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  Dedication 


To my baby sister, Temprance, who is always proud of me no matter what I’m doing. I hope this book, this series, lives up to your expectations and gives you the inspiration you need to become a great force in the universe. I know you’ll do great things one day<3 
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Chapter 1

The Varquettas


13 years ago

Margareta stands in front of the full-length mirror and adjusts her jacket again. She keeps fidgeting with her clothes, never satisfied. It isn’t her clothes that are the problem, it's her nerves. Something feels wrong. She should be excited about today, but she’s feeling anxious and unnerved instead. She’s starting to question whether or not they should really be doing this. After everything that’s happened so far because of their pursuit of this knowledge, she can’t help but wonder if everyone else is right, and they’re the ones that are wrong. 
Kalvin steps out of the bathroom and smiles brightly at his wife, completely unhindered by thoughts of doubt. He glides up to her and slides his arms around her slender waist, kissing the tip of her nose before leaning back to look at her.
“You look lovely. Are you ready to go?” 
She gives him a weak smile and nods her head. He smiles wide, excited to get started on their work, and grabs her hand, spinning towards the door and pulling her along after him. He trots down the stairs as she descends slowly behind him as if her thoughts are weighing her down. 
They walk together across the living room, out the back doors, and into the big backyard where their son Charlie is playing with his babysitter. Margareta smiles wide as she walks up, watching Charlie laugh as Kelsey cheers him on while he hops through their hopscotch course. She gives him a high five when he makes it to her. He turns and grins up at his parents with pride. 
Margareta scoops him up into her arms, holding him close. “We have to go work now, Charlie. We’ll be back tonight though. I love you so much!” She squeezes him a little tighter as Kalvin steps over and sandwiches Charlie between them. Margareta kisses his chunky face several times before letting the squirming child go. As they walk back toward the house, she turns to wave and blow kisses several times. 
Kalvin slides his arm around her shoulders as they step into the house. “He’ll be fine dear. Kelsey is a good girl, and Charlie enjoys spending time with her.” He squeezes her close, trying to reassure her that everything will be okay. Her face is sad, her eyes watching the ground as they walk. She looks worried and he can feel the tension in her shoulders. 
She sighs and rubs her left arm as she stops to look at Kalvin. “I’m not worried about Charlie’s safety, honey. I’m worried about ours. I worry that we’re rushing this, that the equipment isn’t ready for testing. What if we don’t come back? What if we don’t even get through!?” Her green eyes widen as she tucks her long blonde hair behind her ear. 
Kalvin runs a hand through his brown hair, making it stand up. He adjusts his glasses before gently gripping her shoulders and smiling at her. “Everything will be fine. We’ve been working on this for months and the device works. The only thing left to do is a real test. We’ll just go through and come right back. Once we prove that it’s possible, once we have tangible proof, we’ll get our jobs back and our credibility. Everything will work out. I wouldn’t let anything happen to you, you know that right?” 
She gives him a small smile and nods. He hugs her close before grabbing her hand and walking out to the car. Margareta’s mind races though, the entire drive to their workshop. She knows that what they're doing is important, that their advancing science in ways no one else is. She also knows that it’s dangerous and that’s why they were asked not to pursue this line of study. The possible dangers of their pursuit are why they were fired from the institute and why they lost credibility in the community. 
They step out of the car and walk into their building. The lights slowly come on as they stand there, looking around the room at their tables, full of the projects they’ve been working on in secret. 
“Are you sure this is the right decision? I have a feeling that maybe it isn’t. I’m worried, Kal.” 
Margareta grabs his arm, pleading with him to change his mind. She’s more bothered by this than she wants to admit but she also trusts her husband. After all, he’s a genius scientist with a brilliant mind. Why shouldn’t she trust him? 
He looks at her and smiles gently. “Marg, I know this is scary but if we don’t continue our work, someone else will. I don’t want to wait around to see if someone else is brave enough to finish this and advance science. I don’t want to let them scare us into backing down. You feel this is important, right?”
She shakes her head and he continues. “I know that your fear is strong but fear is what is holding us back as a species. Their fear of the unknown, their fear of an alien attack. The only thing we truly have to fear is fear itself. If we don’t keep pushing forward, we’ll never get anywhere. If we succeed, we could advance the human race in ways no one thought possible. This discovery could change everything. Just think, in a few years, we could be living in a universe where humans and aliens work together, live together in peace, and help each other advance. We do this for all of us, for advancing the human race, for a better life, for Charlie.” 
She grabs onto his hands and nods once. “For Charlie.” They smile at each other before walking hand in hand toward the tables in the middle of the room. Kalvin grabs the device, a remote with several buttons and dials. He fiddles with it, testing and twisting and checking to make sure that everything is as it should be. 
Margareta grabs her notebook and starts double-checking their calculations to make sure that everything will go as planned. They need to make sure that they input the correct information or they could exit into the middle of space. After an hour of double-checking every little detail, they decide to go ahead with the test. 
They step over into the open part of the room and stand together. They nod to each other before Kalvin presses a few buttons and holds the remote out in front of him. There’s a small flash of light and then a small whooshing sound. Slowly, a blue swirling ball forms, swirling faster as it expands to a large swirling doorway. A portal to another world, another planet across the universe. They grab each other's hands as they say, “For Charlie” and walk through together. 
Like stepping through any doorway, they’re through the portal in seconds, stepping out onto the grass. They take two steps before stopping, staring around them as the portal closes behind them. They take a few more steps forward, stopping at the edge of a large hill that overlooks a bustling city down below. 
At first glance, it seems as if they’re still on Earth. The grass is green, the sky blue and there are even trees surrounding them that seem completely normal. When they look closer though, they notice the little differences. The first thing that tells them this isn’t Earth is the second sun in the sky, shining a dark orange compared to the bright yellow of the larger sun. 
They look around at the ground and plants surrounding them. The flowers and leaves on the trees are unlike any they’ve seen before. The colors are slightly off, the tree bark is black and purple rather than brown, the flowers have orange pollen, not yellow. They didn’t notice the changes in passing but they’re obvious when you really look at them. 
“Look, Marg. Look down there.” Kalvin points down the hill to the city. It looks like any city, housing developments, restaurants, a school. If it weren’t for the floating vehicles and spaceships flying into the sky, they could believe it was simply a human civilization. 
“It’s incredible. I can’t believe how similar it is,” Margareta whispers. Kalvin laughs. “What did you expect, dear? A floating utopia?” 
She gives him a dirty look and sighs, shaking her head. “I’m not sure what I expected, but I didn’t expect to see something so similar to us that it could be mistaken for Earth. I suppose I expected something very different, obviously different.”
Kalvin nods his head, accepting her answer. They stare out over the city for a while longer, observing everything they can. Kalvin takes out his phone, taking multiple photos of everything around and below them. Once he’s satisfied with the proof he’s collected, he turns to leave. 
“Come on, Marg. Let’s go home and celebrate with Charlie. He’ll be so excited!” They smile at each other as they turn back toward the hill. Margareta steps up beside him as he lifts the remote, clicking buttons and turning dials. 
The portal starts to activate, slowly swirling and growing in size. They smile, grabbing each others’ hands in excitement as they watch the portal grow. It expands and expands, growing and growing. It reaches its final size and they start to step forward when they hear a terrible crackling sound, like lightning in a thunderstorm. 
Margareta flinches, stepping back. Kalvin stops in his tracks, staring wide-eyed at the portal. It starts to swirl faster and begins to expand past its proper size. There’s a loud humming sound and the crackling becomes louder and more frequent. 
Margareta yells over the noise, her blonde hair whipping around her head. “Kal! We need to get back! Something is seriously wrong!” She pulls on his hand and he stumbles back. He looks at her with wide eyes, her own fear reflected in his face. They take several steps back as the portal continues to grow and growl. 
There’s a loud boom, like thunder, and the portal explodes. Before they can even cover their faces, Margareta and Kalvin are thrown into the air, flying over the hill. They scream and flail helplessly as they’re expelled backward, landing hard on the ground just outside the city. 
Kalvin gasps, struggling to get air in his lungs as he rolls on the ground, writhing in pain. He sits up on his elbow, taking shallow breaths as he looks around. Margareta is to his left, sprawled on the ground, unconscious. Her forehead is bleeding but she’s breathing steadily. Kalvin scoots across the ground enough to grab Marg’s hand before his head falls too as he passes out, unable to fight the pain any longer. 
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Chapter 2

Charlie


Present Day 

I stare out the window, watching the cars drive back and forth down the road as my knee bounces unceasingly. Another boy comes back with the state trooper after finishing their driver’s test. I sigh, anxious for my turn. I know I’ll pass it, I just want to get it over with, get my license, and officially be a legal driver. I’m so ready to drive on my own. 
My dad puts his hand on my knee to stop my bouncing. “Stop that. You’ll do fine, I know you will. Just relax,” he whispers, trying not to disturb the kids taking their written tests at the tables behind us. I nod at him and take a deep breath to try and relax. 
“Charlie Varquetta?” The officer calls out across the room. I jump up, ready to go, clutching the keys tightly in my hand as the officer walks to me. “Hi, Charlie. I’m Officer Callahan.” She reaches a hand out to me and I shake it, smiling back at her. “Are you ready?” I nod as she walks towards the doors. 
I turn to follow her, looking at my dad as I walk out. He smiles and gives me two thumbs up as I leave. The officer waits for me to walk out the door before gesturing that I lead the way to my truck where she instructs me to start it and roll down my window as she checks brake lights, turn signals and reverse lights. 
She climbs into the passenger seat and buckles up before asking me to locate buttons and switches inside the truck. Once she’s done asking about that, she tells me where to drive. I pull out of the fire station lot and turn left as instructed. We circle the block and drive through the neighborhood behind the station, where she has me parallel park before heading back. 
As we climb out of the truck, she asks me to grab my dad so we can go over my test outside so we don’t disturb the other testers inside. We stop just outside the door and I wave at Dad to come out to us. He jumps up and steps outside as the officer introduces herself to him. 
He takes her offered hand and shakes it firmly. “Hi, John Bellane.” He steps back and claps his hands together. “So…. Did Charlie’s test go well?” 
He smiles at her and then winks at me. He’s so confident in me that he’s not even worried. I grin to myself as I look back and forth between them. Officer Callahan makes a confused face as she looks between Dad and me, but then quickly looks down at her clipboard. 
I can understand why she’s confused. I am too, sometimes. See, Dad has dark brown hair and eyes with a round face. He has softer features than I do. I have sandy blonde hair and hazel eyes. My features are sharper than his, my jaw more square, my cheekbones more pronounced. We don’t look too much alike but I never thought much of it. I just assumed I got a lot of recessive genes between him and Mom or that I took after a grandparent instead.
Officer Callahan looks over my paperwork and signs something before handing it to my dad. “There isn’t much to talk to you about since Charlie aced his test. Congratulations.” She smiles at me before walking inside, leaving Dad and me outside to jump with joy. We run to my truck, jumping in and closing the doors before hollering with joy. 
Dad has me drive to the DMV to get my license. We end up sitting in there for an hour before I’m finally called up to get my photo taken. When it’s all done, I walk out with a temporary license and the biggest smile on my face. He even lets me drive home as I babble about how excited I am. 
When we get home, the house looks dark and quiet from the outside, as if Mom and Molly aren’t home. I find it odd but I’m so happy that I couldn’t care less about anything else, right now. I open the front door and jump, dropping my keys on the floor as Mom and Molly throw on the lights and scream, “Surprise!” 
They fall over laughing as I gasp for breath and pick up my keys, glaring at them. I appreciate the sentiment but I hate being surprised like that. Mom rushes over and throws her arms around my shoulders, squeezing me a little too tight. I hug her back. “Mom, you’re choking me. Come on.” 
She steps back and cups my face. “I’m sorry, I’m just proud of you! Our little boy is growing up.” She kisses my forehead before letting me go. She slaps her hands over her mouth and nose, her eyes glistening with unshed tears. Behind her, Molly stands with her hands on her hips and a grin on her face. She looks proud and happy, but like she’s trying to hide it at the same time. When she beams me a full smile and steps forward to hug me, she looks so much like Mom. 
They both have those pretty brown eyes and curly black hair. They also have these adorable dimples in their cheeks when they smile. Molly is a bit paler than Mom but they both have an innocent, natural beauty that makes them look so sweet. It’s part of why Molly got picked on so much growing up. She looks so young and babyish, but she’s got me, and her bullies learned really quick not to mess with my sister. That’s my job. 
Molly is in middle school now and is usually able to handle her own bullies. At twelve years old though, she doesn’t get bullied much anymore. She’s proven herself to be smart and resilient and has a real talent for art. She’s become quite a bit more popular over the years and I don’t have to watch out for her so much anymore.
“Congratulations big brother. Now you can drive all by yourself. I can bug you to take my friends and me places now.” Molly cocks one eyebrow as she grins mischievously. Dad laughs behind us and I ruffle her hair. She squeals and slaps at me with her hands. She absolutely hates when I do that, but it’s so fun. 
“We’ll see about that. Depends on how nice you are, runt.” I throw an arm around her shoulders as she glares at me, patting at her hair frantically to put it back. I laugh at her expression and let her go, dropping my keys into the bowl by the door. 
“We got your favorite for dinner, Charlie. We also have a cake and some of your favorite ice cream,” Mom says as she walks towards the dining room. We all follow her into the dining room and sure enough, there are multiple bags of Arby’s food and a cake that says “Congratulations” in bright red frosting. I grin at Mom and thank her before digging into the bags. 
Mom really went all out to celebrate. She bought several sandwiches, chicken, beef and cheddars, French dip, plus fries, potato cakes, and mozzarella sticks! She covered all the bases and I even get first pick of what I want. Beef and cheddar has always been my favorite and I can’t ever get enough of those mozzarella sticks. 
I tell them how the test went while we eat, stuffing myself sick on Arby’s, cake, and ice cream. We all sit around the table talking about our days for a while before we decide to clean up and go on with our night. Despite my full stomach, I decide to clean my truck a little before bed. I want it nice and clean before I show it off to my friends and girlfriend. 
I spend an hour and a half outside cleaning up my truck. The outside isn’t dirty so I spend my time wiping down the inside, treating the leather seat, the dashboard, wiping down all the windows, and making sure it smells as good as it looks, too. There’s nothing better than a clean truck. 
When I’m finally satisfied, I head inside and go upstairs to shower and do my homework before bed. I shower quickly and get dressed before plopping down at my desk, sighing as I lay my forehead on the stack of books. Despite all the energy I’m buzzing with from today’s excitement, I have none for this. I’m just packing up my school stuff when Mom pokes her head in my room and tells me goodnight. With a heavy sigh, I fall into bed. 
I struggle to sleep so I lay there for a while, unable to drift off. My phone buzzes on my nightstand and I reach for it. It’s a text from my girlfriend, Stacy, reminding me to pick her up in the morning. I promise not to forget and then shoot a text to my best friend, Ethan.
Hey man, I aced it. Sorry I didn’t tell you sooner, been a busy day. You want to take a ride after school tomorrow? 


I drop my phone onto my chest and stare up at the ceiling,  smiling to myself as I think about tomorrow, my first day driving my truck around. I bet every one of my friends is going to be begging to ride in it. I can’t wait. My phone buzzes again. 
Do I want to take a ride after school tomorrow? Seriously? I am your best friend and quite insulted that you would even ask. So you really think I would rather walk home than catch a ride with you? What’s wrong with you? Psh!  


I laugh to myself as I read his response. That’s Ethan for you. Mouthy but honest. 
No need to be an ass. I was just trying to be polite. Geesh. I assumed you had a hot date with your sister, anyway.


I grin to myself as I wait for his reply. Ethan’s little sister is only two years younger, but she loves to hang out with us. She plays video games with Ethan on a regular basis. Unlike my little sister, she isn’t into make-up and girly magazines. She’s more of a tomboy. 
Psh, Keisha isn’t dating. Besides, the only person she wants a hot date with is you, bro. 


He puts a laughing face at the end of the message and I can picture him rolling on the floor, laughing at himself. He thinks it’s absolutely hysterical that Keisha has a crush on me. I enjoy hanging out with her and all but I am not even remotely interested in her as a girlfriend. 
You’re a regular comedian. You should have your own stand-up show. I’m sure there’s someone else out there who’d laugh as hard as you do at your stupid jokes. Oh, wait. Someone already does, YOUR MOM! She’s already your number one fan.


His response is much quicker than I expected. 
Oh, ha ha. Playing the ‘your Mom’ card. Classic. I might just change my mind about riding with you tomorrow, dick. 


I laugh and type back. 
Psh, you won’t change your mind. See you tomorrow, asswipe.


I roll my eyes and shake my head as I plug my phone in and set it on my nightstand before going back to staring at the ceiling. I’m tired and I want to sleep but my excitement, pride in myself, and anxiousness are making it hard to shut off my brain. It takes another hour of lying in bed before I’m finally able to drift off to sleep. Too bad it’s not a peaceful, dreamless sleep. 
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Chapter 3


I toss and turn, falling in and out of sleep, I struggle to get comfortable. After trying several different positions, I finally get comfortable enough to fall into a deep sleep. 

      [image: ]Me and Kelsey are out in the backyard playing hopscotch. There’s chalk on my hands and the number three is backwards. I wrote it and I’m proud of myself for knowing how to count to ten. 

My hands are so tiny. I must be young if I’m proud of counting to ten and writing a three backwards. I don’t remember this.

I stand there admiring my work for a moment before looking around. There’s a jump rope lying on the ground next to me and a ball out in the grass that never got picked up earlier.
It’s my turn to go, so I throw the little rock and it lands on four. I hop from one square to the next until I get there before picking up the rock and hopping back to Kelsey. She cheers for me, clapping and jumping. When I reach her, she gives me a high five and tells me I did a great job, just as my parents come walking out of the house.
My parents, (MY parents?) are dressed nicely and they smile affectionately at me. Mom has long blonde hair and green eyes that are in complete contrast to Dad who has light brown hair, and hides deep brown eyes behind his glasses. 
I leap into Mom’s arms and she showers my face with kisses as I giggle and squirm. Dad steps over and they sandwich me in a hug and tell me they love me. I tell them I love them back and squirm to get down and keep playing.
They set me down and walk away, turning back to wave several times and blow kisses. Once they’re through the door, I go back to playing with Kelsey. 
We play ball and swim in the pool. She chases me around as I laugh uncontrollably. I splash her in the pool and she helps me learn to swim. When we’re done swimming, we sit in the big lounge chairs and eat popsicles.
After my bath, she reads me a book in my bed and I try so hard to keep my eyes open and listen to every word, but it isn’t long before I can no longer hold my eyes open. I drift to sleep to the sound of her voice as she tells me a story about a lost dinosaur.

      [image: ]I wake up in my room and stare up at my solar system model hanging above my head. I throw off my blanket and jump from the bed, running down the hallway. Sprinting to the second door on the right, I throw it open with a smile, but the room is empty. The bed made. They’re not here? 
I turn around and open another door. The bathroom is empty too. I run down the stairs and check the kitchen but that’s also empty. I run into the living room and find Kelsey asleep on the couch. 
Where are Mommy and Daddy?

      [image: ]I’m sitting at the counter while Kelsey makes me lunch. My favorite, macaroni and cheese with dinosaur-shaped chicken nuggets. I color on a piece of paper while I kick the counter. Kelsey tells me to stop kicking, it’s getting on her nerves.
She keeps checking her phone and mumbling to herself. She seems worried but she keeps telling me she’s fine and there’s nothing to worry about. She’s cranky, too. She gets irritated with me for small things but she apologizes for snapping. I know something is wrong, I just don’t know what.
The doorbell rings and I jump down, running to the door. I hope it’s my mom and Dad with a surprise for me. They never leave without saying goodbye to me and they didn’t tell me goodbye this morning. 
I swing the door open and two police officers are there. Kelsey puts her hand on my shoulder and tells me to go to my room for a bit. I mumble ok and head for the stairs, yet I stop and look back several times. They talk in low voices so I can’t hear what’s going on, but Kelsey looks scared and the officers look so serious.  
Kelsey starts to turn to look at me and I run up the rest of the stairs and go to my room, throwing myself into my bed. Something is definitely wrong and I’m starting to get scared. 
Mommy, Daddy, please come home!

      [image: ]Sometime later, a lady in a suit comes into my room as I’m playing with my dinosaurs. She tells me that I have to go with her now and starts to pack up some things for me. I tell her no, I’m not going anywhere, I live here. She says I don’t live here anymore, that I have to live somewhere else. 
I tell her that I want my mom and Dad but she tells me they aren’t here. They’re gone. What does that mean, they’re gone? Where did they go? Why aren’t they coming back? Did I do something wrong? Don’t they love me?
She’s dragging me out of the house and I’m crying, screaming that I don’t want to go. I want my mom and Dad. Where are they? Why am I being taken away? Where are they taking me? I don’t want to go! What’s happening!? 
Please, don’t take me away!

      [image: ]I jolt awake and sit upright in bed, panting and sweating. Staring at the wall across the room, with the poster of the galaxy on it, I focus on my breathing. In and out, in and out. I look down and find my hands fisted in the sheets. Slowly, I open my fingers. Each one stiff and sore from gripping the sheets so hard. How long was I doing that? The dream only felt like a few minutes.
I get up and stretch before shuffling to the bathroom across the hall to go take a shower and wake up before school. I turn the heat up until I can barely stand it. Maybe the heat will burn away the dreams if I stand under it long enough.  
I walk back into my room and rummage through my closet and dresser for things to wear. A pair of jeans, my favorite t-shirt, some socks and of course, tennis shoes.
Sitting on the edge of my bed, I put on my socks and shoes. My foot thuds to the floor as I look up at the galaxy poster on the wall, trying and failing not to think about my dreams. 
An image of the solar system model flashes through my head. Was that mine? I have always loved space, as long as I can remember. Why do I love space, though? Why am I so fascinated with it? No one else in the family is even slightly interested in it. 
I don’t remember having dinosaur toys as a kid either. I recognized that toy though. Maybe I saw it at a friend’s house or something and remembered it. It’s probably a coincidence. I mean, one of my favorite movies is Jurassic Park. That’s another weird difference between my family and me.
I rub my hand through my damp hair as I try to think. I don’t remember ever living in such a fancy house. I think I’d remember if I grew up that privileged, wouldn’t I? Yet, it all seemed so familiar, it felt familiar. I don’t remember it, but I knew what was going to happen just before it did like it was déjà vu or a memory. 
Memory? No, it was definitely a dream. The strangest dream I’ve had in a long time. 
Who were those people? They weren’t my parents, my parents look nothing like them. But I still called them Mom and Dad. I know them. Know them? No, I knew them… 
Who’s Kelsey? I’ve never had a sitter named Kelsey, I don’t even know anyone named Kelsey. Do I? 
Who was I then? I felt like me and I looked like me, but I’m pretty certain those things never happened to me. I’ve lived here as long as I can remember. If I wasn’t dreaming that I was me, then who was I dreaming that I was? 
How do I know these things are real if I’ve never actually experienced them? How did I know what would happen if I hadn’t been through it? Can you have déjà vu of someone else’s life or experiences?
I don’t know that I believe in that past life stuff, but I suppose if anything is possible, then it’s a possibility. It doesn’t seem right though. I sigh and drop my head into my hands. It just doesn’t make sense. I look up and stare into my poster until my eyes blur and lose focus. I get lost in the stars as I try to let it go and not think about it anymore. 
It was just a dream, right? Dreams are weird and they don’t necessarily mean anything. Just brush it off. That’s what I do, I stand up and brush off my clothes as I mentally brush away all thoughts of the dreams. It was just that, a dream and nothing more.
That’s what I tell myself anyway as I pick up my school books from last night and stuff them into my backpack. I unplug my phone and check it. There’s a good morning text from Stacy that I quickly reply to before I shove my phone into my jeans pocket and then stare at the window. 
I walk around my bed and open the blinds of my window. I stand there and stare down at the front yard. It’s a nice enough front yard. Neat lawn, well kept with a big tree on the other side of the driveway. There are a few succulent plants by the porch in a rocky garden but nothing fancy. Our backyard is no different. 
I sigh as my gaze travels around the yard, eventually landing on my truck. I stare at it, trying to clear my head. After a few breaths, I grin to myself as the thought of driving my truck pops into my head. I love driving my truck. I mentally push a wall in front of the many thoughts about my dreams, blocking them back like a dam. I put a smile on my face and turn around, ready to face the day.
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Chapter 4


I grab my backpack and trot downstairs for breakfast. My parents are in the kitchen setting food on the table. I set my bag at the bottom of the stairs and pocket my keys. Taking a deep breath, I put a smile on my face and march into the kitchen. 
“Morning, Mom, Dad.” 
“Good morning, Charlie. Did you sleep well?” Mom comes over to me and kisses my cheek before hugging me tightly. I hug her back and relax all the tension from my body. Call me weird, but a good hug from your mom is like a cure-all. Like when you’re little and kisses healed every booboo. Mom hugs are the best.
“I slept okay. Had some rough dreams but nothing to worry about.”
She looks me over to make sure I’m not lying and I give her a small smile. I’m not lying, not really. I’m not worrying about the dream, so why should I worry her with it? 
I try to make my smile convincing, to make it reach my eyes, but Mom is a therapist and a very good one at that. She can easily read us kids. She can read us even better than Dad who is a psychology professor at a very prestigious college.
That’s how they met, at college where they both studied psychology. It’s part of why we can’t ever lie to them. They know how to read people like open books so we have a total honesty policy in this house. We keep no secrets and we have open communication. I love that. I always know that I can trust them, no matter what. If we aren’t allowed to hide anything from them, they aren’t allowed to hide anything from us.
I turn away from Mom and sit down at the table. Dad is reading on his tablet and Mom sips her coffee as she sits down, watching as I dig in. She tends to wait until the rest of us have gotten our food before she eats. 
“So, Charlie. Are you excited to drive yourself to school for the first time?” 
Mom smiles at me before taking another sip of her coffee. I grin at her as I pile food onto my plate and fill my glass with orange juice. 
“Yeah, I’m excited! It took me forever to finally fall asleep last night because my nerves were on end waiting for the sun to rise.”
Dad chuckles and sets his tablet down on the table next to his plate. He smiles at me and adjusts his glasses. 
“I’m sure your friends will be lining up to ride in it with you.” 
I chuckle. “Yeah, pretty much. Stacy texted me last night to ask if I’d pick her up before school. Ethan is going to ride with me after school and we’re going to hang out with some friends.”
Molly comes bounding down the stairs and slides into the seat next to me. She sticks her tongue out at me as she reaches across the table for juice and food. 
“What are you looking at?” She snaps and gives me a dirty look. She tries to hide it, but her lips are curling at the edges. Brat. 
“Hmm. I don’t know yet, but I’ll let you know when I figure it out.” 
I grin at her and stuff a big bite of eggs into my mouth. Dad laughs and Mom tries to hide her grin as Molly just gawks at me like she can’t believe I just said that. 
“You are so rude.” She sticks her nose up at me as she flicks back her hair and pours herself some juice. I chuckle and keep eating, unaffected by her attitude. 
“So, what will you kids be doing after school? Where will you be going?” Mom smiles at me as she starts to finally make her plate of food. 
“I don’t know yet. Maybe the park, maybe to grab shakes or something. Don’t worry, Mom. I won’t go out of town and I won’t do anything shady. I promise.” 
I give my most honest smile and she looks at me as if I’m the sweetest thing in the world. Dad clears his throat and puts his arm around the back of her chair. 
“Just be safe, son. We trust you to be safe, but we can’t help worrying when you kids are away from us.” 
I nod and swallow the food in my mouth. “Of course, Dad.” I finish eating in a bit of a hurry. I have to leave in enough time to get Stacy and still make it to school before class starts. I put my dishes away and hug my parents goodbye, kissing Mom’s cheek. I ruffle Molly’s hair on my way past and she screams in her throat, her mouth full of food, leaving her unable to yell at me. 
Snatching my bag off the floor, I close the door behind me as I walk across the yard to my truck. I slide in, tossing my bag across the seat and starting it. I can’t help but laugh to myself, excited to finally be able to drive it on my own whenever and wherever I want. 
Driving the five minutes across town to Stacy’s house, I pull in the drive and park, grabbing my phone to text her. Before I even manage to open her messages, she’s bounding down the front steps and opening the passenger door. 
She smiles brightly, her red hair swinging behind her in a ponytail. Hopping up into the truck, she squeals in excitement and slides across the seat, throwing her arms around my shoulders. I chuckle and hug her back. 
“Put your seatbelt on so we can get going. I don’t want to be late.” 
She giggles and slides back to her side, grabbing her seatbelt and pulling it across her. “Look at you, Mr. Responsible. It’s kind of hot.” 
I roll my eyes and put the truck in reverse. She stares at me, watching me as I back the truck out and then start heading toward school. I glance at her now and then but her eyes don’t leave me. It’s almost creepy. Just before I can ask why she’s staring, she speaks. 
“You look super cute driving your truck. All grown up. You’re like a sexy man now.” She falls over laughing at herself. 
I scoff and keep driving. “Whatever.” I smile and shake my head. She’s so weird sometimes but her laugh is one of the first things that drew me to her. I love seeing her happy, so I won’t complain. 
“I’m just teasing, Charlie. I’m so happy for you!” 
She reaches over and squeezes my arm, giving it a little shake as she giggles. I laugh at her and keep driving. It’s quiet for a moment as she stares out of the window, watching the world pass by. It isn’t a long drive from her house to the school, about ten minutes in this traffic. The only problem is, I’m not the only kid driving to school so the roads are a little clogged.
“So, are we doing anything together after school?” 
She spins her head around and grins at me. I smile back at her and run a hand through my hair as I wait for the stoplight to change. 
“Yeah, if you want to. I already told Ethan he could ride with me after school. I figured we’d do what we normally do and meet up with a bunch of friends and get shakes or hit the park. Nothing fancy or anything.” 
She nods her head and grabs for my hand. “I don’t need anything fancy. Just you.” 
I squeeze her hand before letting it go. The light turns green and I get moving. I want to believe Stacy when she says sweet things like that, but I’ve seen the inside of her house and I’ve met her friends. Her family is basically rich and all her girl friends are wealthy and snobby too. Why she’s actually dating a nerdy kid like me is a mystery but when I started talking to her, she replied to me, and to my surprise, when I asked her out, she said yes. 
I didn’t expect it at all, to be honest, but she said she loved my sense of humor and my cute smile. We’ve only been together for two months but it’s been going pretty well so far. I don’t know if I’d say that there’s a wedding in the future or anything, it’s really early, but I definitely like her. 
She’s a cheerleader, so of course, she’s pretty and fit. She’s usually quite busy, but she’s always happy and always tries to make time for me. I’m not athletic in any sense of the word. I look like I could be. Long legs, strong arms but I’m literally just built to look it. The only thing remotely athletic that I can do is run or lift weights. Playing sports is so not my thing. I’m quite a klutz when it comes to sports. 
Doesn’t mean that I don’t like watching sports though. I go to football games and cheer on our team. I have to keep an eye out for Stacy too because she tends to wave at me randomly throughout the game. When she asks, I always tell her that I watched her more than the game, even if it’s not true. She’s adorable, but most of the game she’s just standing still so the game is definitely more fun to watch. 
“I have practice after school tomorrow so I won’t be able to do anything then. My Dad is picking me up since I have a hair appointment scheduled right after. Will you still pick me up for school though?” 
She bats her eyes at me and smiles. I chuckle at her and nod my head. “Yes, I’ll pick you up. Don’t worry.” 
When we finally pull into the school parking lot, it takes me a minute to find my spot. There are a lot of cars and the paint on the ground is faded, making it difficult to read them. When I finally park, I sigh in relief. I made it without any accidents or scratches and I’m on time. 
My hands are barely off the wheel when Stacy scoots over as close as she can get and grabs my cheek in her hand, turning me to face her. Before I realize what’s happening, she kisses me. At first, I’m surprised and my eyes fly open but she grabs my face in both her hands and kisses me softly. I relax, kissing her back before she pulls away. She doesn’t let go of my face though. 
“Thank you for the ride. I really am so proud of you. My handsome boyfriend.” She smiles brightly at me and rubs her nose against mine before giggling and sliding back across the seat to get out of the truck. I roll my eyes and grab my backpack, jumping out of the truck and locking it behind me. 
I walk around the truck to Stacy and grab her hand as we walk toward the building together. I’m so anxious to get this day going. I stuff my keys into my jeans pocket but I don't let go. I hold on to them all the way into the building. I’m so proud of myself and so excited to show everyone. 
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Chapter 5


Following the river of students into the building and through the commons area, we walk to the other end of it and find our little group of mutual friends sitting around a table talking. When I walk up to the table, Ethan jumps up and high fives me, laughing. 
“Yeah, man! Let me see your keys. I’m so jealous. My birthday isn’t for another six months!” 
I laugh and pull my keys out of my pocket, dangling them in front of his face. He snatches them away and looks them over. Stacy’s best friend, Monica, gets up and steps over to her. They start talking in hushed tones, whispering and giggling together. Looking over to them, I smile as they break out into full-blown snickers. Shaking my head, I  turn back to Ethan. 
“Man, you’re so lucky your birthday is at the beginning of the year! You’re the first of us to start driving and you already have your own vehicle. My parents aren’t buying me one. I gotta work for it myself.” 
He makes a ‘psh’ sound and hands back my keys. I laugh and pat his shoulder. “I didn’t exactly get handed that truck, remember? Dad made me do tons of extra chores to ‘pay’ for my truck and then I had to rebuild it myself. It’s not like I got handed a brand new car right off the lot.” 
He narrows his eyes at me and then shrugs. “You’re right. I’m not that jealous. Just a micro amount. Nothing even worth mentioning really.” 
I laugh and bump his shoulder. “Right. Let’s go with that.”
It isn’t long before more of our friends are gathered around talking and asking for pictures of my truck. Everyone wants to know how the test was and what they need to practice to prepare. All of them are super excited to check it out later.
When the five-minute bell rings for class, I walk Stacy to her class down the hall from mine and then head to my class. I worry that the school day will just drag on but it doesn’t. Each class passes quickly and it feels as if I’m not even in the class for more than ten minutes when the next bell is ringing. 
After several classes, I bump into Stacy and other friends. Every time I see Stacy, she skips up to me, smiling so brightly. She spends the whole day bragging about me and how smart I am. She’s so supportive of me and her enthusiasm is adorable. Always holding onto my arm or my hand as we walk through halls together to our next classes. 
The whole day goes by in a sort of daze as all I really feel is pride and success. I hear my lectures, I take notes, and get to work on my homework but my brain isn’t really here. I’m lost in my happy emotions, just waiting for the day to finally come to an end. 
When the last bell rings, I rush downstairs to the commons area where I’m to meet up with everyone. Ethan and I are the first to arrive and we high five as we talk and wait around for the others. I see Stacy and Monica walking together, their heads leaned toward each other, arms linked and deep in conversation. 
When they reach us, Stacy hugs me and then stands with her arm linked through mine as we wait for the rest of our friends. Chad makes it down next. He’s the head of the junior varsity basketball team. He’s super athletic and a total girl magnet, so why does he hang out with nerds like Ethan and me? Well, it turns out, he’s also a total genius and he loves talking about computers and science with us. 
Finally, Jesse and Nick make it downstairs and we all file out into the parking lot together. Chad’s car is a few rows down from mine, so we split up, Monica, Jesse, and Nick riding with him. My bench seat can only hold a max of three people so that leaves Ethan and Stacy with me. 
We climb into the truck, Stacy squeezing into the middle between Ethan and me. She’s so thin though, it doesn’t even bother her. Ethan immediately starts to fiddle with the radio as I get the truck started and try to leave. The parking lot is so full of kids trying to get out that there’s a line of cars filing all the way through the lot. We end up having to sit and wait a minute before we’re able to get out. 
Once we’re out and onto the road, I head for the nearby Sonic and grab happy hour shakes, because why not? Then we head across town to the old park where we’re meeting the others. Stacy has to hold my shake for me since there aren’t any cup holders in this older truck. Luckily, she’s sweet enough that she holds the straw to my lips now and then so I can sip on it while I drive. 
When we arrive at the park, Chad and the others are already parked and waiting for us, everyone leaning on his car in one way or another. Monica is wrapped up in Jesse’s arms and they’re kissing like no one is around. Gross. We hop out and I walk around to stand with everyone else. 
“It’s nice, man. What year is it?” Chad starts walking around the truck, looking it up and down, inside and out. I follow him as we talk, Nick on my heels.
“It’s a seventy-nine K20 Scottsdale Chevy. I had to rebuild a lot of the engine to get it running.”
Chad stops and opens the driver’s door, jumping in and looking around for something, his eyebrows furrowed. “Aha!” He claps his hands before pulling a lever, popping the hood. He grins at me and jumps out of the truck, walking around and opening the hood, whistling. “Damn. Looks like you replaced the engine, not just rebuilt it!” 
I laugh and step up beside him, smiling at my handiwork. “Yeah, we put a remastered three-fifty in it, had to replace the entire driveline, clutch, and ball joints. Replaced the tires, too, they were worn completely out but the rest of it was still working.” 
Nick pops his gum as he nods and grins at me. Chad stands up on his toes to get a better look at some of it. His eyes dart back and forth as he looks over everything. He nods his head and then grins at me before closing the hood. “It looks great, man.” 
“Thanks”. Placing a kiss on the top of Stacy's head and wrapping my arm around her waist, she leans into me and follows me round to the back of the truck. Pulling down the tailgate, I lift her up onto it and jump up beside her. Chad continues to eye the truck, looking down the side of it. 
“Did you repaint it or was this the original color?”
“Yes and no. It was originally blue but the color was awfully faded and patchy after all the years of wear and tear. I repainted it a shade of blue that I liked.” 
He nods and scratches his head. “Where’d you get it?” 
I scoff, “Craigslist, of course. Where else do people find such old cars for such good deals.” I laugh and sip on my shake. He chuckles too and steps over to the trunk of his car, leaning against it. 
“It’s nice, man.” 
I nod and keep drinking my shake. We all hear someone howling from the park and I look up to see Ethan swinging around on the equipment, hollering at the top of his lungs like a child. I start to grin and chuckle when I see Jesse go running across the grass to join him. I fall over laughing as Monica shakes her head. It shouldn’t be so funny to me that the one thing that gets him away from her lips is childish play, but it is. I’m not the only one who thinks so because Chad and Stacy laugh too. 
Monica scoffs, “He is so confusing. One minute he’s acting all grown up and being my boyfriend, the next he’s screeching like a banshee and playing like a five-year-old. Like, seriously!?” She throws her hands out in question and rolls her eyes at the sight of Jesse sprinting across the grass like a crazed two-year-old. Huffing, she juts out her hip.
I laugh and set my shake beside me on the tailgate. “What you really need to realize is that Jesse is not as mature as you like to think. He’s still a kid, Monica. We’re all still kids. Just learn to enjoy yourself once in a while. Stop being so uptight.” 
I wink at Stacy and jump off the tailgate, running to join in on the fun. Chad follows behind me, hollering as he tries to catch up. I run straight for the monkey bars, grabbing on and swinging. I just manage to grab the next bar when Chad throws himself into me, latching on like a baby monkey. 
“Come on, Charlie! Use them muscles!” He yells at me as he wiggles, trying to hold onto me and tickling me at the same time. My hands slip and we fall to the ground, my butt landing right in his stomach. He gasps for air and I roll onto my knees while Ethan and Jesse laugh and point. Nick leans against the car, arms crossed as he laughs at us.
Chad hugs his middle as he curls up on his side in the wood chips. “You ass. You knocked the wind out of me. Why would you let go?” 
I chuff and stand up, brushing my clothes free of wood chips. “You were tickling me! Plus, you were too heavy, I couldn’t hold on. It wasn’t on purpose.”  
I reach a hand out to help him up off the ground, he glares at me but accepts the help. He brushes himself off and I step up onto the equipment to join Ethan and Jesse. 
“I could’ve made it across no problem if you hadn’t latched onto me.” 
Chad scoffs as he walks up the little steps to join us. “Yeah, whatever. Liar. You’d fall halfway through.” 
He starts a challenge that has all of us guys competing against each other to see who can manage to do what. It starts with the monkey bars, simply making it across, but then it elevates to pull-ups, climbing the gazebo, who can jump the farthest from a swing, so on and so forth. We even manage to get quiet, grumpy Nick to join in.
It’s all just friendly competition between guys. The whole thing has Stacy and Monica rolling their eyes and groaning at every new thing we come up with. They think we’re ridiculous but we’re having fun, so who cares. 
We stay out at the park until the sun starts to go down around six pm. I drop Ethan off at his house and then take Stacy home. She lays her head on my shoulder the entire ride to Ethan’s house. When we pull into her drive, she scoots back over to me and slides her arms around my shoulders. 
“Thank you, baby, for everything. I had fun today.” 
I laugh. “Did you? It looked more like you were having second thoughts about our relationship.” 
She boops my nose with her finger. “I find it kind of cute when you act childish. In the right circumstances, that is. I like being your girlfriend.” 
I scoff a little bit. “Even if your friends don’t agree?” 
She pulls back and looks at me with confused eyes. “What do you mean?” 
I grin and shake my head. “I mean, it’s pretty clear that some of your cheerleader friends don’t think you should be dating me. I’m pretty sure I overheard Monica try to convince you to date Chad instead because he’s a jock and that’s what cheerleaders should date. Not that I care, I just find it funny.” 
She swings her hand in the air to dismiss my comment. “Psh, like I’m going to take Monica’s love advice. She’s dating a guy who has the mind of a five-year-old and the curiosity of a sixteen-year-old boy. He’s either annoying her or sucking her face off. He’s an even worse choice than you are.” 
I lean back, giving her a look of surprise. “Oh, so I’m a bad choice? I thought I was cute? Make up your mind, woman.” 
She pushes my shoulder and tells me to shut up before kissing my cheek and jumping out of the truck. She waves at me before closing the front door behind her and I head home. 
Making it home just in time for dinner, I eat two helpings of spaghetti before heading upstairs to finish my homework. It only takes me half an hour to get all my work done, so I take a long, hot shower and head off to bed. I lay down and smile as I think about the day. I don’t think I could be happier than I am right now. My life is great. I sigh with contentment, closing my eyes. I’m exhausted and drift off quickly with a smile on my face. 
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Chapter 6


The beeping of my alarm scares me awake. I jump up, gasping for breath and looking around. When I realize it’s just my alarm, I reach over and turn it off. Sighing, I rub my face before running my hands through my hair and falling back into the bed. 
I had the same nightmare I had the other night. The strange dreams of a young boy who looks like me but can’t possibly be me. I stare at the ceiling, trying to relax and get my head wrapped around the dreams. I have no more answers to my questions than I did the other day when I woke from the same dreams, so I do the same things I did before. 
I get up and get ready for the day like always. The same thought goes through my head. It’s nothing but a dream, it means nothing. Once I’m dressed and ready, I head down to have breakfast. Mom and Dad are already sitting at the table, with food piled in the middle, ready and waiting for us. I drop my bag by the door and sit down. Dad smiles at me and then looks towards the staircase where the sound of footsteps comes from.
“Good morning, Molly. Come have breakfast. We made chocolate chip pancakes, your favorite!” Dad calls as Molly bounds down the stairs in a pink skirt and ruffly white shirt. Her hair is a tangled, curly black mess around her head. 
She smiles from ear to ear as she kisses Dad on the cheek and jumps into a chair. I reach across the table and grab three chocolate chip pancakes, two large scoops of scrambled eggs, and pour myself a large glass of orange juice. I pour syrup over my pancakes as Molly openly gapes at me. 
“What? I’m hungry.” I shrug a shoulder at her. 
She scoffs and her eyes bounce back and forth between my plate and my face. “You’re hungry? You could feed three people with the amount of food you just shoveled onto your plate. Pig.”
I stick my tongue out at her before sticking a big bite of pancake in my mouth, making a loud “mmmmm” sound as I chew. She rolls her eyes at me and I grin to myself. She knows she loves me. Dad chuckles and continues to read something on his tablet.
We eat in silence for a few minutes before the silence is broken. The house phone rings and Dad jumps up to grab it, setting his tablet on the table. Mom sips her coffee and smiles at us kids like it’s Christmas morning and we’re opening our presents. 
“Hello.… Oh, officer Mooney, how are you?… Oh, really?” Mom turns around to look at Dad, her expression worried. He gives her a wide-eyed look that I don’t understand and she gets up, stepping up beside him to listen in on the conversation. 
I glance over at Molly who shrugs at me and continues eating like nothing is happening. I keep eating, but at a much slower pace. For some reason, I have a feeling that that phone call has to do with me somehow, I just don’t know how. I’m a good kid and never get into trouble. 
I listen as best I can without being obvious, trying to figure out what it is that they’re talking about. I can’t hear the other side of the call, but I hear Dad say one or two-word responses. “I understand. … Of course… Yes…. Not yet….” Nothing makes sense to me and I can’t figure out what they’re discussing based on his responses. 
I’m about halfway through my food when they finally hang up the phone and slowly sit back down. Dad pushes his food around and Mom stares at her coffee mug as if it’s going to burst into flames. 
“What was that about? Who’s officer Mooney?” My gaze flickers back and forth between them, my eyebrows drawn in concern and confusion.
They look at each other for a long moment and then turn to me. Mom goes back to staring into her coffee. My eyebrows draw closer together in suspicion as I look at her. That coffee’s not going to tell her the future. Dad gives me a guarded expression and speaks slowly. 
“Officer Mooney is an old friend. It’s nothing to concern yourself about, Charlie.” 
He looks down at his plate as Molly jumps up, putting her dishes away. I take a sip of my orange juice and glance back and forth between them both. They never hide things from us, not ever and they definitely never act this shady. Something is up and I’m going to find out what, sooner or later.
I stand up, following Molly’s example. “I have to get to school. Thanks for breakfast, Mom. It was delicious.” 
I push my chair in and dump the rest of my breakfast in the trash before putting my dishes in the dishwasher and grabbing my bag from the bottom of the stairs. 
“I love you, honey. Have a good day at school.” 
I glance back at the door to see Mom waving, them both wearing the same awkward smile on their faces. I give them a small smile and wave back before marching outside to my truck. I shake my head as I go, trying to brush off the confusion and worry I’m starting to feel in my gut. My phone chimes and I fish it out of my pocket. 
Don’t forget to pick me up, handsome. I’ll be waiting!


I almost forgot that I’m supposed to pick up Stacy. I type back a quick reply and jump in the truck. As I drive to Stacy’s fancy neighborhood, I let my mind wander about what my parents heard from that officer. I wonder if I could figure
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