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  CHAPTER ONE

THAT NOLAN


Iremember the time Oliver discovered my next-door neighbor’s dog, Tippy. Oliver, big for his age, yanked the unsuspecting animal’s tail through a wire fence. Tippy yelped and spun to face Oliver as if to ask, what did I do? I’m just a dog. Then Tippy’s eyes found mine. Nolan Walker, the fun neighbor who fed him snacks, threw him his favorite Frisbee, scratched his ears in the spot he liked. The poor mutt looked at me as though his heart hurt more than his stomach, wondering why I allowed such a thing to happen. Wasn’t I his friend?
When Oliver saw the dog meant something to me, I could tell he had more plans for the poor pet. Rather than let him hurt my furry friend any further, I called out Oliver and took a beating. Tippy remained trapped behind a fence, unable to help me in my time of need. Barking in my defense was all he could do. I took the beating because I was too afraid to fight back. Too afraid of a bully named Oliver.  
I was fifteen then, seventeen now, and things are much different. I have since become a hero—a superstar of sorts. Now I have abilities which allow me to make sure the world is safe from every bully in the world. How many times have I swooped down to cries of relief from people in need that a caped crusader had arrived on the scene, ensuring that everything would be okay?
But what does a hero do when he needs help? What does he do when he is the desperate one, the individual in pain? I am in a situation like Tippy was on that horrible day. There is not much I can do since my opponent is stronger than me—even though no one is supposed to be stronger than me.
I have battled the metal monster for hours, minus any help. No backup anywhere in sight. I fight alone partly by choice, though mostly by circumstance. I made a tactical decision to lead the giant robotic beast to a remote stretch of desert because he hurt so many civilians back in the city. Never mind all the horrible things he did to my other less powerful costumed friends.
My foe is called The Guardian. I’ll call ‘it’ him. He is an alien robot, eight feet tall, who wins intimidation points by his sheer size, which is matched with a menacing demeanor. The metal monstrosity maintains a human form of sorts—bipedal, shaped like an oversized wrestler, top heavy, barrel-chested with massive arms designed to strike with lethal efficiency. Its eyes are sizeable circles of white reflective lights minus any glint of humanity. They mimic the insides of unscrewed flashlights I used to play with as a kid. 
What takes the Guardian to the next level of horror (besides his shocking speed for something so large) is the strange living metal that forms the body of the beast. My foe has ‘skin’ which can fight back. Organic metal that fluctuates, ripples, twists at will. Even now, as I look at him, his face morphs into a monstrous evil grin, which makes my legs go even weaker than they already are.
One of my eyes swells shut, or blood had blinded it. I cannot tell. Either way, I cannot see his massive metal hands when he comes at me on my left. I am forced to absorb those horrendous blows all while I attempt to block his attacks on my right (the peripheral side through which I can still see). He spots my weakness.
The Guardian throws an uppercut on my blind side. By the time it reaches my range of vision, it is too late. I rocket through the air before smashing through a rock formation, which explodes into smaller chunks. All that kinetic energy strikes me with intense pain. I land in a heap where I cough up dust, along with some blood, from somewhere deep inside me.
I would have never let Oliver hurt Tippy back then had I not been so young, so afraid. Now older, I possess epic abilities and have rescued so many people while wearing a cape and fighting bad guys. Still, I never forgot how I failed Tippy that day. I remember the disappointment in Tippy’s eyes when he looked to me for help and found none.
It is a struggle to stand on ground that shakes when the giant robot advances. Everything inside me wants to lie down, to give up the fight, but I am the world’s best Meta, a hero to those in need. I have earned this suit, this cape, and the name Superior Lad. There is no way I will let evil rule this day. I lift my feet and fly.
When I first learned to fly, it was the freaking coolest thing ever. Within a week of my new airborne ability, I raced jets, snuck up on birds, and (I hate to admit) hovered outside a certain someone’s window more than once. I was flying, man! It doesn’t get cooler than that. Now, however, I flew not for the joy of it. I flew for everyone who has ever been afraid to fight back, who was ever afraid of the bigger guy. This time I flew to live.
I moved so fast that the Guardian’s eyes changed to the look that comes right before one craps their pants. The Guardian had no time to react. I used the balance of my strength to pay him back with an uppercut of my own. The sound of crunched metal was the sweetest sound. Through blurry vision, I watched him involuntarily leave the ground. He jettisoned skyward with a screech of damaged gears or, hopefully, pain. He flew up, up, and away until I could no longer see him.
Looking down at my curled fist, I found it covered in a black liquid, which I assumed was his version of blood. Despite the grossness factor, I laughed in relief. I did it. I neutralized the threat and beat the monster. Today I lived up to the name Superior Lad and proved myself a Meta. A hero.
Unable to stand, I fall to my knees. Laughing in relief, I look to the sky and wonder if I hit him as far as the moon while I think, that was for you Tippy, you were the best dog. I’m sorry I wasn’t strong enough then, but I am strong now, super strong.
Something drips. I look down where I notice blood from my face mixing with his oily mess on my hands. I never bleed (bullets do not hurt me, for crying out loud) but despite all my injuries, I am still alive. In my darkest hour, I made it through.
Suddenly I feel more drops, too many to be those from my face. Drops pelt from the sky. Is it raining? I hold my hands out, discover it is not water but more black liquid—like that of the Guardian’s blood.
I wipe my eyes before looking up again. Everything is so blurry through my one good eye it is hard to see, but I hear something. Is that a whistle? No, more like the wind as something moves fast—so fast. By the time I notice the Guardian flying straight at me from an obscene height, his arm outstretched, it is too late.
The sound when he connects bursts both my eardrums. Pain explodes within me, unlike anything I have ever felt before. The ground craters under me. I try to rise but find I cannot, am not even sure I can breathe. I feel something lap at my bad eye only to realize it is Tippy, which confuses me because Tippy crossed the rainbow bridge not too long ago. So what is he doing here? Then I realize he is not here, could be I am there, wherever there is.
Then Tippy vanishes, which leaves no one left to comfort me. I am alone—lost. Darkness engulfs me via the Guardian’s shadow while he hovers over me, inspects the damage he inflicted. His presence blocks my view of the beautiful, wonderful sun in the sky.
The Guardian tilts his head, does not press the attack. It appears he feels no need to fight anymore. I think, big mistake because I’m coming for you pal, as soon as I can move again. Why can’t I move? I will hit you even harder the first chance I get. But nothing works, and I realize I cannot hear my heart, though I am not sure if it is because of my busted eardrums or because my heart is not doing what it is supposed to do.
When I look at the Guardian—my ultimate foe—one last time, I receive all my answers via the look on his face. There will be no more fights, no more saving people, least of all myself. No more time for fun, no time to figure out girls (which I had tried so hard to do with absolutely no luck). Even at seventeen, women remained as alien to me as the monster above. Bummer.
I wished I was with a certain girl right now, the one whose window I hovered outside of. I wonder if she ever knew how much I liked her, whether she will miss me when I am gone. Because sometimes heroes can’t fight anymore, sometimes we do what heroes do.
Sometimes even heroes die…






  
  CHAPTER TWO

THIS NOLAN


Ihave played video games for six point two hours which might make one think I know the exact time because I have eyes on a cell phone, but the truth is I am on Mountain Dew and Doritos time. I worked my way up from the basic flavors to the bolder ones until—when bag six crumpled to the floor empty—I calculated via my well-practiced chew rate I was six point two hours into my campaign. The empty chip bags are the cue it is time for another Seven-Eleven run, time for NobleNolan265 to stop his on-screen carnage to fuel—well—normal Nolan. 
My Dad hated baseball, so when everyone asks why he named me Nolan all I can say is I do not freaking know. If my Dad had not died when I was nine, I would ask him, well ask him again. I already asked that question many times over the years. All I ever got for my troubles was a smirk followed by a suggestion that my name was part of my secret identity, that someday when I was ready, he would give me the answer. A drunk driver ensured that I would never get the answer which meant I remained stuck with the secret identity part of my life. I am not sure who he expected me to become. 
Superheroes are not real. This I know because I once tied a towel around my neck and jumped from the roof of the garage. It did not end well for me or the bush that only pretended to break my fall. Do not try this at home kids, parents no like.
I am okay with my Dad gone (as much as one can be) if only because seven years have passed since which is about half my life. I have been thinking about him a lot lately though, especially over the past six hours.
I know from bullying. One Oliver Williams lives mere blocks from my house. He is notorious for having used a field hockey stick to put a student in the hospital during that horrible week where we had to play the sport in gym class.
Somehow Oliver escaped expulsion because there was not enough evidence. An ambulance along with a gnarly YouTube video of a student’s bloody skull is not enough evidence? Anyway, those willing to testify were scarce while the victim, Tommy Watts, was considered an unreliable witness what due to the concussion and all. Point being, I have grown up around that train wreck of a human being my whole life, so I understand being the little guy.
No one would ever accuse me of being on the ‘roids’ or the ‘juice’ or whatever the wrestling team calls it, am in fact in the lanky beanpole category despite a recent growth spurt to six feet tall which has not helped matters because I no longer seem able to stay on my feet due to my new awkward dimensions. Trippy McGee should be my new nickname. 
My brown hair rises to a tip for added height to my sixteen-year-old frame. Normally one would think a growth spurt which found me taller than many of my peers would earn me respect, instill fear in them, but unfortunately, my muscle mass never caught up to my height equivalent. Plus there are the glasses. Welcome to Dorksville, I will be your travel guide this evening.
So why reflect on my father and bullies? Because NobleNolan265 used to stick up for the little guy in video games. You know the ones: the newbies, people with older game systems where a glitch may slow one down a nanosecond long enough that their opponent gains advantage, those without the financial resources to buy all the extras or even those without good internet speeds.
Yes, I am a highly skilled gamer. Name the virtual world and I hold dominion except in the past I had always stood up for the little guy, helped him or her virtually along. I would like to think my father would have been proud of me. Well, not proud that I play video games all day long, but proud that when I do, I help people in whatever ways I can.
So today, for the last six point two hours, while I downed my fast food bonanza, I rampaged through various games, took out everyone in my path, both friends and screen name buddies who I once upon a time defended. I was relentless, used every weapon in my arsenal, weapons many gamers would never own, where I laid waste to all with a cruel finality which could potentially change game rating systems in the future. 
It was only after I struck down a particularly easy target, “CuteCarrie389,” that I finally set down my controller. Her avatar’s words on the screen haunted me.
“When did Noble Nolan stop being noble and become a bully?” her avatar asked before leaving the game.  
My Dad would have been so disappointed in me, but no more than I was with myself. I mentioned the dork thing. Fine, I qualify. I am a dork in that I want people to feel good, to be okay day to day as a general principle. I do not enjoy kicking nice people’s butts, would not normally even do so. Then why do it today? Why be such a jerk?
No good reason really, except maybe because my Mom is kind of dying.






  
  CHAPTER THREE


Moms are loopy, overprotective, so totally uncool and my Mom is right there with the best of them, but they can also be funny and surprise you sometimes, even help you make sense of things. 
My preference would have been for my Dad to have the birds and bees talk with me before he passed though because when my Mom brings it up—awkward! I always back away slowly like she’s a crazy person while promising I will YouTube and Google all relevant information, then she goes crazy, demands I do NOT Google that stuff in her house. There you go, that is a Mom for you.
I liked to test the limits of my Mom regularly because that is what great amazing top of the world sons do. For example, my Mom always makes my sandwiches for school, however, the shape in which I prefer them cut changes based on my daily mood. I finally discovered her line in the sand when I requested her to cut my PB and Jays into octagons. I guess a mother needs her standards.
Mom often included handwritten notes in my lunch bags. Annoyingly, the notes were only sometimes addressed to me. Frequently she addressed them to my friends who I lunched with. If ‘their’ note instructed them to keep the contents secret from me, they usually complied—much to my frustration.
My Mom would sometimes use the notes as a prompt to my friends to ensure I ate (always), that my fly wasn’t unzipped (sometimes), or that my hair was not a total disaster (usually). When my schoolmates kept the contents of a note secret, it would drive me crazy, but no amount of begging would ever get them to spill. Some friends, huh? 
I always had the option to open the letters, read them at my leisure on my way to school, except despite the fact my Mom is even dorkier than I am, I trust her completely so if I read notes meant for others I would betray her trust. That would be far less than cool. So instead, I handed them off to the appropriate people, allowed my friends to remind me my fly is open, my shirt tail hangs out and I need to put gel in my hair. Thanks, Mom, you’re the best, except now you’re not your best.
My Mom developed epic nose bleeds a few weeks back, bad ones like I used to get from Oliver’s fists. She had also mentioned being tired lately, even though I thought that was due to her being old, you know, she was in her thirties. Then one day she stopped going to the yoga classes which I always called ‘Yogi classes.’ Worse, she invited my Aunt Shelly over one night to talk, which was when I realized that maybe she wasn’t okay.
Aunt Shelly is my Dad’s sister who considers herself blonde, though I don’t know if shock white is technically blonde, especially with all the black hair near her skull that always seems to peak near her ‘monthly check time’ as she puts it. Aunt Shelly doesn’t really work unless you consider raising a glass to her face work. 
My Mom has wine occasionally, but Shelly always arrives with bags full of spirits when visiting. Then, without fail, she gets so drunk I cannot make sense of whatever language she speaks. Then she smells bad. Then she passes out.
Mom made a comment about Shelly’s drinking once which was when Aunt Shelly stopped coming by Casa De Nolan. That was three years ago, so for her to show up, things had to be serious. 
The pair went off to talk alone, then next thing I knew an ambulance pulled into the driveway. Mom tried to smile as paramedics took her out on a gurney, but her eyes fluttered, and she couldn’t get the words out. My aunt hasn’t left since while my Mom hasn’t been home since.
Mom soon slipped into a coma, something about aggressive cancer caught extremely late. My aunt told me that my Mom will never wake up, that it is all a matter of time. So maybe what I did today on my console was simply get out some frustrations. I beat up other people’s avatars so I could stop thinking about everything that has been going on. That, or maybe I’m just a jerk.
“Nolan. Company!” Aunt Shelly slurs/yells.
I race down the stairs desperate to intercept my Aunt before she can say too much because at the door is the one person who gets me, who maybe understands. Alden Erickson my next-door neighbor. I’ve grown up with Alden, so I’ve seen her in real life (and some very inappropriate dreams) a thousand times, yet when I see her at the door I still feel my breath go away somewhere, feel my brain leave the planet.
Alden is all of five-foot-five, has the most adorable smile with eyes that are kind of violet and hair as golden as, well, gold. She is my age, but her body does not seem to know that since I have seen eighteen-year-olds who do not look as beautiful nor as mature as she does. Per usual, I stagger upon glimpsing her though I find myself simultaneously annoyed that I did not arrive quick enough to stop my Aunt from embarrassing me for life.
“Are you my nephew’s girlfriend?” My Aunt drunkenly asks which makes perfect sense, her being drunk since it is four in the afternoon after all. For the record, Aunt Shelly forgets she asks this question every time Alden comes over.
“Why no Ma’am, he’s simply too much boy for me,” Alden answers.
I don’t think I could love Alden more except she doesn’t know I exist other than as the geek next door. Not to mention the fact she called me a boy instead of a man, darn her accuracy.
“I’m sure you meant to say boyish, right?” I offer.
Alden crosses eyes at me which always makes me laugh until I snort which I try not to do except she brings it out in me. Aunt Shelly looks at the two of us then rolls her own eyes which is not funny, more like sad because once she gets to the mostly white eyeball part they flutter so long I fear they might stick like that forever. Eventually her pupils return.
“Fine, you can go upstairs but no funny business,” Shelly says.
“No fummy business?” Alden says in a hilarious voice she uses, while doing the eyes one more time.
I’d mention again how much I love her but I’m too busy trying not to pee my pants. We run up the stairs before things get out of hand. My Aunt walks away only to come back to the base of the stairs after we have already stopped running.
“And no running up the stairs!” 
Alden and I drop onto the bed side by side as we bust a gut. We are in a prone position, face to face, with her so close I could kiss her if I was man enough, which, for the record, I am not.  
“You have got to get a trellis outside the window for me to climb up like any good character in a TV show or movie would,” Alden says with sudden seriousness.
“Where would I get one? Do you know a good trellis person?” I ask.
“No, I am not hooked up with a good trellis person.”
“Besides, I’m not living the life of a character in a movie in case you didn’t notice,” I offer.
“Sure, you are, One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest,” she says along with the crossed eyes and a tongue.
Not only was Alden the most beautiful woman in the Universe but she had the uncanny ability to make me laugh anytime, anyplace. There was nothing she could not do to help lift my spirits during the toughest times of my life but sometimes she becomes that other Alden, the one who does not want to be funny anymore, the one who wants to be serious. That Alden, in her own way, is even more beautiful if that is even possible. The serious Alden, the one I needed to set me straight, was here now, hugging me tightly.
Anytime she hugged or touched me in any way it was always the highlight of my day (more precisely my decade) except this time the weight she usually took from me via a hug remained on my shoulders. Don’t get me wrong, I was not about to let go despite understanding there was only so much a hug could do this time. I think she understood also. She pulled away, looked at me, regular eyes this time.
“You have to go see her you know,” she said.
“I know.” 
“I’m still grounded, or I would go with you. I mean I already snuck out of the house to come here, so I guess I could go to the hospital if you really needed me,” she offered.
“No. I should do it on my own.” I said.
I had not been to the hospital to see Mom since that awful day. Mom and I talked on the phone when she first arrived. During that call, I developed a sense that deep down my Mom did not want me to see her the way she was, so frail, so close to, well goodbye, so I stayed away, used every excuse I could think of. I say I ‘sensed’ she would not want me to see her because her actual words had begged the opposite—for me to visit her. That first part was all in my head. Then she slipped into the coma and it was too late.  
“She’ll know you’re there, she’ll hear you,” Alden said.
Did I mention Alden has this mind reading thingy? I feel so guilty for not being there for my Mom in those first days which makes worse the fact I have since avoided going to the hospital. Despite Alden’s claims to the contrary, I don’t think Mom could hear me, though I haven’t exactly tested the theory. 
I decided then I will finally go, will talk to my Mom in hopes it will make a difference even though I know it won’t. I look at Alden, wish she could go with me to hold my hand, maybe hug me more which makes me suddenly feel like a wimp, so I do not ask her. Mostly I do not ask her to join me because I do not want her to see me cry.
“I’ll go. I’ll go see Mom,” I say.
Alden hugged me again, tighter. I looked at the video game console in front of me, grabbed the controller. Alden is not to be toyed with in the video game realm, but she has as much fun watching so I asked her to do so.
“Before I go to the hospital, there’s one more thing I must do,” I said. She nodded in understanding.  
For the next hour, I tried to forget about my Mom, my plan to go to the hospital, by going online. I tracked down one gamer I wreaked havoc on earlier where I joined her on a campaign. I helped her avatar breakthrough to a new level before handing over all my power-ups. Armed only with a default weapon, I forged a path for ‘CuteCarrie389’ until I finally succumbed to hordes of other gamers who may or may not have known my reputation but took glee in my passing, regardless.  
During the game, Alden occasionally licked her fingers and stuck them in my ears, but I was okay with that. When the game ended, her mother screamed from next door, something about Alden’s whereabouts. Alden scrambled to her feet, gave me one last hug.
“Go see her Nolan, you know she would do the same for you,” Alden said before rushing out of my room.
I stood there alone, realized Alden was correct, my Mom would have never left my bedside, would have been there every day if I were the sick one. I have been a coward, afraid to see her the way she is. I head for the door, notice Alden left one of my Mom’s lunch bag notes on my desk which reads, “for Alden’s eyes only.” Though I am tempted to open it to read what my Mom said to Alden that day, (long before Mom ever knew she would get sick) I decide instead that I’ll let my Mom read it to me when she gets better. She’s going to get better, right?
Before I can change my mind, I stuff the note in my pocket, grab my skateboard, then take the stairs two at a time, not unhappy that I drew my Aunt’s ire.






  
  CHAPTER FOUR


Exiting the house, I heard two versions of barking. On one side, the human type as Alden’s Mom scolded her for sneaking out while grounded. It bummed me to hear her Mom threaten an extension of Alden’s adult version of a timeout, felt at fault really. On the other side was the dog kind from Old Man Hennigan’s house. Tippy, leaped against the fence to greet me. 
I urged Tippy to shush because Old Man Hennigan does not like when I play with his dog, though boy does Tippy get excited when he sees me. He stood on his hind legs, thumped his tail like no tomorrow when I approached.
Despite the somber nature of the trip I was about to embark upon, the sight of my furry friend lightened my heart some. I rubbed him down, pushed his face around while he playfully snapped at me, then I pretended I did not have a snack in my pocket while he pretended not to know I would eventually give it to him.
I finally produced the treat, tossed it in the air for him to catch though strangely, he let it fall to the ground. He followed that first out of character moment by doing something he never had before—he growled.
I quickly realized the growl was aimed at someone behind me. A strange man dressed in black stared at me from across the street. The man was about six-foot-three, TV wrestler type muscular, clad in a black suit, sunglasses, and black fedora. Whoever the big lug was, he appeared to have a keen interest in me. I would rather he didn’t, but I was not about to ask what his intentions were. 
I pondered whether he had been on the receiving end of one of my brutal gaming campaigns earlier even though he looked like he spends more time in a gym than in front of a console.  
Tippy, who I considered a good judge of character, (he loved me after all) continued growling which told me all I needed to know, I did not want to tangle with this guy.
“Okay Tippy, I need cover to get away from this man in black. Here’s the thing, I don’t want you to get hurt so don’t get too crazy okay?” 
He stopped growling long enough to look at me as if to say, “you understand I’m a dog right, that I don’t understand English?” When I touched the gate he realized the plan, barked in agreement. I let Tippy out. Without hesitation, he raced after the man in black who decided it was not in his best interest to stand there anymore. I didn’t stay to watch where they went. I raced between houses to the next street one block over.
Old Man Hennigan burst out of his house, yelling for Tippy to get back in the yard. From a safe distance, I heard the world’s most awesome dog bark while chasing the weirdo. Would dude be waiting for me later? Would he be even angrier because I introduced him to Tippy? I put those thoughts behind me, threw my skateboard onto the pavement, and zipped away. I had bigger fish to fry. I needed to see my Mom.
I reached the hospital quickly. Upon entering I discovered a world in chaos. The hospital staff rolled patients around on gurneys or wheelchairs while others stewed anxiously in a waiting room which held way too many people. Patients, doctors, and nurses all took turns bumping into me as they ran this way and that. One old man even scolded me because he thought I was his Grandson late to pick him up. I made my way to the visitor’s desk.
The nurse stationed there asked if she could help me. You could make my Mom be totally better, I thought but didn’t say. I told her who I was there to see. As soon as the woman typed the name into her computer, her smile vanished, replaced by a sad look. She told me the room number. I took that as a bad sign.  
There was no one in the corridor on my Mom’s floor. It was calmer than downstairs, but the lack of people made me feel more alone than I already did. The smell in the hall caused my nose discomfort, a blend of heavy bleach and cleaners. It sunk in that no one had cleaned my house since Mom left. The house was beyond gnarly. 
I felt shame I had allowed Alden inside my house in those conditions, felt even more ashamed I ever let it get that way to begin with. My Mom would want it to be clean for when she returned home, because she would come home, right? I vowed to scrub the entire place right after the hospital visit.
Then again, would any cleaning matter if Mom did not come home? Would anything matter? I was mad at myself for thinking that way but could not help it any more than I could help that, for some unknown reason, I could not push open the door in front of me.
If I entered the room, it would all be real. A part of me had waited for the better part of a month hoping I would wake up, realize this was a nightmare, that my Mom would yell I was late, make me sandwiches in any shape besides octagons then include a stupid note for one of my stupid friends. Yet, so far, the nightmare had not ended, Mom was still near death in a hospital.  
I decided to leave, was not up for this, could not handle it. As I turned away, I almost felt my Mom ask me not to go, figured she would never forgive me if I did not at least say hi. I opened the door.
When I saw her in her bed with all the tubes, so still, all I could think was how beautiful she looked, in a different way than Alden is beautiful. She looked peaceful like she was asleep, would open eyes any time now. So much so I could not fathom how the doctors could say she would never wake again because she looked so normal.
Mom even still had her hair since her cancer was too far along for chemo so at least she had that going for her. Her hair was clean which made me wonder if the nice woman down at the desk came in to take care of Mom because thankfully, someone had.
The machines which breathed for Mom hissed in a pattern I at once disliked. I always thought it would be cool when we finally had cyborgs. But as I listened to that machine, I realized I like human breathing just fine, thank you very much, would much prefer my Mom did so on her own. There was a chair alongside the bed, but I didn’t feel like a sit, so I stood there, watched her for a while, missed her so much even though she was right in front of me.
There, I did it. I came to see her, there’s nothing I can do, so it’s time to leave. That made the most sense. I was about to do so, even pushed the door open when Alden’s words about my Mom knowing if I visited hit me. I walked back, took my Mom’s hand, said the only thing I could think of.
“Hi, Mom.”
As soon as I said that, everything came out at once. I told her all that had happened since she left the house to what I jerk I had been with the video games. I talked about school, my grades, recounted the official list of words that Aunt Shelly couldn’t say while drunk, even reminisced about things that Mom and I used to do together as a family since I figured she could not remember for herself right now. I’d like to think she squeezed my hand when I told certain stories, but I don’t think it really happened.
I talked so much my throat was sore. Once I ran out of other things to say, I finally said, “Don’t go, Mom, I kind of need you.” 
Then I really couldn’t talk anymore.






  
  CHAPTER FIVE


Ipassed through the waiting room again on my way out of the hospital having spent as much time as I could handle watching my Mom be my Mom but not really. The moment where she opened her eyes only to tell me this was the most elaborate joke ever because I hadn’t cleaned my room, or some other such nonsense, never happened. I knew in my heart I made the right choice to visit though. My heart hurt plenty but felt weirdly better too. Alden was right. 
I had promised my Mom I would come back every day and fully intended to. Why had I stayed away so long in the first place? This would be my new home away from home until such a day she finally woke because I did not care what the doctors said. What do they know?
There was a commotion in the waiting room as paramedics struggled with an old man, drunk as a skunk, who made it clear he did not want to be there. I hear ya’ partner, I thought, then considered maybe I should introduce him to my aunt. They’d make a swell couple, what with similar life goals and all.
I was about to exit when I heard a voice that made my bowels clench.
“Well, if it isn’t No Good Nolan.”
There he stood, Oliver Williams, the class bully in all his glory. His right hand was in a plaster cast. How that happened I did not care. It couldn’t have happened to a worse guy. My instincts told me to run except there was the problem of him being between me and the door.
Dozens of other people were around, lots of witnesses even, (maybe some protectors of a teenager in distress?) except as soon as I heard Oliver’s voice it was as if the world went away. There was only the two of us. Next thing I knew he was right in my face.
“My day just got a lot better,” he said. This close I noticed his nose whistles when he breathes.
“Listen, Oliver, I know you like to lash out, to hurt people, you see the thing is, my Mom is upstairs dying as we speak. This is the moment of your life where you get to change, you get to be somebody different, somebody better,” I said.
From there I went into a long speech about humanity, about what it means to care for your fellow man, to fight for the underdog, how in the end we are all the same. How we will all face what I now face—the loss of loved ones. I was eloquent; I was in the zone.
As I pontificated on how we really are one in this universe, fighting the good fight together, how it takes all types to make this world go around, I considered maybe my purpose was to help people in the courtroom. Perhaps I would be a lawyer because as I spoke I saw the wheels in his head turn in a way I had never seen before.  
I saw not a bully but a young guy who somehow took a wrong path who needed that special moment to make a choice to get back on track. To make something of his life. Maybe today my plan to visit my Mom happened for more reasons than the obvious. Not only did I get to tell her how much I missed her, but I also got to reach out to someone who more than likely had not encountered sympathy for so long. He was bigger than me, yes, but today I was the bigger voice. I was here to make him see the light.
After my twenty-minute soliloquy, I finally ended with, “So you could hit me, Oliver, you could do that, but nothing you can ever do will hurt worse than how I feel about my Mom. You understand that, right?”
He looked down at his broken hand. He smiled. I smiled back.
 
“We need ice stat!” the nurse yelled as she rolled me in a wheelchair into a hospital room.
An intern rushed from the room only to return with an ice pack which he handed off to my nurse who tilted my head back, applied it to my face. I grunted at the combo of pain and cold. She tossed the two halves of my now useless glasses in the garbage bin alongside the bloody tissues which she had stuffed in my nose. No more reading for a hot minute I figured.
“I suppose I should see the other guy?” she asked.
“Yeah, he has a broken hand,” I managed.
“Good for you.”
“Except he already had that. I think he re-broke it on my face though.”
“Small victories?” 
“Micro-small,” I said truthfully.
“Well, we have to set your nose, it’s broken,” she said.
I’d like to think people didn’t hear me scream all the way down in the waiting room, but they probably did. The nurse told me she had never done that before but had always wanted to. She was so thankful for me giving her the opportunity, that she personally escorted me out of the hospital. Oliver was nowhere in sight. The nurse gestured to my skateboard, noted that in the future I may want to hold it in front of my face when a fist flies in my general direction.
“Lesson learned,” I said.
The weird white and metal bandage thingy on my nose did not help my dorkiness factor. I was glad Oliver was not still there for multiple reasons. Besides a follow up beating, I’m sure he would have taken a picture to post all over his anti-social media before the next school day began. I was not sure what my aunt would say about my current situation. It was sad to know that it never occurred to me to call her during the whole rearrange my face incident as if that were not even a possibility. What would I do if Mom did leave? Would there ever be a day where I could go to my Aunt for help?
I found my answer sooner than planned because across the street in front of the hospital stood the man in black with a hand bandage that matched my nose version. He did not look too happy. Even if I felt I could call my aunt for help, I imagined she would only ask if my stalker was cute or not. There was no Tippy this time either. The nice nurse might be nearby except I had bothered her enough for one day. Bottom line, I was on my own.   
A large bus passed in front of the man as it pulled out of a nearby stop. I had seen the movies. The bus would block my view of the guy, exactly as it did right now, then when it passed the guy would mysteriously vanish leaving me to wonder when I would meet him again. Except this isn’t a movie so when the bus cleared the guy was not only still there but gave chase. I dropped my skateboard then took off downhill as fast as I could!






  
  CHAPTER SIX


They say your life passes before your eyes right before you die. All I saw was pavement while I roared at a very unsafe speed down a ridiculously steep hill. I looked back once where I spotted my pursuer huffing and puffing while chasing me. It dawned on me the guy might be CuteCarrie389’s Dad, either that or the Terminator. I almost ditched my board when I turned, so I refocused on the road ahead. 
I’m all about end-overs, the coco-slide, even kickflips, but jetting straight down such a steep hill was a whole other adrenaline rush. My board shook like a crazed bull that wanted me off its back. The speed and angle forced me to lean so far forward I could not pull back to gain control if I tried.    
Cars honked when they sped by which did not help matters. The speed was rad—I’m not going to lie—though I questioned whether I could safely make it to stable ground. I rounded a blind curve, saw a construction site to my left, steered towards it hoping it would provide me some relief from the traffic since it was a cone zone. 
What I had not counted on was that the road itself was also under construction. I was about to run out of pavement. I found relief in escaping traffic since otherwise, gobs of people would have seen my epic fail when my front wheels left gravel for dirt.
I’m sure I could have made the Olympics gymnastics team, or at least a Cirque Du Soleil show with my acrobatics when I head over heeled it across a long stretch of the construction site. At the very least I would have scored a ten for most cuts and bruises on a dismount. 
I finally came to a harsh stop, splayed out as if ready to make a snow angel. With nothing to lose, I made the arm and leg motions in the dirt. As soon as I finished the dirt angel, I discovered a critic of my ambitious work—the dude in black who looked down angrily at me.
He lifted me which was fine since I couldn’t seem to stand on my own. Given his size, he dangled me like a puppet. I was dizzy from the rolling dismount yet terrified of the stranger who manhandled me, so I broke free, ran towards the half-built high rise while he cursed in frustration. 
When I was younger, my Dad used to have me put my head on a baseball bat, spin in circles for a ten count, then yell for me to run which I would comically do until I quickly fell to the ground which is how it went down when I ran now. My dizziness carried me forward at an out-of-control pace until I smacked into a cement wall, fell back down.
The man in black begged me to stop which made me do the opposite since I’m not a huge fan of authority. I rose, then took off through a small gap in the same wall I had smacked into. He must have caught on to my plan because he yelled for me to stop again which seemed to be his go-to phrase. I squeezed through while he tried to grab me, but he barely brushed my clothes. I escaped his clutches and ran.
The half-finished high rise seemed as good a place as any to die, I figured. It did not take long for the man to find his own way into the building. His shoes slapped on the concrete floor behind me. I raced upstairs while he followed. I thought old dudes were supposed to be slow, but he stayed with me.  
I emerged onto a roof topped with a construction crane. We were at least eight stories up. From this height I could see the hospital, felt sad that I would not get to visit Mom again, hold her hand, tell her one more time I was there for her, ask her would she please come back. The footsteps of the weirdo in black grew close. I looked to the furthest edge of the high rise.
In the movies, people always jump only to land in garbage bins filled with fresh smelling cotton pillows that someone had thrown away behind a Chinese restaurant instead of day-old Kung Pao shrimp. I wondered if I jumped would I have that kind of luck? Probably not based on how my day was going so far.
 The man finally appeared on the roof red-faced, visibly short of breath, apparently not a fan of the cardio. He screamed at me again, so I did the only thing I could think of. I ran toward the edge of the building. The big man yelled my name, though I didn’t stick around to ask how he knew who I was. 
While I ran from him I thought of the last time I played catch with my Dad when I was a kid, I thought of Alden, how great she was, how I loved when she crosses her eyes, thought of how smelly my aunt would be by this time in the afternoon, but mostly thought why the heck is there a weird guy chasing me?
The edge of the roof grew closer. I didn’t know what my play would be, I only had faith I would know what to do when I got there. Except suddenly I was right at the edge of the building where I tried to stop, I really did. My plan never was to go over, but my feet slid forward even as I tried to hit the brakes. I halted with my tiptoes over the edge, windmilled my arms as I looked down, saw nothing but construction equipment below, no garbage bins filled with pillows anywhere.
One of my feet slipped off altogether! The momentum carried me around in a circle where I pirouetted towards the direction of my attacker until I felt cursed gravity take hold. I windmilled more wildly while the man in black screamed my name again, reached out for me, but he was too far away. It caused me to wonder why he did not appear happier that I was about to fall to my death.
Then the weirdest thing happened. What felt like an outstretched hand grabbed my dangling foot, pushed my leg up until I regained balance except that foot was still off the roof so what was it balanced on? I had one foot firmly on the rooftop, the other firmly behind me in the air, held up by something I could not fathom.
My feet were between this world and the next when whoever held my foot pushed it hard enough to throw me ten feet across the rooftop where I landed face first. I kissed the roof as if it was Alden (that is if Alden tasted gross and was dirty and hairy). I spit out the dirt, rolled onto my back.
I expected to find the man in black above me again, instead it was a girl, no, an angel—one of the most beautiful people I had ever seen in my life besides Alden. She wore a long trench-coat with a hoodie. When she leaned in closer to examine my dorkiness, her coat opened, and I saw how stunningly beautiful she was underneath, and was that a piercing on her nose? Had the dirt angel I made downstairs come to life?
Did Angels pierce their noses? Well, this one did, the one who had saved me. She smelled great too. I’m not sure what honeysuckle smells like but it’s what my fuzzy brain went to when she leaned over me.  
Now if she was an Angel sent to this world, then I planned to ask her to save my Mom. In fact, I asked her to do exactly that, except the words came out like, “ferglehorgen.” She furrowed her cute little brow which is what I would have done if someone had hit me with a random “ferglehorgen.” I took another breath, tried to ask again then figured I could do it later after I regained consciousness. Did I mention I lost a lot of blood when I fell off the skateboard? Good night everybody.  






  
  CHAPTER SEVEN


They say one’s ears ring if talked about behind their backs, which could explain why mine rang up a storm as I drifted back into consciousness; though to be fair, it could be my head that was ringing, not my ears. Either way, people were talking about me with little in the way of compliments. The flurry of voices appeared peachy keen fine to kick me while I was down. The words, ‘moron’, ‘wimp’, ‘interdimensional’, ‘alien virus’, ‘hero’, not to mention other strange nouns, were all tossed around above my aching head. The word they kept going back to was ‘moron.’ Good times. 
There appeared to be an argument between factions about what exactly to do with me. I could have sat up sooner except the bed I found myself on was super comfy, so I was in no hurry. When a lovely smell reached my nose, I figured the angel must be nearby, so I finally opened my eyes. She was looking right at me.
“Hey there honeysuckle,” I said.
She furrowed her brow again, looked to someone out of my view, asked, “So, can I kill him now?”
“No, you may not,” a booming voice said. A weird old dude with white hair and cabana wear stepped forward. “You know our world needs this lad.”
He moved closer to the bed I rested on, extended a hand.  
“Doctor Oswaldo Oswaldo at your welcome wagon,” he said.
Now I furrowed my brow. Apparently, brow-furrowing is contagious.
“I mean at your service,” he said then shook my hand aggressively.
The dude in black stepped forward, looked less than happy to see me, but helped me sit up anyway.
“Too many interdimensional jumps, not good for the brain matter,” big Dude said, referencing the older man’s verbal salad.
Before I could ask exactly what he meant I looked down and almost peed my pants when I saw my feet were off the ground, which is fine in an elevated hospital bed, except this was not an ordinary hospital bed, this one floated above the concrete inside the construction site! Not only that, the comfort I felt should have been impossible since the bed was metal yet somehow was not cold. Rather than being hard, it had formed to my body like memory foam. Clearly, my dreams were wilder than they used to be.
“We’ve attended to your injuries, minus the nose,” Oswaldo Oswaldo chimed in.
I lifted my right arm which had suffered a deep gash only to find that it sported a variation of a Band-Aid over the wound, one that was transparent. It even rippled when touched as if it contained water underneath its surface.
“Whoa! Who are you people?” I asked.
Suddenly my bed, slash floating platform, spun one hundred eighty degrees until I faced the Angel.
“Hey, there h…”
“If the next word out of your mouth is honeysuckle, you’ll need your jaw wired shut,” she offered.
“I was about to say Homer
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