
[image: image]


Table of Contents

Title Page

Connections In Crimson

CONNECTIONS | IN | CRIMSON

Chapter 1 Cats and Companions

Chapter 2 | Caroline’s Tale

Chapter 3 | Running & Relationships

Chapter 4 | Fun and Rules

Chapter 5 | Shifts, Snacks & Slivers

Chapter 6 | Food, Flicks & The Bandersnatch.

Chapter 7 | Adventurers & Adversaries

Chapter 8 | Cat Concerns & Bad Boys

Chapter 9 | Dogs, Dating & Damsels

Chapter 10 | Knives and Knots

Chapter 11 | Challenges & Chocolate

Chapter 12 | Vittles & Snipes

Chapter 13 | Boys & Beards

Chapter 14 | Sam Seekers

Chapter 15 | Monsters & Mammoths

Chapter 16 | Family & Fireworks

Chapter 17 | Discoveries in Darkness

Chapter 18 | Caroline’s End

Chapter 19 | Losses & Letters

Epilogue

Sign up for Alex G Zarate's Mailing List

Other books written by Alex G Zarate:

Urban Fantasy/Supernatural Suspense:

Linked

Ripples of Mind

Echoes of Innocence

Connections In Crimson 

Reflections In Darkness

Tremors In Time

Science Fiction:

Drake’s Orb

Non-Fiction:

Zarate Zen – Captured Images From My Life To Yours

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

CONNECTIONS

IN

CRIMSON


[image: ]


––––––––
[image: ]


by

Alex G Zarate

This is a work of fiction. All characters and events portrayed in this book are fictitious, and any resemblance to real people or events is purely coincidental.

Connections in Crimson

Copyright © 2014, 2021 by Alex G Zarate

All rights reserved, including the right to reproduce this book, or portions thereof, in any form.

Editing assistance provided by:

Steve Bell, Samni Bell and Gabrielle Gerbus

Cover art by Miblart. Book illustrations by Alex G Zarate

This book is dedicated to someone who has seen my struggles up close and personal. No matter how often I lose my way, she never wavers from her belief in me and never doubts I will overcome every obstacle that crosses my path.  

Thank you, Rose.

[image: image]
May we all find someone who shines as brightly in our lives.
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The world of a cat is unlike any other. What is seen through their eyes cannot be understood by anyone besides another cat. Their world is filled with secrets and adventures that are always present and forever changing. To look at the world as a cat is to look through the veil of reality. 
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Chapter 1
Cats and Companions
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“Our perfect companions never have fewer than four feet.” - Sidonie Gabrielle Colette 
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The world of a cat is unlike any other. What is seen through their eyes can never be understood by anyone besides another cat. Their world is full of mysteries and adventures that are ever present and forever changing. To look at the world as a cat is to look through the veil of reality. From their perspective, secrets and deceptions are myths. Cats can see through them as easily as looking through a clear, still pond. The lives of cats extend beyond that of a pet, companion or friend. Those foolish enough to seek out such an impossible quest as understanding what a cat sees will inevitably fail. 

That is, unless you have been chosen.

Tommy was chosen when he was seven years old. Since then, both he and his cat Snowy have been linked for more than six years. Their bond continues growing more potent, and their abilities have given them adventures that few could ever understand. Their connection has also opened windows into the world that neither would have found on their own.

Both Tommy and Snowy can see the remnants of thoughts and memories everywhere they go. In every corner of every room, memories linger like dust. In every person and animal, thoughts are visible to them. Together, they have found joy, discovered dark secrets, and managed to overcome living nightmares.

When Tommy first connected with Snowy, a killer sought to possess them both, hurting or killing those who crossed his path. One of the gifts that Snowy and Tommy share is the ability to travel through projected memories. This enabled them to help their friends and evade the killer at first. He captured them when they tried to rescue Tommy’s mother. Both survived the encounter, yet mental scars of that day remain.

Years later, a man at school kidnapped a teenage boy, leaving him to die in a locked basement. With his friends’ help, Tommy and Snowy led the authorities to the man responsible, saving lives and forming new friendships that have become stronger.

Just over a year ago, Tommy’s elderly neighbor and dear friend, Mrs. Bixby, was killed. His relationship with Snowy was strained because of the tragedy. Tommy was too angry about the loss, while Snowy wanted to help someone involved. It took time to restore their trust and belief in one another.

Tommy is now fourteen years old and eager to grow up. Especially now that he’s found a special girl. A girl unlike anyone he has ever known.

Caroline.

This young woman is full of life and excited to live every day to its fullest. She is fearless in Tommy’s eyes. No matter what they do at school, she challenges him to a contest. Running track and playing games are excuses to see who is better or faster or smarter.

Caroline often wins.

The only thing that is hard for Tommy as he tries to be close to her is her need for secrecy. Caroline doesn’t let Tommy visit her at home. Instead, she insists on only meeting him outside school, at his house, or at the park. Tommy thinks that it must have something to do with her being adopted. He worries that maybe she is ashamed of having parents who are not related by blood.  

Tommy sees nothing wrong with having parents who are not blood relatives. He knows that having parents who love you is all that matters, and a blood relation only means that your bonds started at birth. Tommy’s father died when Tommy was just five years old, and for the longest time, Tommy struggled to remember him. Memories of Tommy’s father would’ve been lost completely if Tommy hadn’t discovered his father’s good luck charm. The charm is an arrowhead that he carried with him throughout his life.  

When Tommy found it, he discovered something amazing. Holding it allowed him to see his father at different points throughout his life. Since connecting with Snowy, Tommy has been able to watch his father grow up at his side.

Tommy watched his father and mother meet and fall in love. This is what keeps him hopeful as he joins Caroline after school. Despite the distance she keeps between them, he knows that someday they will be together just like his parents.

Snowy’s past, on the other hand, is darker, and he prefers not to think about it.

His mother and her owner were killed by a violent man.

The man responsible escaped, making Snowy even more dedicated to keeping others safe. The rules given to him by his mother were clear when he was a kitten, and he has since shared them with Tommy. So long as they remain true to the rules, he is honoring his mother and following the path he knows is right; the path that will keep Tommy safe. Together, they can save others, and Snowy knows their connection is their life.
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Tommy is too excited to sleep. He’s been tossing and turning for more than an hour, doing his best not to think about tomorrow. His mother agreed to allow him a sleepover before he goes off on the neighborhood camping trip. The sleepover is just one day away, and all of his friends will be here, at his house.

Caroline will be here.

The thought sends a whirlwind of images through his mind that makes him think about how old he is getting and how old his parents were when they met. Tommy thinks about what life would be like if he and Caroline were married. It might be years before such a thing happens, but everything begins somewhere.

Tomorrow could be the beginning.

He thinks of the challenge Matt came up with, so they could decide what movies to watch. When he told Matt about how he and Caroline like running track at school, he needed to reveal the truth. Both Tommy and Caroline constantly compete, despite always running at the same time. Tommy knows it will likely be a tie again unless Caroline can’t get past the obstacles Matt puts in the way. Tommy wonders if Matt will make it too hard for either of them to win. Regardless of who wins or what happens, Tommy still finds himself looking forward to tomorrow night. He and Caroline will be sitting downstairs watching one movie after another, side by side.

Maybe hand in hand, he thinks as his heart begins to race.

Caroline hasn’t let him hold her hand in all the time they’ve known each other, and she’s never even let him get close enough to try to kiss. Tommy wonders what the first kiss would be like. It seems strange that he’s never been able to talk her into going over to her house to meet her parents. He knows that they’re nice because everyone says so. He knows even Matt got to visit once with his girlfriend, Irma.

But not me.

Tommy frowns as he pulls the light blanket over his shoulder, feeling the warm July air blowing through his room. He wonders for the hundredth time if he is the only one who has feelings that are both confusing and exciting. If Caroline feels the same, then she does an excellent job of hiding them. Unlike most people, Tommy has trouble telling what Caroline is thinking, and he doesn’t know why. It could be because she’s so reserved about opening up, or it could be because she was an orphan. Tommy knows from his own life that losing a parent can make you shut down emotionally. When his father died, Tommy couldn’t believe it. He thought that his father had been taken away from him or just ran away... until the funeral.  

When his mother cried at the funeral, he knew it was real, and the emotions that struck him were beyond any he could have imagined. As a result, he shut down in his mind and heart, becoming quiet and ignoring everyone in his life. After a few years, going through the motions was just a part of what he did to avoid opening up to someone else. Even his mother worried about him as she navigated single parenthood. Tommy remained quiet and reserved for several years. In fact, from the time his father died to after his seventh birthday, Tommy hadn’t smiled like a child his age or managed to open up about anything like he did before the loss.

That all changed when he met Snowy.

Their bond made him see the world just as his father had always described it: Exciting, adventurous, wonderful, and sometimes painful. Tommy had seen how other people suffer and find joy. He realized he was having trouble finding joy before Caroline came into his life. Caroline, who was always running around school, who bragged about gymnastics, and who didn’t care that Tommy always liked to run through the neighborhood with his cat. She even had a cat of her own.

She said her cat’s name is Bessie; he remembers.

Tommy wonders what Bessie looks like. Caroline described her to him once, and try as he might, he couldn’t see the image from her mind.

Maybe after tomorrow, I’ll get to visit her house and meet her cat, he thinks, his eyes drooping as he looks at the walls of his bedroom. Maybe I can introduce Snowy to her cat, and we can sit in her front yard while they play. Maybe we can hold hands. Maybe...

Tommy slips away, feeling comfort as he imagines what a beautiful life he will have with Caroline.
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Bessie watches the moon rise as she creeps from rooftop to rooftop. She thinks briefly about how she found Snowy and how it was even better to know that they have companions with whom to share their gifts. After escaping from a watery grave, it was uncertain that any of them would long survive in this frightening world. 

She stops on the roof across the street from Tommy’s home. A familiar panic rises within her, reminding her of her and Snowy’s beginnings. The horror of that day was a long time ago, but it may as well have happened yesterday. Bessie watches it all happen again, and she digs her claws into the roof as the memory takes shape around her.

Bessie remembers how the darkness shook. She huddled in terror with her siblings, knowing that something horrible was outside the closet door. The monster’s voice boomed, and the walls trembled. It seemed that the world was coming to an end, and each kitten felt death coming for them. When the rumbling ended, they felt a glimmer of hope, but that, too, was lost when they emerged.

Their mother called, and when they surrounded her broken body, her eyes began to glow. Each kitten stood obediently as their mother passed along a gift that she had been keeping safe. A gift they could pass along when the time was right. This gift allowed them to see beyond the four walls they had been born to. They would be able to see truth in the world around them and travel beyond the path of ordinary cats.

They were all required to seek a companion. The rules would be passed along, and with someone to share their lives, they would be free. Knowledge from their mother was passed along as well, making each kitten an extension of her own life.  

They each became a legacy of responsibility and purpose.

Before learning what to do with this newfound power, the monster returned, ending their mother’s life and trapping them in a knotted blanket before escape was possible. The monster carried the sack downstairs, where their mother’s companion, the monster’s wife, lay motionless at the foot of the stairs.  

Their fear was beyond any that they could have imagined as they struggled to remain calm and concentrate on escape. Thoughts from the monster were dark and horrible, but as they were taken away, the kittens reached out, following one thought after another out into the world like ripples in a pond. Each found somewhere to escape. Before they could escape, the man tossed a pair of heavy rocks into the makeshift sack and flung them through the air. For a moment, they expected to strike the ground, but what followed was worse.

The sack struck down and didn’t stop. They were suddenly immersed in water, and the sack could not hold the precious air they had for more than a few seconds. Bessie and her litter reached out to one another and concentrated desperately. As the last of the air fled from the bag, a portal opened for them at the bottom of the river, and the kittens escaped. Bessie felt them all go towards their own companions and hoped above all else that she would someday be reunited with her family.

The dark memory fades, and Bessie moves on to another rooftop, leaving behind the home of her found sibling, and continuing the patrol she had been making for the last week.

The moon rises above the rooftops in the quiet neighborhood, and Bessie moves through the shadows with stealth, grace, and determination.

Bessie received her name because of her orange and black fur, which filled little Caroline’s head with images of a small fuzzy cow. Caroline’s parents died when she was a toddler. Bessie, then a kitten, chose her as a companion shortly before. But when tragedy struck, everything changed.

Caroline was taken away, and Bessie was locked in a cage. The trauma of the confinement was too much to bear. Before long, she vanished from her cage in the middle of the night, leaving workers at the shelter confused. Bessie didn’t know where Caroline had been taken. No matter how hard she concentrated on her small companion, she found nothing but darkness.  

The loss of her parents made Caroline close her mind and heart, leaving Bessie searching in vain for her companion. When Bessie finally found her, Caroline was no longer a toddler. She was a young girl in an orphanage, and Bessie swore never to be far from her again.

Without a family, Caroline began to struggle in the foster care system. She had nightmares that Bessie could see as she slept. The terrible intensity of Caroline’s fear prompted sleepless nights. Bessie remained with her even while in the group home, appearing to her when she was alone and comforting her when she could. Foster parents came and went as Caroline took the nightmares as a sign of impending doom, running away each time they occurred. As the years passed, the dreams were quelled, and Bessie felt relief in their new home and Caroline’s new foster parents.

Soon after, Bessie found Snowy, another cat from her litter, and felt more joy than she had in years.

As she crosses the rooftops at the end of town, Bessie feels a wave of terror take hold of her as she senses a faraway cry of alarm. Bessie immediately produces thought images of Caroline and peers into them intently, seeing Caroline moan softly in her sleep. A sense of dread comes over Bessie. She concentrates on the image of her companion, which flashes brightly before her, becoming a portal that she quickly enters. The next moment, Bessie is at the windowsill, feeling the cool night air blowing into the bedroom. She is about to leap forward to try to wake Caroline when the nightmare ends, and Caroline wakes with a scream of terror. Bessie knows she is too late.
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Chapter 2
Caroline’s Tale
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“Of all the things you choose in life, you don’t get to choose what your nightmares are. You don’t pick them; they pick you.” – John Irving
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Caroline is asleep when she gasps loudly, taking in the night air in one inhalation after another, panic growing somewhere in her subconscious. Her arms tense, and she turns in bed. Images flood her mind of a dark forest and a lake of red fire. She struggles to pull free of the familiar nightmare that used to bring her to tears as a child. As long as Bessie is near, she always manages to keep the worst of it away. The restlessness grows stronger and Caroline struggles to wake herself, knowing something is wrong... terrified that Bessie is not with her. The bedroom curtains wave gently as the night air flows into her room, with a scent of pine and flowers... triggering the memory.

Triggering the dream.

Caroline shifts from one side of the bed to the other, groaning quietly as she tries forcing herself awake. The dream begins taking shape in the darkness of her mind, and she fights it with all her strength, willing her dream to change from the looming nightmare to something. Anything. 

A memory.

With an effort, she feels her mind pull away from the red flames, becoming the entryway to the first place she ran away from. The orphanage. A sense of relief comes over her as her dream clarifies and two figures come into focus.

Ronnie and Tee.

Few other caregivers made her believe they truly cared. Often, staff’s encouragement seemed obligatory and forced. Ronnie and Tee, however, genuinely cared and took the time to listen. Even at times when other caregivers were busy with duties and had no time for her, both were willing to make time. Her favorite conversations were when they played make-believe and talked about future things as if they were in the past. Caroline once pointed out a phone commercial. Even though the commercial claimed it was the best and emphasized the latest wireless technology at your fingertips, both Ronnie and Tee chuckled. When she asked them why they didn’t think it was all that great, Caroline was surprised to hear them say that phones were going to be much better than the one in the commercial.

“Caroline, phones are gonna be able to take great pictures, like professional cameras,” Ronnie said excitedly.

“And they can also record HD videos! Even surf the web!” Tee said.

Caroline responded with a curious look, unsure of what an ‘HD’ video was or how anyone could surf on a spider’s web. Before she could ask any more questions, Tee gave her a silly grin that made her giggle. She asked them about cars and if they would fly through the air, thinking they would keep the game going and say that they will fly through the stars like in Star Wars, but both of them shook their heads, telling her about how cars will run on different kinds of gas.

“Some will just be electric,” Ronnie said, and Caroline shook her head, thinking how heavy and clunky toy cars with batteries were.

“I think it might be better to walk in the future,” Caroline said, trying to imagine how large a car battery would be. Both Ronnie and Tee laughed, making her feel like her time at the group home might not be so bad after all.

Unfortunately, just as Caroline felt herself growing more attached to them, both revealed to her that they had been reassigned, and their time with her would end. Caroline started to believe that they knew what would happen in the future, so she pondered how it was done.

Maybe they have a crystal ball or took a drive in a time machine car like in that movie we saw last week, she thought as she watched them do their final rounds, telling the rest of the staff and the other orphans goodbye.

Caroline waited patiently for their final meeting, gathering up her courage and trying to stay calm. She finally came out and asked them to tell her what would happen in her future. Ronnie looked sad when the question was asked and said nothing. But after a long silence, they led Caroline into the cafeteria to tell her. With the most serious expressions, Ronnie and Tee warned Caroline of a day to come... a dark day that may be her last.

“You just have to believe in a better tomorrow,” Tee tried to tell her after he and Ronnie ended their dark tale. Both were visibly upset at having to tell her such a terrible thing, and unlike their critique of the future cell phones, there was no humor when they separated. Tee stayed with Caroline as Ronnie walked across the cafeteria, looking shaken and almost in tears. Caroline raised an eyebrow, knowing that if what they were warning her about was true, someday there might not be any more tomorrows for her.

“Just have faith,” Tee added. 

Caroline wanted to laugh but knew that doing so would end their time together much sooner.

When you’re gone, there might not be anyone else, Caroline thought, remembering when she did not have someone she could talk to or laugh with. She thought about her fate and did her best to make sense of what Tee meant by ‘faith.’

“Like with God, you mean?” she asked with her head down, certain that if she looked at his eyes, they would sparkle in some way to lighten the mood, and Caroline would not be able to resist giggling.

“I guess you could make the comparison,” he told her, raising her chin and wiping away a tear she hadn’t noticed. “Faith is about believing in something that other people don’t always see. Sometimes you know the right thing to do in your life, and sometimes you have to think about it. Faith means you just know. If you believe in a religion, you put your faith in what it tells you. If you don’t, then you need something else to believe in. It could be knowing the difference between right and wrong, or it could just be faith in yourself. Whatever you choose, choose well.”

Caroline raised her eyebrows once again and saw his gaze look from her eyes to her cheek. This time, she wiped the tear away herself.

This is probably the last time we’re gonna talk, Caroline realized, understanding that he was trying to give her some kind of grown-up wisdom.

“Tee, I just want to be able to grow up and, you know, live and... love and... make a difference and stuff.”

Tee chuckled at her words as if they were funny, and for a moment, Caroline wanted to get mad at him but held on to her temper, almost biting her tongue in the process.

“That’s a noble thought, sweetie. Just remember, you need to have direction. Rules,” he said, and Caroline’s eyebrows lowered as she scowled, rolling her eyes.

“I hate rules,” she said, thinking about how she expected him to give her a better final talk than simply ‘straighten up and fly right,’ like so many other grown-ups.

“I don’t mean other people’s rules,” Tee added. “I mean yours.” Caroline began to rise from her chair. “Find rules that matter to you or make some up. Be ready for the world’s challenges and make it a habit to face each day prepared.” He grinned as she positioned herself on the seat next to him once more, trying to think about everything he said. “Caroline, some people make sure they’re ready for hurricane weather or tornadoes. Some people get ready in case the power goes out. Try to be prepared for the worst, but always have faith that things will turn out all right in the end. Once you do that, you can beat any challenge that comes your way.”

Caroline almost began bawling when Tee turned his head away. His forced grin faltered when he wiped away a tear of his own.

He knows we’re never going to talk again. Caroline’s lower lip began trembling. Being ready for bad things means being ready for goodbyes, she thought and put her arms around Tee, crying.

“I love you, Caroline,” Tee said quietly, keeping his head down.

“I love you too,” she told him, sniffling as she held tight to his sleeve. “I wish you could adopt me.” She felt him grow still at the comment and wondered if he felt the same.

“I know. If things were different, I would raise you as my own and watch you grow up to be a beautiful young woman.” His voice trailed away, and Caroline saw him wipe at his face again.

“But I have a bad day coming,” she told him and felt her heart ache at his nod.

“I’m sorry. I wish I could change it.”

Caroline didn’t understand, but nodded, looking towards Ronnie across the room.

“I wanna talk to Ronnie,” Caroline said at once and pulled away, hearing him say, “Goodbye,” quietly as he continued to hide his glistening eyes. Caroline ended up asking Ronnie to adopt her as well, but in the end, despite her pleading, neither of them do.

The dream changes to the next day, with Caroline, as she sat alone in her room, fearing the bad day that would come and trying to find hope in a future that may end in fire and water. 

“I’ll have faith in better tomorrows,” Caroline said quietly when she left the group home a week later, hoping that her bad day would never come.

A month later, Caroline was with a new foster family and soon became Caroline Winters. She and Bessie found one another just as the bad dreams began, and she learned how special her kitten indeed was. She had been thinking about what Ronnie and Tee had said to her one night. The thought of a day ending with fire in the night frightened her so much, she felt compelled to stay up late, fearing she would take the story of her future into her dreams.

Her attempt at watching television to avoid sleep might have worked. However, she learned that the light alerted her foster parents just as easily as if she kept the sound on, and she returned to bed. Her desire to stay awake grew after the first nightmare. She stifled a scream as she woke the following morning. The dream remained vivid in her memory as she stared around the room, seeing rising flames in every shadow. A few nights later, she discovered reading would do just as well as watching television, but could only do so with light. After a few minutes in the dark, she found a small light that did not alert anyone outside of her room.

Caroline’s foster parents, noticing dark patches under her eyes, started to wonder how late she was actually staying up. Unfortunately for Caroline, with greater use, her light faded, and she struggled to see the pages under the bedsheets. Caroline fought back tears, certain that before long, she would be asleep and the nightmare of her last day would return.

Then one fateful night, Bessie shared a precious gift with her.

Caroline tried to read her favorite book, Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland, using the little pen light her foster dad had given her. Caroline groaned in frustration and wiped at her brimming tears as the battery died.

Bessie came to her just as the light went out. Caroline assumed Bessie’s intent was to try and comfort her, but a moment later, she saw a glow of light coming from her cat. And not just any light, it was filled with color.

She watched the glow surround them both until it finally pulled away in the dark.

“Wow,” Caroline whispered to Bessie. “That was amazing. It was like magic,” she said, smiling. That’s when Caroline looked around to a new world. The room was still the same, but with every passing second, it changed, and Caroline squealed with joy. It was as if the room had been illuminated by a steady glow that came from everywhere at once. The walls of her room looked as if they were reflecting daylight, and when she took her book in hand, the words shone brightly. “Thank you, Bessie,” Caroline whispered, nearly crying as Bessie found a corner of the bed to curl into a comfortable ball.

As the night passed, Caroline mistakenly believed that the gift was simply an ability to see in the dark. The gift did not end so easily. In the days that followed, Caroline discovered how much more had been given to her.

It was two in the morning when Caroline rose from her bed for a drink of water. She thought of the gift Bessie shared as a magical adventure all her own and making the world a new place where she never needed to turn on a light. Caroline almost dropped the glass she was drinking from when a shimmering image of her foster parents walked past her and faded away. She blinked and realized there was more to her gift than she could imagine. She now had to accept glowing images of her foster parents appearing and disappearing.

The next day, Caroline began to see a hazy glow around people. Each light was filled with images. Sometimes the images were of what they were talking about, and sometimes they were images of what they had done days before. The excitement of discovering such a window to the world felt like a secret adventure right before her eyes, and no one else knew.

A real-life looking glass! Caroline thought. She soon found she could make the glowing thought pictures herself by thinking of places at home or school. The glowing images hovered before her like a floating screen made of mist. Caroline watched them with a wide grin, seeing events and memories before her eyes like heat-haze or steam, which didn’t burn. She also discovered that there were some places where things happened that left an imprint of the event. If it was an exciting event, it was stronger, and if it was just a minor one, the remaining images were harder to see.

When they explored together, Caroline watched Bessie as she entered the brightest of glows and vanished. The first time Bessie did this, Caroline was shocked and wondered if Bessie would leave her and never return. A few seconds later, Bessie returned - eager to share her thoughts of where she had gone. Caroline tried to travel through the images on her own but failed each time. Eventually, she decided it had to be something only Cats could do and resigned herself to being able to see but unable to follow Bessie.

It didn’t take long before Bessie began projecting mental pictures to Caroline that seemed to have meaning. Images of importance.

Rules.  

Like those of people around her, the images from Bessie were not words so much as memories being directed at her with effort. Caroline grew excited at the prospect of learning secret rules meant just for her and her amazing cat. The more she learned of the rules, the more her awareness continued to expand. The glow of the world around her became more robust. By this time, it was difficult for Caroline to concentrate on the images because she saw them everywhere. Even during the night, she saw her foster parents walking around.

When Caroline’s foster parents took her to the park for the last time, Caroline ran towards the park’s emptiest area, pretending excitement at playing on her own. As soon as she was able to do so without being seen, she began concentrating on filtering out the world around her. She saw images of children at play who were long gone. Images of a hundred past birthdays throbbed in her head as if she were trapped in a room full of screaming people. That’s when she felt a cool breeze blowing and knew something terrible was happening. Caroline began running, unwilling to stop. She ran until she climbed up the monkey bars, trying to escape from the intensity of the forgotten memory, higher and higher until she neared the top and lost her footing.

As Caroline watched the ground come up to meet her, she felt the cool breeze again, and the sense of falling brought the memory to sharp detail. When she hit the sandy ground, she rose with her nose bleeding. As she took that first painful breath, the memory materialized in front of her. The panic attack that followed lasted only for a few moments as her foster parents quickly rushed to her aid, but by then, Caroline had already decided to run away. Leaving a note was essential to her and telling her foster parents she was just upset about a bad dream had seemed rational at the time, but a day later, she was found outside of town, running down the shoulder of a road leading to the interstate as if she were being chased by ghosts only she could see.

Her return home was not joyful. Her foster parents didn’t understand what it was that they had done wrong or what they could do for her. The following morning, she was caught packing her school bag with food and clothes. Her foster parents realized Caroline had become determined to run away. Left with little choice, Caroline was reluctantly returned to foster care mere months after moving in with the Winters. Caroline tried to maintain her composure, but as she waited in the group home, her abilities continued to grow.

The next time Caroline was in a foster home, it was with a clear understanding of her restless nature, which was now a part of her record. Mr. And Mrs. Mills felt certain all she needed was an outlet for her enthusiasm, so they encouraged her to better herself by introducing her to gymnastics. They took her to special tutors and allowed her to learn everything she could. Caroline watched their delight whenever she mentioned her new cat Bessie and how landing on her feet was her life’s goal. Bessie and Caroline arranged to find one another as soon as she was unpacked and settled with her new foster family. She pretended to have found Bessie and pleaded to keep her, knowing before their agreement that her whining had succeeded.

Their family camping trip a few months later was intended to bring them closer together, but Caroline woke up repeatedly during the night with bad dreams. By three in the morning, she was sitting in the dark by the remains of their campfire. She looked anxiously in every direction as though she were a trapped animal, expecting a pillar of red flame to ignite the surrounding trees with every passing second.

By the next morning, she had run away again.

Her foster parents called the police. After just two days, Caroline managed to make it close to the state line before being discovered. Her return left her frightened and unwilling to sleep for a week. She remained, waiting for the chance to run away at a moment’s notice, taxing her new foster parents and their ability to cope until, at last, Mr. and Mrs. Mills decided Caroline didn’t want to be with them.

The next day, a car arrived with foster care workers. Caroline was in tears as she packed her things and headed to a new foster care facility. Bessie vanished and kept at a distance, waiting for the chance to return to her side as before.

The next time Caroline ran away, she had been at a temporary foster home. Her departure was prompted by yet another dream, a different dream. She understood that part right away. The feeling wasn’t the same, and the fear wasn’t the same. Instead of falling asleep and living out the final moments of her life, Caroline began seeing the dream unfold around her while awake. It only took a week of screaming in the night for her new foster residence to understand how unprepared they were for such a troubled child. Caroline returned to a new group home for the last time. This facility was staffed with counselors, group discussions, and guards. 

When the dreams began again, Caroline felt sure that someday the visions would take their toll, and should they ever become a reality, she would welcome it. Like her beloved Bessie, the dreams would not leave her, and only Bessie could help her push the images away. Every night when the dreams came, Bessie would be there to push other images to keep the terrible dream from overwhelming her. Sometimes Bessie would remain with her until morning, looking more and more drained as the effort to keep her calm took its toll.

Then the day came when Caroline fell in the shower, and everything changed.

Taking baths or showers always made Caroline feel helpless because Bessie couldn’t follow her outside of their room. Bessie also hated water, but for a much different reason. Caroline once asked Bessie why cats always hated water, then regretted the inquiry as she followed the images Bessie showed her, feeling herself growing fearful of water herself. She saw some horrible man violently attack Bessie’s mother before trying to drown Bessie and her family when she was just a kitten, only managing to escape because of their gifts. Caroline’s fear of water didn’t compare to Bessie’s, but she still felt dread as she waited until the end of the day to take her shower. Caroline followed the caregiver as she was given a towel and shampoo. The caregiver also said Caroline would have to take a proper shower. Not change and come back out of the shower room without having cleaned up, which was what Caroline had done in the past.

A few minutes later, Caroline braced herself to take a quick shower when she began to see a dark forest slowly take shape around her. Caroline rushed to put the towel aside and fell, looking around fearfully as the darkness loomed with a crimson glow. As her heart hammered in her chest and a faint smell of flowers struck, she thought about running out of the shower area to accept the punishment for skipping another shower. But suddenly, the door seemed far away as the room became more and more like a dark forest... glowing red.

Caroline decided to shower quickly and managed to put the towel aside before turning her attention to twisting the handle for the water to begin. She reached for the faucet, watching fearfully as the red glow grew brighter, trees forming out of thin air. Caroline shivered in the evening air and lunged at the faucet handle, hoping the sudden spray might hold off her trembling. Suddenly, a miracle happened.

Caroline felt the water spraying hard on her skin, and she gasped at the sudden cold, followed by a stream of warm water that shocked her even more. She sat down under the shower and felt herself begin to cry. Not because the visions overpowered her, but because the only thing she could see before her was the shower room and water. It was as if the shower had washed the images away. Caroline rose to her feet and showered slowly, as if in a daze. She sat under the steady stream of water for almost an hour until the warm water had been used up and she had no choice but to go. When she got to her room, Bessie was waiting for her, and she held her close, giving in to her tears. For the first time in a long time, Caroline felt there may be a chance to avoid the nightmare of trees and red flames.

Each time Caroline returned to foster care, Bessie appeared in her new room, waiting eagerly to share what she had seen out in the world. Caroline always envied the freedom of her companion. She wished they could someday travel together without anything keeping them apart or preventing their escape. Caroline socialized with some of the other foster kids, sometimes telling them about amazing things she and Bessie could do, but after a few words of disbelief and a handful of taunts, she mostly kept to herself. Telling other kids about her gifts proved pointless, and it was easier to spend time with Bessie behind closed doors or read by herself.

The dream tried to come daily for almost a week, but Caroline took more and more showers, drowning out the images and thinking of her next escape. Some foster kids talked about running away, but their plans only included taking some money for bus fare and a change of clothes. One even told her about the importance of having a toothbrush. Another felt nothing was as important as a towel. Caroline listened and smiled in agreement, but knew that to truly run away, she needed more. She had to find a way to make it out into the world for days or weeks... possibly years.

By the time Caroline turned ten, she was in a foster home with Mr. and Mrs. Rains, who promised not to make the same mistakes as her other foster parents. She didn’t have the heart to tell them that there had been no mistakes and that it would be her decision whether to stay or go. Still, her new foster parents didn’t force the issue, going so far as allowing her to come and go from their home as she chose, giving her more freedom than she had ever known. Even though she was getting more sleep, Caroline had gotten used to wearing sunglasses, so it was especially nice when her new foster parents bought her several pairs to try out as she explored.

Caroline would leave some mornings and go explore the neighborhood, expecting to have the police come for her by nightfall. But when she returned, her foster parents would be waiting for her with dinner, interested in learning what exciting places she had discovered. She looked at both of them and concentrated on seeing what they were thinking. In their thoughts, Caroline saw how they had gone for many walks in years past and gotten to know the town, so her safety was not an issue. They simply chose to have faith that she would return. Behind her sunglasses, Caroline’s eyes glistened with tears of joy at having found such a wonderful home.

Before long, she also found herself following their example and started having faith in the possibility of a better tomorrow. Caroline received her very own backpack, specifically made for campers. She kept it stocked with what she would need should she have to run again.

As she had done for her other foster parents, she pretended to have found Bessie as a stray, and soon had her feline companion join her new family. As the days became weeks and the weeks stretched for months, life with Mr. and Mrs. Rains became grand. For two years, she grew more enthusiastic about the possibility that the dream was just a childhood fear that took hold of her until the memory of it began to grow dull.

Bessie would leave most nights, but every morning they would go over their special cat rules, which made Caroline’s parents smile. Both were certain that the rituals of childhood always seemed important until adolescence came along.

One day, Caroline learned that they were moving to a new house, and she was going to attend a new school. Caroline thought about how funny it was that she always wanted to move around but now could do so with a family. Their arrival was pleasant, and Caroline left her parents to go explore in the park.  

That’s when she saw Tommy for the first time.

At first, she stared in disbelief as Tommy looked from one person to another as if each person in view had been talking to him, but Caroline could see no words being exchanged. That’s when she realized she often did the same thing. His eyes squinted as if to shield them from the sun. Behind her sunglasses, she could see the green slits reflecting in the sunlight and knew without a doubt that he had a cat of his own.

She didn’t tell him about their shared connection when she introduced herself. In the months that followed, she became one of his best friends while watching him and seeing how he would maintain control of the glows he experienced. However, Caroline often found such areas too difficult for her, and she wound up staying clear of Tommy. Perhaps she would never tell him or... Maybe I’ll tell him tomorrow. She often thought and kept her secret close, making sure Tommy never came to her house or saw Bessie, since they often had long conversations without words that Tommy would surely see. It was like a game of secrets, and at the right time; she hoped she could share it with Tommy.
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In the dark of her bedroom, the breeze blows once again, and Caroline shivers without feeling the cool air. The dream yet again takes shape with a clarity she hoped was long gone.

The dream begins with a cool, dry breeze. Caroline opens her eyes to see darkness around her. She is outside and can tell this by the sound of the wind through trees. It is a chilly night, and she takes in a breath, looking up to see the faint light of the horizon fading away as the sun departs for the last time in her life.

The air blows yet again, but she doesn’t feel it. Instead, the smell of blood is overpowering, and she looks down to see a young woman she doesn’t recognize helping an older man who is bleeding badly on the ground. Caroline’s hands come up to her mouth, and she exhales quickly, feeling the thick coppery smell fill her nose as the blood replaces all other smells.

Caroline looks around and peers into the dark forest. Her eyes adjust, and the shadows turn into shades of gray that she penetrates without effort. In the distance, she sees a red glow rising from a distant drop-off, possibly a quarter-mile in the distance. She is pondering the distance when something occurs to her. Caroline reaches to her side, instinctively feeling for the straps of her backpack when her eyes begin to water.

“I’m sorry,” she whispers, pulling something familiar from her pocket and putting goggles over her eyes before turning away from the woman and the injured man.

Caroline begins sprinting towards the distant glow.

The dry air blows through the trees, and she feels the crunching leaves beneath every step. Caroline looks up and sees a full moon as the air begins to thicken, making her cough as she runs. She pulls her jacket over her nose and mouth, breathing deeply as she runs faster. She thinks of family and love and wonders if she has had either in this life.

Did I really have a family? Did I find love? The question is frightening to her as she approaches the glowing drop off, knowing her life will end when she sees the source of the glow. If I had a family and someone to love, was it better that I had those things before I died or was it worse? The answer doesn’t come, and she races through the dark woods like someone who has memorized every branch and tree and crevice, moving quickly as if she were running an obstacle course.

Caroline slows only when she begins coughing uncontrollably. She pulls her jacket over her face, taking in gasps of air as an acrid chemical fills her lungs with each breath. After a few more seconds, her efforts give her enough clean air to stop choking, and she manages to hold her breath once again, sprinting to the cliff.

The crimson glow looms along the edge of the drop-off, as if the grass and weeds had turned to blood. She wishes that she could go back in time and do everything all over again, this time with greater care and with more attention to those who mattered to her the most. Caroline pulls her jacket up to her face and takes a final deep breath, holding it and looking out over the cliff to the water below.

The red glow is blinding, and Caroline searches through the crimson flames for something important. She strains to hold her breath as she looks back and forth, knowing how important these final moments of her life will be. Finally, she spots something in the water. Something important prompts her to take a few steps back then run towards the cliff. An image of someone comes to mind, and she fights back the tears as her breath seeps out. A moment later Caroline leaps over the edge, feeling the cool night air mix in her mind with black water and crimson fire.

“I love you,” she says, letting the air leave her lungs and watching the flames growing brighter. She falls until death is certain, and the strain to breathe is overpowering.

Caroline breaks through the surface of the water, surrounded by flames... 

And screams.
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“No!” Caroline cries out as she falls from her bed, landing on the floor.

Her hands are already pushing her back up when her vision clears. Suddenly, the familiarity of her room comes into focus. A moment later, she hears footsteps coming, and she climbs back into bed quickly just as her foster parents enter.

“Caroline? Honey? Are you alright?” 

She hears her foster mom say as the lights go on, and she squints at the brightness, holding her hand out for shade.

“I’m okay. Just... a bad dream.” Caroline looks over to the open window and shivers at the vivid memory.

“Sweetie? You alright?” asks her foster dad, and Caroline turns to her foster mom for a response.

“She had a bad dream,” her foster mother says, and they both exchange looks of concern. Caroline sees the exchange and concentrates, seeing a wave of images radiating between them from their time at the group home when they interviewed for the chance to adopt her. Caroline watches the memories and sees the woman behind the desk as she explains to them how Caroline has run away several times and may have some unresolved issues that are prompted by something she has not shared with anyone yet. The woman tells them that the last two times Caroline ran away, she had some bad dreams beforehand and they must keep track of her emotional state and be wary of any bad dreams that may be a trigger for her to run.

The knowing looks come and go as her foster parents turn to look at her with sadness in their eyes.

“It’s okay. We’re here for you. We’ll always be here for you. No matter what,” her foster father says, and Caroline feels the tears threaten to come again.

“We love you, Caroline. You know that, right?” her foster mom says, looking at her with glistening eyes.

“I know, Mom,” Caroline says quietly, wishing she could explain what she’s afraid of, but knowing that they wouldn’t believe her, and if they did, they’d think she was crazy for believing in dreams made from some story she was told as a little kid. “I love you too,” she says, trying to smile. “I love you both,” she amends, and then is embraced in a group hug she hadn’t expected.

“We love you so much, honey,” says her foster mother, sounding both sad and happy.

“Would you like a glass of water?” asks her foster dad as he pulls away from the hug and turns to one side, wiping at his cheek as if it were an eyelash rather than a tear.

“Thanks, Dad, but I’m okay. I’ll just... go back... to sleep,” Caroline struggles to say as her mother’s hug tightens.

“Remember, we’re right down the hall,” says her foster mom as she releases her. Both parents kiss her goodnight before they retreat, lingering at her door as they look to Caroline with matching looks of sadness.

Caroline tries to smile reassuringly as she pulls the covers up over her shoulder and closes her eyes, listening for the door to close. She waits until she hears the floorboards creak from the entryway of their room down the hall... then she lets the tears come. Bessie sits on the windowsill looking at Caroline with sadness as well, understanding what happened in her absence and knowing their time here is at an end.

In the morning Caroline will start planning their departure... and begin writing a goodbye letter.
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Chapter 3
Running & Relationships
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“I loved the feeling of freedom in running, the fresh air, the feeling that the only person I’m competing with is me.” – Wilma Rudolph 
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The world whizzes by as Tommy runs along the park trail with as much speed as he can produce. He tightens his grip and feels the edges of the flint arrowhead begin to hurt his palm, making the image he draws from it seem almost real. Glancing at the figure to his right, he smiles. A teenage image of his father runs alongside, appearing real to Tommy and keeping pace with him as if it were not a mere memory drawn from the stone but rather a participant in a race with him. Tommy senses his father’s excitement and sees what led to this run. Tommy saw the conversation... and the kiss.

“I love you, Jess,” Tommy’s father says, looking into his future wife’s eyes as he leans in for a kiss. It is as if there were nothing else in the world around them.

Tommy sees glimpses of how they first met, when Tom, his father, first saw his mother. He was looking up from the ground after getting a beating from a bully with a bloody nose and black eyes. Through the haze of pain, Tom saw Jessica and thought he was looking up at an angel. He thinks about this as the kiss ends and they part.

“No, you don’t,” Jessica replies, feeling her face grow warm as she turns to her doorway, making sure her parents didn’t see the kiss he stole or heard what was said. “Tom, we... we’re still in high school. We need to graduate and-and get into college.” Jessica’s face is flushed as she struggles to make an argument.

“That’s your folks talking,” Tom replies, his eyes glistening with a playful excitement that makes him look more love-struck than ever. “I don’t care about all that. School and college are gonna happen no matter what, but before we end up there, I want you to know that I love you.”

Jess shakes her head and looks down.

“Tom, I care about you, but we’re still too young for this love stuff. There’s too much to do before we grow up and get, you know, jobs and...” Jessica stops as Tom puts a finger to her lips, making her eyebrows raise in disbelief as she pulls back. “What are you trying to do? Is that your way of telling me to shut up or something?”

Tom’s smile widens as she puts her hands on her hips. “Jess, I know you’re probably saying a lot of stuff that makes sense and it’s probably important, but right here and now, I want you to know that I love you and I always will. I don’t care if it takes until after graduation or after we go through college for us to be a real couple. One day we’re gonna be married and I’ll love you with all my heart ‘til the day I die.”

A look of shock crosses Jessica’s face as his words sink in. Her eyes glisten as she looks at him with a new expression, as if realizing for the first time that he isn’t just saying things to be funny or saying them without thinking. He truly does love her.

Tom is about to lean in to kiss her again when he hears the front door of her house creak open and turns to see her father step out.

“Jessica, it’s almost time for dinner. Say goodbye to young Mister Harris so you can wash up. You can talk to him again tomorrow at school,” he says in a commanding tone, letting Tom know in no uncertain terms that his time alone with Jessica is over.

“Okay, Daddy,” Jessica says, giving her father a reassuring smile before turning back to Tom and putting her hand on his. “Bye, Tom. See you tomorrow,” she says, looking at him sadly and knowing she won’t be able to say what she wants.

“Goodbye, Jess! I’ll see you tomorrow!” Tom yells loudly, surprising Jess and smiling at her father as he frowns at them and turns back towards the house. “And don’t worry,” he whispers when her father isn’t looking. “I know you love me too.” Tom steps away from Jessica, blowing her a kiss as he winks and begins his route home.

As the memory fades, Tommy thinks of Caroline. The young Tom chuckles at the pace he is setting and gives a sideways grin before running even faster. He gets ahead of Tommy while oblivious to the various turns and minor obstacles of the park before them.

“No, you don’t,” Tommy says with a smile, drumming his feet harder against the pavement, watching intently as he begins gaining on his father’s image. “I’ll be the first one to the end of this trail and...” Tommy feels the wind leave his body before he registers the impact on his side. As he falls, he tries to breathe, finding nothing in his lungs but a painful wheeze.

The pain registers as Tommy realizes the person who struck him is still holding onto him. They both tumble from the running path to the freshly cut grass along the edge of Bixby Park. Tommy twists free and rolls back, gaining his footing. He lunges forward, shoving his assailant to one side with an elbow, followed by a knee to the ribs as he twists away and prepares to defend himself.

“Catch your breath, ninja-boy.”

Tommy rolls to his feet, looking up to face his attacker and recognizing Matt. Matt also rises to his feet, although much slower and with a grin, dusting himself off as calmly as possible. Tommy notices that Matt is doing his best to show no discomfort as he tries to look natural while rubbing at his side.

The image of Tommy’s father fades in the distance. Tommy quickly drops the arrowhead back into his pocket. His father vanishes.  

A girl’s voice rings out to his right before Tommy can start yelling at Matt.

“You idiot! Do you realize how fast you hit him?” Irma is running towards them, sounding both out of breath and furious. “You could have broken his arm, Matt!”

“Oh, come on! I just caught him on the side, Irma. He-”

“Then you could have broken a rib! If not, he... he could’ve broken yours! What’s wrong with you? Do you want to get hurt before we go?”

Tommy raises a shoulder and winces as he feels the pain from his side, but is sure that nothing’s broken. “I’m... alright... Irma,” Tommy says slowly, trying to calm Irma down even as he struggles for breath. “I’m sure... Matt was... just...”

“I took him down, though. Didn’t I?” Matt says with a wide grin.

“Matty, going to the store for a book of stamps isn’t an excuse to attack Tommy and hurt him or get yourself all... If we miss this trip, I swear I will never forgive you!”

Both boys watch as she turns and crosses the street to one of the new stores opening up across the park. Matt’s smile falters as he turns to Tommy and twirls a finger to his ear.

“Women,” he says, and both of them start to laugh, rubbing their aching ribs.

“Matt, you’re a real jerk, you know? What was that all about?” Tommy asks angrily, taking care not to speak loud enough for Irma to hear as she reaches the opposite side of the street. “You practicing for football tryouts next year?” Tommy watches Irma turn to look back at them from the other side of the street, shaking her head in disapproval before heading into the store.

“That would be cool, but no. I saw you when we turned the block and could tell you were trying to beat your time again, so I jumped you!” Matt says to Tommy’s renewed look of annoyance. “What? It’s the only time I can do that!” Matt raises both hands, waving them as if surrendering before running them through his hair and letting them fall. “Do you know how hard it is to sneak up on you? I try it at school all the time. It’s like you’re psychic or something.”

Tommy laughs at that before glancing across the street again. “You tempted the wrath of Irma for a chance to catch me off guard? Man, you really are a knucklehead.”

Matt walks over to one of the park areas set for younger kids and has a seat on a green marble turtle that stands close to three feet high. “Why you still using words like that? You sound like an eighties movie or something.”

Tommy takes a few steps over to the young kid’s area of the park and sits on a white mushroom-shaped dome. He squints, looking around with glistening eyes, marveling at the park before them.

“I love this park,” Tommy says, ignoring the question. “I think she would’ve liked it.” Tommy remembers when the park was renovated and re-opened as the Evelyn Bixby Memorial Park. He remembers Mrs. Bixby, who was more than a neighbor and better than any of his other babysitters. She was family. He looks around at the trees throughout the park, grinning at the kids playing along the swing area and jungle gym sets before turning to the large clearing where he remembers wearing a tuxedo and shiny shoes a year ago.

“I guess so,” Matt says, looking around to follow Tommy’s gaze. “Hey, isn’t that the place where your hottie aunt and the giant guy got hitched?”

Tommy gives Matt a dismissive look before shaking his head. “You were there, Matt. Do you go to weddings so much that you forgot the one that took place here in the same park we go to all the time?” Matt ignores him as he looks back and forth from one side of the park to the other before turning his gaze across the street.

“Uh-huh. Hey, do you think it’s too soon to ask Irma to go to the dance with me?”

Tommy squints his eyes as he concentrates, looking to the clearing and seeing the images of the event from a year before where he and his mother attended the wedding. A scene materializes in front of him as the park wavers between the present and the past before his eyes. He can make out Aunt Sheila, his mother’s friend who he has known for most of his life, and Charlie, a police detective who grew up with Tommy’s father. Charlie and Tommy’s father lost touch for many years until a car accident took Tom’s life. That’s when Charlie started to check in on them. A couple of years later, a crazed man went after Tommy and his cat, Snowy. Everyone in the madman’s path became victims before he was finally stopped.

A few people even died.

Both Charlie and Sheila almost died as well, but somehow, their encounter ended up bringing them closer together as the ordeal was left behind. When they decided to hold the ceremony in Bixby park, the event attracted people throughout the community.  

It wasn’t just because the wedding was going to be in the park. Sheila and Charlie soon moved into the house where Mrs. Bixby lived. Tommy learned after she passed away that Mrs. Bixby had been among the oldest, well-respected and beloved friend to the community. Hence, the decision to have a wedding in the park was like a special dedication to Mrs. Bixby, who had been there for so many others. By the time the wedding ceremony was scheduled, the entire neighborhood had become a wedding participant. A year earlier, the park had undergone significant renovations and was officially dedicated to the memory of Mrs. Evelyn Bixby. Her passing impacted everyone who knew her, so having a wedding in the newly dedicated park became the talk of the town for months.

Tommy looks over to the open area where a few younger kids are running in circles, playing tag. He remembers seeing the ceremony with the entire neighborhood watching. Uncle Charlie had always been a big man. Tommy sees the memory of that day as Charlie stands well over six feet tall, looking uncomfortable in his tuxedo, while Sheila stands at just five feet two. A thin five feet two. Tommy ponders, remembering how the small-framed woman next to the tall, burly man had been transformed on their wedding day. Somehow the ceremony made Charlie seem much smaller as he walked towards the altar, glancing nervously to the surrounding crowd. Sheila, on the other hand, wore high heels and a flowing dress, appearing to float down the aisle with a smile that captured Charlie’s attention as she approached him. The smile never faltered. When they finished their vows, the park erupted in cheers as they kissed and were declared husband and wife. Tommy saw his mother crying and couldn’t understand the reasons behind her tears until he saw images around her, ranging from her own wedding with Tommy’s father to Mrs. Bixby, smiling as she and Tommy spent time together. Some of her thoughts were even of Tommy when he was a baby. He assumed she was happy but could tell her tears held sadness as well.

“Hey, Tommy-boy, you doze off or something? I’m asking for man-to-man advice here,” says Matt, bringing Tommy back to reality.

Tommy sighs, rolling his eyes at Matt, then reluctantly lets go of the echoed memories from the wedding. “You and Irma have been together forever. Don’t you think she wants to go?” Tommy asks, turning his attention back to Matt.

“She’s been acting weird. I don’t know. Maybe we’re getting too serious or something.” Matt frowns as Tommy shakes his head.

“Matt, you’re fourteen years old like me. Irma is almost a year younger. What’s to be serious about? Breaking up? Like that’s ever gonna happen.” Tommy gives Matt a look of disbelief as Matt looks around, making sure no one is close enough to hear them.

“You know... we’ve even kissed.” Matt holds back a smile at his announcement, clearing his throat before continuing. “Well, a few times. Well, okay. Twice. But the thing is, you know... every time we’ve kissed, she gets all nervous and...”

“Hey! I don’t need to know any of that!” Tommy cuts in at once, looking away from Matt as images of his two friends kissing on a sofa from the night before flash around Matt with growing intensity. “Ask her




















































































[image: ]




























[image: ]














































d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
«

ALEXPD ZARATE





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/image002.png





d2d_images/image022.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/image016.png





d2d_images/image006.png





d2d_images/image014.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





d2d_images/image007.png





d2d_images/image019.png
(onnect

Create Danger

Focus Sacrifice

Peace





