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Chapter One

 


They say before you die your entire life
flashes before your eyes. In my experience with this particular
phenomenon, I wish I’d seen something more worthwhile in the
teleplay of my earthly days. But no—my life had declined into an
empty existence filled with visits to the mall, dances, and high
school basketball games in the greater area of upstate New York.
And what did all that popularity add up to now? Nothing. I was
still going to die.

Wait! I didn’t want to die.
Help! I splashed through the water while my lungs clogged
with chlorine. Someone help me!

I knew even before walking through the pool
gates of Stanbridge Academy on this warm, May afternoon that I’d
regret it. I’d like to say it was the still, small voice in all of
us, but for me it’s different. Okay, who am I to judge. Maybe
everyone has a little pixie or sprite sitting on their shoulder
whispering to them day in and day out like I do. Maybe not. But I
hadn’t heeded Dahlia’s warning and as punishment now I was going to
die.

Brett Dorsey, my boyfriend, had been the one
to bring me here. He needed something from the gym and so we’d cut
through the pool area. Then I slipped on the slick pavement and
ended up in the water. But I couldn’t swim! Brett knew that. Why
wasn’t he coming in for me?

I paddled through the water as best I could.
My head sunk underneath, and I struggled to reach the surface. A
scream escaped me as I broke through. My water soaked eyes latched
onto Brett’s form, kneeling near the edge. He would save me. Yes,
it would be okay. And then, everything went dark.

 


I gasped for breath and coughed, all the
while trying to sit up. Water leaked out of my mouth. In all
honesty, water leaked out of me everywhere. I think I started to
cry, but it was hard to tell because I was absolutely
saturated.

“It’s okay, Laney. You’re going to be fine.”
Someone whispered the words near to my face and then gently pulled
me closer to their body.

My eyes flashed open. Had it been Brett? Had
he saved me? Wait—he called me Laney. No one called me Laney
except…Heath. Finally I focused on his face, his curly brown hair
dripping at a constant pace onto the pavement beside me. Heath
Ruvelas had saved me. Heath, who I hadn’t had a decent conversation
with since the 7th grade. Heath, who I’d lived next door
to since we were six. Heath, who’d gotten awfully gorgeous in the
last year.

“Heath…I…” Coughing erupted from my lungs. My
heart beat like mad, and I didn’t know if I could actually form a
complete sentence.

“Shh, try not to talk.” He stroked my
forehead and sloshed my blonde bangs off to the side. “You’re
okay.” His dark brown eyes, so deep so compelling, had an oddly
calming effect on me. Now that I was no longer treading water and
completely freaking out, I began shivering as adrenaline took
over.

After helping me into a sitting position,
Heath lifted his dry but discarded uniform jacket off the pavement
and wrapped it around my shoulders. He brought me to my feet and
then hoisted me up into his arms as if I weighed the equivalence of
a feather.

I caught sight of Brett, his eyes wide and
his mouth askew. He didn’t ask where we were going. He didn’t even
try to stop Heath. He just stood there about as useful as an
American border patrolman. Was this the same guy I’d been dating
for over a year?

I couldn’t think. My eyes grew heavy, and I
rested against Heath’s chest. He felt warm, if damp, but there was
just something pleasant about being this close to him. His smell.
Heath’s smell. He didn’t reek of juvenile cologne. It was more of a
memory of something I could almost hold on to more than a tangible
scent. A memory that comforted and made me feel at ease. I was
going to be okay.

“Heath…” I mumbled his name while my eyes
remained closed. My hands clutched the material of his soggy shirt
as though holding on for dear life. If I let go, I might not be
able to find my way back from the darkness. It was wet and it was
dark. Heaviness settled in my chest.

We made it to the nurse’s office on the other
side of the gym, and after a few words of explanation Heath
left.  He didn’t even look at me before he made his hasty
retreat. It was like he was angry. Was he mad? Did he think of me
as the world’s greatest idiot for nearly drowning in the school
pool like that? Or did he just regret saving my life?

My head had been in a fog since the near
drowning episode. It now hit me how very quiet it was—in my head
that is. It was never quiet there. Dahlia constantly lambasted me
with her fairy-like speech. Oh dear God! Had she drowned in the
pool? I couldn’t feel her anymore. She wasn’t perched on my
shoulder like usual. She was gone!
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My mom came to get me a half an hour later.
She’d brought me some dry clothes and sported an overanxious
expression. “Charisma, oh good Lord, are you okay?”

Yes, my mother had named me Charisma.
Charisma Elaine Mansfield. Was it any wonder that I’d been included
as one of the popular trend-setters at school? It’s like I didn’t
even have a choice with a name like that. But really, Charisma?
Other than the actress who’d starred on that TV show, Angel,
have you ever heard of anyone with this unfortunate designation?
Perhaps an exotic dancer?

The nurse calmed down my mother and then
released me into her care. Ironic, right? I convinced Mom to
walk down to the pool with me, having made the excuse that I’d left
something behind. It was true. I had lost something: Dahlia. She
could be a great nuisance at times, but she’d been with me as far
back as I could remember.

Dahlia is what my mother called my conscience
when I was little. At seven years old, I tried to convince her that
Dahlia really existed. She didn’t believe me, and I’d never
mentioned her since. Over time, I’ve discovered that she’s more of
a pixie than a conscience. I’ve never seen her only felt her and
heard her. She’s invisible and not able to show herself to mere
mortals.

The thing about having a pixie with me 24/7
is that I’ve never been able to verbalize all the things I’m
thinking and feeling even when I’m alone because, of course, Dahlia
will hear. Even then she always seems to know what I’m thinking and
at times her thoughts come out of my mouth as if I had no control.
After nearly eighteen years, I wish I could get rid of her. But not
like this. Not drowned because of my stupidity.

We made it to the gate of the pool, and I
cautiously walked beside my mother toward the water, my legs still
feeling a bit shaky. It’s not like I wanted to land in the drink
again. “Over beside that bench, Mom. That’s where I left my
book.”

It was a lie. I hadn’t left a book. It was
Dahlia. I had to find her. Please, please, I prayed
silently. Please let her be okay.

“Dahlia,” I whispered close to the water.
“Please, don’t be dead. I’d give anything if…”

“If what?”

For a split second, I felt that odd but
familiar sensation near my shoulder. She wasn’t dead!

“Dahlia, you’re okay.”

“Of course, I am. You didn’t think a little
water could take me out, did you?”

“No, well, yes, I did. I was worried.”

“I told you to stay away from the pool, but
you didn’t listen.”

“I know. You were right…again.”

“Yes, but at least Heath came to your rescue.
I should have known that gimlet of a boyfriend of yours would be
useless in an emergency situation.”

“Dahlia…”

“Shh! Here comes your mother.”

When we couldn’t find my fictitious book, Mom
took me to the car and drove me home. On the ride, I wondered what
had happened to Brett. Okay, if the truth be told, it was more than
likely Dahlia who had whispered the idea into my ear.

I didn’t respond to her because Mom would
find it entirely suspect if I started talking to myself. I gave
that up in second grade. Still, the thought remained. What had
happened to Brett? He hadn’t followed me to the nurse’s office as
far as I knew. Did he care that I’d nearly died? I did! I nearly
died and I would have if it hadn’t been for Heath.

Why on earth had Heath been there? He didn’t
take gym. This time of the day he usually hung out with the drama
club—except there was no more drama club this year. They’d just
finished their run of the spring musical in which he’d played the
lead.

I couldn’t tell my friends, but I’d actually
attended one of the performances. Well, after all, it was based on
one of my favorite books. But a larger part of me went because the
idea of seeing my old chum, Heath, playing the enigmatic Heathcliff
in the school’s dramatization of Wuthering Heights intrigued
me.

I couldn’t imagine a more perfect role for
him to play—let alone that he had the same name. Heath’s dark,
brooding, passionate personality created the makings for a terrific
actor—better than most that you’d see in a typical school drama
department. It was also the reason he was going to attend NYU drama
school (only a few miles from my intended school, Columbia) in the
fall. A fact, I’d learned through the grapevine. It helped to be
friends with most of the student body.

Of course, that’s what had gotten me on the
ballot for prom queen as well. A privilege I would gladly
relinquish. I just couldn’t get into the spirit of the whole ‘Prom’
thing. Or even my eighteenth birthday party scheduled the day after
prom. Didn’t everyone realize that in a couple more weeks, high
school would be over for good? That whatever place we’d made for
ourselves here at Stanbridge Academy would mean absolutely nothing
once we left these hallowed halls?

Popularity. It seemed everyone wanted
it. And if you had it, you were just doing your best to keep it.
This must be what it’s like being a Hollywood actor. You were only
as good as your latest film. And in high school, you’re only as
good as your last appearance—be it in the cafeteria or the spring
formal.

Months ago, while contemplating my future and
filling out college applications, I came to the realization of the
absolute worthlessness of high school popularity in the greater
scheme of things. Would it matter who had a boyfriend or more dates
than someone else; who played basketball or made the cheer squad?
Now try explaining that to my friends. They just didn’t get it. But
doomsday loomed nearby with only nineteen days and counting. Then
it would be all over.

 



Chapter Two

 


“Okay enough talk about your near death
experience,” proclaimed my friend, Deena Walker, at lunch the next
day. “Although, how romantic was Heath to jump in and save you.”
She let out a dramatic sigh.

“Not romantic,” I corrected her. Combining
Heath and romantic in the same sentence seemed—I don’t
know—weird…wrong.

“Whatever, Chrissy. It seemed awfully
romantic to me.” A second later Deena was back to business. “So,
Charisma, it’s your turn. If you could pick anyone to go out on a
date—not restricted to Stanbridge boys—who would it be?”

How did Deena’s mind always return to boys
and the imaginary dates we would never have? Did she not realize
the dangerous ramifications of the previous day? I almost died! But
on another note, how pathetic was it that no one came to mind in
regards to her question. I mean NO ONE! So, since I was on the spot
and didn’t want either of my friends to catch a whiff of my
uncertainty, I settled by naming Deena’s dream man.

“Orlando Bloom.” I could have slid a Jonas
Brother in there too, but we were getting a little too old for
tween heart throbs.

“Oh, yeah, Orlando Bloom.” Deena let out
another sigh. She was prone to sigh many times in the course of a
school day. It had been years since Orlando played the hunky
Legolas in Lord of the Rings, but she still had a thing for
the guy and saw all his movies. She’d more than likely drag me
along with her too. Yes, even to Elizabethtown.
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