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This novel is written in memory of the 20
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Newtown, Conn., on December 14, 2012, and never came home.

 


 


 TABLE OF
CONTENTS

 


Chapter 1: Lakes of the
Clouds

Chapter 2: 14th &
Stardust

Chapter 3: Bat-shit
Crazy

Chapter 4: Driving Mr.
Brody

Chapter 5: The Police

Chapter 6: Three
Words

Chapter 7: Calling for
Backup

Chapter 8: Demons and Trail
Angels

Chapter 9: “We’re Going to be
Friends”

Chapter 10: Sugar
Cubes

Chapter 11: The Acid
Den

Chapter 12: Inside
Information

Chapter 13: The Punch Heard ‘Round
Lakeview

Chapter 14: Talking About
Trips

Chapter 15: 9/11

Chapter 16: The Unexpected
Diagnosis

Chapter 17: Bucket
Lists

Chapter 18: A Date at
Chili’s

Chapter 19: A Shot in the
Dark

Chapter 20: The
Aftermath

Chapter 21: The Wounded
Poet

Chapter 22: AC 360

Chapter 23: Kearsarge
North

About the Author

 


 


 


 CHAPTER 1

LAKES OF THE CLOUDS

 


 


Nicole Janicek beamed, her glowing face a
lighthouse beacon for the sea of silent, stony summits surrounding
her in the late summer twilight. Undistracted by the long, fine
strands of light brown and dyed-blue hair whipping around her in
the gusty mountain air, the teenager's spritely blue eyes danced
from peak to peak as they faded into silhouettes. The moment itself
was a fully conceived poem, but Nicole was too consumed by the
blackening White Mountains to bend down, reach into her pack and
pull out her journal.

Then she heard her best friend's boot steps
traversing the rocks to her left.

“The hut is filling up,” Candace Cooper
informed her as she approached, “but at least they have a decent
bathroom. Wow, it's getting dark fast up here.”

“And cold,” Nicole added. “Hug me already,
girl.”

Candace leaped over both of their packs and
landed on Nicole's rocky perch. The soon-to-be high school seniors
embraced warmly beside alpine flowers and a glassy blue pond — one
of several tarns on the beautiful broad shoulder of Mount
Washington. The Lakes of the Clouds, as they are known, sit at
about 5,000 feet between the summits of Mount Monroe (5,200 feet)
and Mount Washington, the highest peak in New Hampshire's
Presidential Range at 6,288 feet.

“Look,” Nicole said, pointing to the purple
northeastern sky. “Venus.”

“Yes, the goddess of love,” Candace said,
her long, auburn hair pulled back into a ponytail as the wind
buffeted them again. “I saw a few young men in the hut who could
help keep us warm tonight and perhaps Venus is our sign.”

Nicole gasped and pulled back from her
slightly taller friend in semi-mock outrage.

“Don't even think about chickening out on me
now, Candace,” she said.

“They're going to catch us, Nikki. You know
the rules — no camping above the tree line. They can almost hit us
with a stone from the hut,” Candace replied, her green eyes
pleading for a wooden roof instead of a nylon tent at such an
exposed position. Despite the mercifully clear and hospitable
conditions on this 55-degree night, the wind made it feel much
colder and the girls weren't used to it after a long, hot
summer.

“So what. I came here to sleep under the
stars and that's what I'm going to do,” Nicole said, her hands on
her hips. “Are you with me or not?”

Candace gazed up and found more planets and
stars shining back at her.

“God, they should call this place Lakes of
the Cloudless tonight,” she finally said. “If it weren't so damn
clear, I wouldn't, but ...”

“Good, then let's hunker down and very
quietly start setting up the tent ... like almost in slow motion,”
Nicole said, bending down and reaching for the folded-up tent
inside her navy blue pack. “Every minute that it gets darker and
they don't see us works in our favor.”

“OK, but I'm blaming it all on you if they
catch us or a bear eats us,” Candace quipped.

“I can live with that,” Nicole said. “The
bears live in the woods and we're above them here. Besides, some
things are worth taking a risk for.”

Dressed in a powder-blue fleece sweat shirt,
black wind pants and sand-colored hiking boots with red laces,
Nicole took the lead in setting up the green nylon tent and
spreading out a foldable cushion inside it for added support. They
made camp on a stony patch of ground because they didn't want to
risk getting in trouble for trampling the fragile alpine flowers.
When Candace joined her friend inside the tent and stretched out
her long, athletic body against the cushion, she immediately
grimaced.

“Ouch, Nikki, this is most definitely gonna
suck,” she said, causing them both to laugh. “I really do hope we
get caught now.”

“Stop it,” Nicole protested, punching her
friend playfully in the shoulder. “We're roughing it for one night.
That's all. It'll make you appreciate every other night when you
have all the comforts of home.”

“I swear I'm gonna start howling like a
she-wolf until they find us and make us sleep in the hut,” Candace
threatened with a grin.

“Uh, no you won't, C.C. I'll tape your mouth
shut.”

“With what?”

“Duct tape.”

“Duct tape? You brought duct tape?”

“Of course,” Nicole said, tossing Candace an
energy bar from her pack as they now sat Indian style across from
one another inside the tent. “I also brought this,” she added,
grabbing a small headlamp and strapping the black band around her
bi-colored hair so she could see as darkness descended on the
ridge. “Cheryl used a headlamp just like it on her trek.”

“You and your Strayed,” Candace said.

“You should finish it,” Nicole advised,
referring to Cheryl Strayed's book, “Wild: From Lost to Found on
the Pacific Crest Trail.” “And you know she'd break the rules and
make camp right here.”

“I read enough of that book to know Cheryl
would walk right over to that hut tonight and hook up with the
first guy she met,” Candace said, her mischievous grin
returning.

“You make a valid point,” Nicole said,
nodding and taking a sip from her water bottle. “She was a real
slut back in the day, but I do admire how honest she was about that
in the book. I'm ...”

A flashlight suddenly shining against the
tent made both girls flinch and freeze in place. Then they heard
boot steps against a nearby rock.

“Oh shit, Nikki, I told you,” Candace
whispered, before smiling and adding, “I'm saved!” as she
whimsically thanked a higher power with prayerful hands.

Nicole frowned, stuck her tongue out at
Candace and then stuck her head out of the flap of the tent.

“Hello?” she said, squinting toward the
flashlight.

“Hi, I'm Will from the hut crew,” a handsome
young man in his early 20s said, squatting beside their tent with
the flashlight on them.

Candace nudged Nicole aside and stuck her
head out of the flap, too, causing Will to shuffle his legs, lose
his footing momentarily and nearly fall into the tarn. Clearly, he
wasn't expecting to see two teenage girls camping in this spot.
Nicole and Candace both managed to stifle their laughter.

“Sorry to disturb you, ladies,” Will said,
quickly recovering and remembering why he was there. “But there's
no camping permitted above the tree line or anywhere within a
quarter mile of Lakes of the Clouds Hut. Do your parents know
you're out here?”

“Yes,” Nicole replied, her blue eyes
defiant. “We may be young, but we're seasoned hikers. We're
practicing to do the whole Appalachian Trail, maybe even the
Pacific Crest Trail. We're not starting a fire and we're not
trampling the flowers.”

“Still, rules are rules,” Will said. “We
have a couple of bunks not filled at the hut, so why don't you join
us there. It's not far at all. “

Candace was attracted to the man and saw an
opportunity to help her friend get “Strayed” in her way while
possibly getting “Strayed” herself in an entirely different
way.

“I'll make you a deal, Will,” she said
slyly. “I'll join you at the hut if you'll look the other way and
let my friend Nikki here live out her dream of sleeping under the
stars just this one time. How does that sound?”

The young man smiled and shook his head, but
clearly he was entertaining the offer. When all of Candace emerged
from the tent and she bent over to pull out her pack, Will just
stared and had no words.

“You'd really do that for me?” Nicole asked
Candace.

“Gladly,” she replied, pulling her hair out
of its ponytail and flipping it around in the wind for full
effect.

“No fires, no ...,” Will said, finally
regaining his voice, only to be cut off by Nicole.

“No trampling the flowers, got it,” she said
with a smile. “Thanks, the both of you ... I really mean that.”

“I'll be back to check on you early, Nikki,
or join us in the hut if you come to your senses. Otherwise, just
call me if you need anything ... we do have working cell phones up
here at least,” Candace said.

“Anything else, Mom?” Nicole asked as they
began walking away.

“Yes, don't roll into the pond and drown,”
Candace yelled back.

“You be careful, too,” Nicole shot back with
a loaded smile that she hoped Candace saw in the glare of her
headlamp.

When they were gone and it was certain she
had been given the green light to camp under the stars 5,033 feet
above sea level, Nicole climbed out of her tent and jumped for joy.
She launched all 5-foot-6 of her toward the heavens and tried to
grab a piece of the Milky Way as it cascaded above her. Though her
boots crashed back onto the rocky ground, she felt her heart leap
into space.

 


...

 


Adam Upton roused his younger brother from a
daze when he suddenly jerked the wheel to the right and drove the
rumbling, red pickup truck into the empty parking lot at Lakeview
Regional High School.

“What the hell are you doing?” Brody asked.
“School doesn't start until next week.”

Adam brought the truck to a screeching stop
facing the large, open practice field on the left side of the
sprawling brick school building.

“I'm about to give you your most important
assignment for the school year,” said Adam, who at 17 seemed nearly
double the size of his 13-year-old brother. “And you're gonna do it
when I tell you to do it because that's what freshmen are supposed
to do — kiss the asses of the upperclassmen.”

“That's total bullshit,” Brody
protested.

Adam punched his brother in the left arm and
laughed. Brody grabbed his arm in pain and hung his head. He was
tired of being ordered around, overpowered and pummeled by his
Ultimate Fighting Championship-loving brother.

“Get used to it, son. Life is bullshit,”
Adam said with a nasty edge to his husky voice.

“You ain't my father,” Brody said
hesitantly, not looking at him and fully expecting another punch at
any moment. “And whenever you start calling me 'son' something bad
is about to happen.”

Both boys had messy, wavy brown hair and
brown eyes, but Adam was 6 feet tall, stocky and stubbly faced.
Brody, whose growth spurt hadn't started yet, was only 5-4, fairly
thin and didn't even sport peach fuzz on his cheeks yet.

“I'm the closest thing you got to a father,
son, and you're gonna pull a prank for me sometime very soon,” Adam
said menacingly, his whole face boring into his brother, leaving no
room for argument.

“OK, OK ... what the hell do you want me to
do?” Brody asked, practically whining for mercy.

“You're gonna pull the school fire alarm for
me,” Adam said flatly, shifting his weight back toward the steering
wheel.

“Why?” Brody asked after pondering the
assignment for a moment.

“You'll see,” Adam replied, his eyes now
focused on the grassy field in front of the truck. “And if you're
smart, you'll hide in the bathroom after you pull it. You really
don't want to get caught up in a turkey shoot.”

“What?” Brody asked, utterly confused.

“It's just a hunting expression, son,” Adam
said.

“Oh.”

 


 


 CHAPTER 2

14TH & STARDUST

 


 


A beautiful little girl with golden,
shoulder-length hair and crystal blue eyes appeared in Nicole's
tent seemingly out of nowhere. Smiling as she glowed in the
darkness, the girl was just short enough to fit inside the tent
standing up.

“Who are you?” Nicole asked.

“My name is Star now,” she replied sweetly.
“Would you sit next to me in class?”

“Class?” Nicole wondered.

“Yes, it's about to start. Come with me,”
Star said, offering Nicole her tiny hand.

Confused but curious, Nicole reached out for
the girl's hand and, as soon as she touched her, they were suddenly
outside the tent and under the stars — billions of them, and so
much brighter than Nicole had ever seen.

Strangely, the wind was gone and Nicole
found herself sitting next to Star in a field of lush green grass.
They were part of a semicircle full of children, all 6 to 7 years
old, and facing a tall woman with long brown hair who stood next to
an easel with a blackboard.

“Wow, an outdoor class under the stars,”
Nicole heard herself say before a school bell rang from out of
nowhere and the teacher began writing on the chalkboard. As all of
the students watched the teacher, Nicole's eyes wandered and
noticed a familiar face several feet to her right. He was bigger
than the rest but still only 6 or 7.

“Who is that boy, Star? I think I know him,”
Nicole whispered, pointing toward him discreetly.

“His name is Adam,” she replied, the sound
of her voice so close to Nicole's ear even though they sat a couple
of feet apart in the grass.

“Adam Upton,” Nicole concluded. “Yeah, I
remember him. He was in my class a long time ago. We used to play
together during recess.”

“He's still in your class,” Star whispered.
“He's going to be a senior, just like you.”

“Really?” Nicole asked, wondering how Star
knew this.

That's when the teacher spoke directly to
Nicole.

“Yes, Nicole, it's true,” she said, her face
gravely serious as she gazed into Nicole's eyes. There was a
sadness Nicole could not understand nor look away from. “Please
help us if you can.”

Nicole nodded, glanced over to where Adam
had been sitting in the grass and noticed he was gone.

“Where did Adam go?” she asked the
teacher.

“He's planning something very bad, Nicole,”
she said. “He's lost and needs to be found very quickly.”

Then the teacher pointed at the chalkboard,
where she had written the numbers 12:14.

“Please bring Adam back here before it's too
late,” the teacher warned.

“OK, I will,” Nicole replied instantly,
surprised at the conviction in her own voice. “What's the address
here?”

“Star will give you a note so you remember,”
the teacher instructed.

Just like that, Star was back inside the
tent with Nicole, handing her a little blue sticky note with yellow
stars on it.

“Please bring Adam with you as a friend,”
Star said in her angelic voice as Nicole accepted the note and read
the address, handwritten by the teacher. It said: “14th &
Stardust.”

 


...

 


“14th and,” Nicole mumbled aloud as she sat
up suddenly in her sleeping bag and realized she had been dreaming.
The cold mountain air made her shiver, but that physical chill
seemed insignificant compared to the message from the dream that
hammered at her brain.

“Adam Upton,” she told herself, donning her
headlamp and searching in the dark for the side pocket of her pack
to find her pen and journal. In the process of fumbling for those
items, she discovered a small clear Ziploc bag that she distinctly
didn't remember packing. Inside it she was delighted to find some
homemade chocolate chip cookies and a folded piece of white
notebook paper. Nicole smiled as she bit into a cold but delicious
cookie and read her mother's handwritten words:

 


“Here's a little something to boost your
energy on the trail. I know you and Candace know what you're doing
up there with so many hikes under your belt, but a mother still
worries so call me anytime and when you get to the summit. The
forecast looks great. I hope it's as clear as the day we hiked
Washington together for your 14th birthday!!! I also just read
online that meteor showers could be visible so gather some stardust
for me. :) Stay safe, enjoy your last getaway before senior year
and I'll see you Sunday. Love, Mom.”

 


They hadn't been getting along very well
lately, but after reading the note and finishing off that first
cookie, Nicole only had warm thoughts of her mother. The teen
actually wished they were huddled together in the tent now.

A moment later, as Nicole glanced at the
note again, she froze. Her wide eyes fixed on the “14th” and then
on the word “stardust.” Her jaw dropped open, her stomach felt
queasy and the dream burst back through her consciousness in full
this time.

“How? ... How is that even possible?” she
muttered to herself as a gust of wind shook the tent.

Nicole realized she didn't even need a pen
and paper anymore. Her mother had written the address for her: 14th
& Stardust — whatever, wherever that meant. The teacher in the
dream had used the number 14, too. She suddenly recalled the 12:14
on the chalkboard in haunting detail.

“They were written as a time, not a date,
but I know those numbers,” Nicole said aloud. “Newtown. December
14th.”

Nine months ago, on December 14, 2013, she
participated in a candlelight vigil to mark the one-year
anniversary of the massacre that killed 20 children and six women
at Sandy Hook Elementary School in Newtown, Connecticut — only two
states away from Nicole's high school in southern New Hampshire.
Unshakable grief hung over the whole nation, and especially New
England, in the wake of that dark day just before Christmas in
2012.

Now she had been asked, in a dream, to help
prevent another horrible event — this time at her own school. Could
this be real?

“Adam Upton?” she asked herself. “I don't
even really know him anymore.”

She thought about what Candace would say
when she mentioned his name — if she mentioned his name; if she
even told her best friend about this dream.

“Trailer trash,” Nicole whispered to
herself. “That's what Candace would say about him. That's what most
people would say.”

“He's lost and he needs to be found very
quickly,” the teacher's words echoed in Nicole's ears.

“Bring him with you as a friend,” Star had
told her.

“Why me?” Nicole whispered as the wind
whipped against the tent.

The words “From Lost to Found on the Pacific
Crest Trail” suddenly trekked through her thoughts.

“Me and my Strayed,” Nicole said aloud after
a long silence and a deep breath. “I must be the finder of lost
souls. I wonder if Adam Upton enjoys ...”

She wanted to say “hiking,” but the word
“hunting” barged onto her tongue instead. Nicole bit down on it
before she finished the sentence.

 


...

 


“You've been weird this morning, Nikki,”
Candace observed out of the blue as the girls lumbered steadily
from rock to rock up Mount Washington's steep, monotonous summit
cone. “Are you mad that I abandoned you to cuddle up with Will in
the hut?”

Candace's question stirred Nicole from her
trance — one she had mostly maintained since they had ascended out
of the easy ridgeline trail of tarns and alpine flowers, and began
exerting themselves on their final push toward the summit. The
clear skies from the night before had given way to mostly cloudy
conditions, allowing only intermittent views of the Presidential
Range and beyond.

Nicole’s mood was deteriorating, too, and
she could no longer withhold the reason from her friend.

“I'm sorry,” she said, abruptly stopping to
sit on a smooth rock next to a small pyramid of rocks, or cairn,
which marked the trail above the tree line. “I've got to tell you
about this dream I had last night, C.C., or I'm going to lose it
and roll off the mountain.”

“What? OK, you better tell me then,” Candace
said, sitting across from her friend on a different rock.

Nicole thought about her words as she took a
swig of water from her bottle. Candace pulled a water bottle out of
her pack and did the same, but she got tired of waiting for her
friend to talk.

“So you're not mad at me then?” Candace
asked.

“Definitely not,” Nicole assured her. “I'm
so glad you had fun with Will and I was able to sleep under the
stars last night. It was a win-win for both of us, but now I just
want to stay on this mountain and never go back to school.”

“Whoa, I here you, but what the hell did you
dream about that makes you say that, Nikki?” Candace asked, leaning
forward to touch her friend's forearm and to hear her better as the
wind whistled up the rocky cone.

“This was more like a vision than a dream —
it was disturbingly real,” Nicole said, searching for words. “Do
you know Adam Upton?”

The question caught Candace off guard at
first, but she eventually blurted out the two words Nicole
predicted she would. “Adam Upton, yeah, sort of ... he's trailer
trash, obnoxious ... why?”

“Because this dream I had basically warned
me that he's going to do something bad this school year,” Nicole
said, shivering as her sweat turned cold in the strong winds on
this 58-degree day.

“Bad like what?” Candace asked.

“Bad like Newtown,” Nicole replied. “He's
going to shoot at us and kill us — that kind of bad.”

Candace's eyes bugged out, but she was
speechless as Nicole recounted most of the details of the
dream.

“You had a nightmare, Nikki, that's all,”
she finally concluded.

“Am I crazy?” Nicole asked.

“Yes,” Candace said, hugging her tightly and
not letting go as two older male hikers descending from the summit
nodded at them.

“Good way to keep warm in this wind,
ladies,” one of them said a little too flirtatiously for Candace's
taste. She suddenly shifted into protective mode for her frazzled
friend.

“Glad we could make your day,” she said with
a little bite in her tone as they drew closer.

“Views were pretty spotty up there,” the
other climber said with a winded voice as he carefully lumbered
down the rocks and moved past them.

“Oh well, thanks for the update,” Nicole
said, trying to change the subject back to hiking and regain her
composure. But then she remembered her mother's note. She pulled it
out of her pack and showed it to Candace.

“What's this?” she asked.

“In the dream they told me to bring Adam
Upton to 14th & Stardust,” Nicole said. “Then I wake up, reach
into my pack and find this note from my mother that I didn't know
was in there. I swear I never saw the note before the dream.”

“So what?” Candace said.

“Look,” Nicole said, pointing at the note.
“There's a '14th' here and a 'stardust' there. That's a pretty
bizarre coincidence, don't you think?”

Candace shook her head and then looked up to
the clouds for assistance.

“You do think I'm crazy,” Nicole
concluded.

“I think I'm never gonna let you sleep alone
under the stars ever again,” Candace said, refocusing on her
friend.

“I'm serious,” Nicole said.

“I can see that,” Candace replied, suddenly
uncomfortable with the whole conversation. “But we came up here to
get away and now you're all upset.”

“The little girl handed me a note that said
'14th & Stardust,' then I wake up and find that note from my
mother ...”

“Dreams aren't supposed to make sense,
Nikki. What does that even mean? I don't get it,” Candace
pleaded.

“I don't know,” Nicole said, “but I better
reach out to this kid and help him before he ...”

“I'll save you the trouble and call the
police on him,” Candace interrupted. “Will that make you feel
better?”

“Based on what?” Nicole asked.

“Exactly my point,” Candace said. “Based on
a bad dream somewhere above the tree line where the oxygen is
thinner. That's all it was, Nikki. Now let's go. We've got a
mountain to finish climbing.”

Nicole nodded, and they stood and hugged,
but Candace studied her friend's face closely and waited for her to
have the last word.

“I won't let it happen,” Nicole said,
looking Candace right in the eyes. “I can't lose you and I
won't.”

“Why? Did I get shot in your dream? Did you
leave that part out?” Candace asked bluntly.

“No,” Nicole answered, “but it's not the
dream I'm worried about.”

 


 


 CHAPTER 3

BAT-SHIT CRAZY

 


 


“They have us in their sights, Lee,” Adam
blurted out before muffling a laugh in his hands. He snorted in
disbelief at what his eyes were seeing five tables away in the busy
high school cafeteria.

“Who the hell are you talking about?” said
Thomas Harvey, his back to whatever Adam saw as they both wolfed
down pizza.

“Well, one is super hot and the other one
with the blue hair ain’t bad either. They both keep looking over at
us,” Adam said before cracking up again.

Long and wiry with spiky blonde hair and
huge black gauges in his ears, Thomas “Lee” Harvey turned his whole
body around. When he spotted the two girls in question, he leaned
toward them aggressively and blatantly stared at them. His creepy,
cold blue eyes never blinked. Nicole and Candace both frowned and
quickly looked away.

“That should take care of that,” Thomas said
menacingly, turning back toward Adam and chugging his Coke.

“What the hell did you do that for?” Adam
asked, pounding the table with his fist.

“They're rich little whores,” Thomas said
flatly.

“I'd do them just the same,” Adam
boasted.

“My ass you would.”

“Put your cash where your ass is, dipshit,
and I'll make you even poorer.”

“You're all talk. Just like with this thing
we got planned. I'm doing it. You say you're doing it, but one girl
looks at you and you turn into a pathetic school boy. Don't get
cock-tracked,” Thomas growled.

“Hell no, I'm in 150 percent!” Adam barked
right back at him before his eyes watched the hot girl exit the
cafeteria and the blue-haired girl start walking toward them. He
snorted into his hands again in disbelief.

Thomas glared at him and never looked up as
Nicole now hovered over their table.

“May I join you boys for a minute or am I
interrupting something?” she asked pleasantly but nervously.

Adam's eyes lingered on her toned thighs
covered in tight black leggings for a moment before gazing up and
vaguely recognizing her face. Thomas, meanwhile, rubbed his
forehead with both of his hands as if he were wishing the female
intruder away.

“Yeah sure, sit right down next to me,” Adam
said, slapping the seat to his left with gusto and shooting Thomas
a loaded, defiant grin. “What brings you over to our side of the
tracks?”

Thomas resumed his unnerving stare, but
Nicole ignored him and focused on Adam.

“Looking for a prom date?” Adam asked with
an obnoxious, slightly uncomfortable laugh as Thomas stewed.

“It's a new school year — our senior year —
and I was hoping to reconnect with some of the kids I went to
elementary and middle school with, you know, before we all scatter
after graduation and enter the real world,” Nicole explained in her
most disarming voice as she flipped her bi-colored hair over her
shoulder.

Adam was blown away. He looked at her with
his large mouth open, his brown eyes curious and his brain
struggling to recall when exactly they knew each other.

“Who are you?” he finally asked with a
laugh.

“Oh, I'm sorry, Adam, you probably don't
even remember that far back,” she said. “I'm Nicole Janicek and we
both had Mrs. Whitney in second grade. We used to hang out during
recess sometimes.”

“We did? ... Wow. My memory sucks,” Adam
said with a snort. “Good to meet you again all these years
later.”

As Adam shook Nicole's hand, Thomas buried
his head in his hands and Valerie Moore, a sexy senior with short,
edgy brown hair, walked toward their table with a look of horror.
Valerie had been friends with Nicole off and on throughout high
school. This was definitely an “off” period, and the disgust on her
face put an exclamation point on that.

“Really Nicole? What a T.T. train wreck!”
she scoffed before quickening her march toward the lunch line.

Nicole rolled her eyes at Valerie's
predictable reaction. Then she lost her patience with creepy
Thomas.

“What is wrong with you?” she asked him,
staring right back at him and trying not to wince at the gauges
dragging down his ear lobes.

“Don't mind Lee,” Adam said, trying to
interrupt the awkward glares, to no avail.

“Well it's pretty clear Lee doesn't want me
to sit at this table,” Nicole pointed out.

“You're smarter than you look,” Thomas shot
back. “And don't call me Lee.”

“His real name is Thomas ... Thomas Harvey,”
Adam noted. “I should've told you that.”

“Oh,” Nicole said, processing his macabre
assortment of names. Her enjoyment of Stephen King’s novel
“11/22/63” a year ago and her subsequent interest in the topic of
President John F. Kennedy’s assassination by Lee Harvey Oswald
suddenly came in handy. But right now, she wished she knew far less
about the subject. She also wished she weren’t sitting directly
across from this dangerous kid. “Lee Harvey. I get it. How ...
clever.”

“Do you? Do you really get it? What exactly
is your purpose here right now?” Thomas snapped.

“Relax Lee,” Adam said, putting a hand out
toward him as Nicole shrank back and looked annoyed. She thought
about getting up to leave, but then she remembered the dream. She
looked at the clock on the wall that hovered over the cafeteria.
The time was 12:02 p.m.

“I'd like to be friends if that's possible,”
she said firmly. “That's my purpose.”

“Oh yeah, why now — why not when he was in
third grade, fourth grade, last year — why the hell now?” Thomas
erupted. “Go back to your safe little table with your rich little
whore friends and leave us alone.”

Adam grimaced during his friend's diatribe
while Nicole stood up and glared down at Thomas. She had never felt
such hatred cast in her direction before and she didn't know how to
react for a moment.

“You're an asshole!” she finally said,
pointing at him. “You better watch your mouth!”

“Oh yeah, what the hell are you gonna do
about it, little girl?” Thomas barked. “Are you gonna tattle on me
like I'm sure you did in first grade?”

Nicole
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CALLING FOR BACKUP

















































































































































DEMONS AND TRAIL ANGELS




























































































































































“WE'RE GOING TO BE FRIENDS”
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