not. I wish it would go away, too.”
Another pause. I’m willing to bet she’s about to hatch some kind of plan that’s so not going to be what I need. That’s definitely Katie’s style. “Look, maybe what you need is to go out on a few dates and take your mind off your dream hunk. Maybe that would put things in perspective for you and make you stop seeing dream people wherever you go.”
I rake my hand through my hair. “That’s just great, Katie—and who are you going to suggest I go out with?”
“Joey.”
I shake my head, suddenly aware I knew it was going to come to this sooner or later. Katie knows that Jock Boy doesn’t have a thing for her but definitely notices me. So she wants to live vicariously through me. “Joey? As in Joey Williams?” My tone is icy, but I can’t help it. That’s really the last thing I want to hear. I think I could even deal with her telling me I am nuts, because at least I would’ve expected that.
“Yeah, Joey Williams. You act like he’s scum or something.”
Or something was about right. “Katie, I don’t think going out with Joey is going to help.”
“It couldn’t exactly hurt, either,” she argues. “Besides, what have you got to lose besides these stupid ideas that people from your dreams are coming to life?”
Have I mentioned that I hate arguing with Katie? She’s so much better at it than I will ever be. “I’m not exactly sure he would even like me.”
She laughs. “Oh, really? He’s only been watching you since before the wreck when he broke up with his last girlfriend, Amy Whats-her-name. Don’t tell me you missed that.”
I shrug. “We run in different circles.” I hear thunder rumbling dully overhead, and the rain picks up slightly.
“Come on, Misha. You’d have to be dead not to notice him, what with those blue eyes and all. He does like you. I’ve heard rumors floating he’s got his eye on you and wants to ask you out, but he doesn’t know how to read you. If you gave him the time of day, he probably would.”
My stomach drops at that thought. No, I don’t have any proof that Joey is a jerk. It’s just rumors, and I know a lot of times what people say is wrong, but that doesn’t mean I’m ready to just take things on faith. “You can’t be serious,” I mutter. “I am so not interested in Joey.”
Although I close my eyes, trying to picture Joey as some kind of distraction, I can’t, no matter what. All I see is Ramsey’s face superimposed over Joey’s. Shaking my head, I start pacing back and forth around the room.
If things were halfway normal, I wouldn’t even consider what she’s suggesting, but nothing’s normal—nothing—certainly not these dreams that have bled over into my waking life. What the hell, I think. “Okay, fine. You think Joey is all that, I’ll bite. I’m not going to approach him, but if he asks me out, I just might say yes.”
She giggles, kind of like Joey has asked her out. Great. My best friend is living through my dating moves. “That’s cool. Ten to one, if you give him the right signals, he’ll ask you tomorrow.”
Something to look forward to, I think. “Yeah, I have no doubts.”
Katie yawns. “You bet. Listen, I gotta get some shut-eye or I’ll be sleeping in Griswold’s class, and I definitely don’t want detention.”
I amble back to the bed. “No, that wouldn’t be a good thing. I’ll talk to you tomorrow.”
“’Night,” she yawns and hangs up as I walk back to the bed and plunk down, the disconnect sound ringing in my ear. I snap the phone shut and set it on the nightstand. I stare at it for a moment longer, wondering how Katie can talk me into stuff like this when I know it’s not in my best interest. Then again, maybe she’s right in that I do need some kind of distraction so I’ll stop thinking about Ramsey and Elijah so much.
I rake my fingers through my hair, knowing that before the wreck and the coma, I didn’t spend nearly so much time dwelling on my dream world. I’d just thought I had a really active imagination. Now I know it’s something more, something that makes no sense, no matter how hard I strive to make it logical.
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