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Frozen

 

Cold winter air bites into my skin like a thousand hungry mosquitos out for a quick lunch. How anything can be alive out here I really don’t know. 

Sniffing once, I wrap my arms tighter around my body, keeping my gloved hands balled to fists in an attempt to preserve as much body heat as I can. I’ve always loved this place in the summer, but I hate it during winter. I’m a California girl. I don’t do cold long-term.

Maybe I should have stayed in Los Angeles, no matter what.

Maybe I should’ve put on my big girl panties and faced the music.

Maybe I shouldn’t have run.

“It’s not running, sweetie. You need time. Anybody would. And Grandpa needs your help.”

Right, Mom.

I’m not buying her pretense. This isn’t for Grampie, this is for me. A time-out. Psych-rehab.

Or as my dad said, a time to pull myself together.

I huff once. Yeah, sure. Like distance is going to heal the wound inside my soul, the one the knife tore in there with a single quick flick that changed my life forever. 

I kick a little rock unlucky enough to wind up in front of my black boots. With a little plopping sound, it sinks into the river flowing by this little nature trail somewhere in the outskirts of Kampton, Oregon. Northern Oregon, to be specific. Even colder. 

A couple of birds mind the interruption from my movement and flutter up, their croaking and complaining disrupting the near-total silence. 

“Whatever,” I mutter under my breath. Little puffy clouds form in front of my face. It’s that cold. “You shut up. It’s freezing, so thank me for keeping you moving.”

As if they’d understood, the birds settle into a couple of trees down the trail but still keep a suspicious eye on me. 

I remember coming here as a kid. I loved it. Staying with Grammie and Grampie was always the highlight of my summer, and back then, even the couple of times I came here in winter it was fun. Building snowmen, sledding downhill in the snow, warming up with gallons of hot cocoa later… 

A small smile plays over my face. Hot chocolate. Those were the good days. Before Grammie died five years ago, and before Grampie got so weak he needed more and more supervision—which for now is my job, at least until I get ordered back home. Until then, it’s independent study and taking care of Grampie. That’s the deal my parents struck. 

“I want you out of here, Gwen. This needs to blow over.”

Well, thank you, Dad. Maybe it’ll blow over for you and the company, but it won’t for me.

It never will.

In fifteen days, it will be the six-month anniversary of the day I was kidnapped.

Of the day Sarah died.

Of the day I don’t remember.

No matter how hard I try to fill the gaping holes with images, all I get is—

 

Fear. White, hot, blinding fear so consuming it overtakes every fiber of my being, every cell, every thought, every breath. I don’t see the blood, but I feel its warmth on my palms. Death. I will die here, no doubt about it. I can’t breathe, I can’t—

 

I suck in a sharp breath. No. Not going there. It’ll only end up with me rocking in a corner somewhere, and the last thing I need is more meds.

I sigh and sit on the trunk of a broken tree with a view of the river and the tiny bridge crossing over it. The more of those flashbacks I get, the happier I should be I don’t remember much. A little part of me wonders though what is worse, remembering everything or next to nothing.

I rest my chin on my hands, keeping my knees close together. I’ll have to listen to the advice I gave the birds and keep moving, or I’m going to be a block of ice in no time. My ears are frozen already—I’m not quite used yet to having a short bob in the winter. The mop of brown locks always kept me warm, while the newer and shorter do… not really.

For a tiny moment, I allow myself to close my eyes, sit still, and listen to nature. 

Serenity. Peace.

A few leftover leaves rustle in the wind, breaking the typical almost-buffered silence that hangs over a forest when the snow lies more than a couple of inches thick. The Kampton County River rumbles quietly, gurgling where it flows against the pillars of the bridge to my left. It really helps against the headaches, I gotta say.

Somewhere, a couple of birds fly up, complaining yet again, but I don’t open my eyes. My mind takes me back to life when it was still normal, and when I wasn’t either a victim or an enabler, or both. When my best friend was still alive.

The birds get more excited. A whole flock flies up, looking for a new place. Maybe there’s a predator close by or something. I don’t speak nature very well, I’m more of a city kid.

Without warning, something loud splashes into the water not far away from me. 

I pop my eyes open barely in time to see a head full of short, black hair vanish under water together with a second splash.

“Whoa!” I’m up in no time. “Dude! Are you crazy? Shit!” That water is freezing! Who jumps in like that? Where are we, like, in a camp in Siberia?

My gaze stays glued to the spot the black hair vanished, a sick feeling in the pit of my stomach. Where is that guy? You fall in, you come right back up, unless…

… unless the freezing water made him lose consciousness.

Oh, crap. 

I run closer to where he went in, but nothing. No bubbles, no body floating under the surface, and sure as heck nobody coming up for air anywhere downstream from below the bridge.

I groan.

Crap.

My coat is off before my decision is made. 

Please no, please no. There can’t be somebody drowning right in front of me, that’s not happening. 

Not another death on my watch. Please.

As quickly as I can without slipping and falling on the icy rocks that line the riverbed, I cross the distance to the spot where he went under.

I take a deep breath. This is going to suck.

Majorly.

One, two—

Three! 

I throw myself forward into the river like I did a million times when I was a kid.

But that was summer, and now it’s winter.

The freezing water is merciless. I’m soaked in less than a second, the icy pricks of water at its highest density penetrating my skin, numbing me in an instant. Holy shit, it’s worse than freezing!

I scream out silently, the cold sucking all energy out of me like a vacuum. 

Still no sign of the guy. 

So, I do what I have to.

I take a deep breath and lower my head under water, bending my upper body by ninety degrees to make this a quick face-forward dive, using my hands to pull me down farther, feeling for something human below me. It’s too murky here, I can’t see much besides the occasional ray of light breaking through.

My heart’s beating like crazy, maybe because it’s trying to keep my body supplied with oxygen, or maybe because if I don’t find this guy, he’s going to drown. 

How long has it been? Thirty seconds? Forty? People survive forty seconds, right?

It’s been ten for me, and I can’t feel my hands. Or my face.

Frantically, I push deeper and search. The river is about fifteen feet deep here. I know because that’s the only reasons the adults allow the kids to jump off the bridge here in the summer. No risk for head injuries. 

My lungs burn and scream for oxygen. Crap, I can’t hold my breath any longer, I—

There. 

Something cold, boney—an arm. I’ve got an arm! I grab it and pull, but nothing happens. I pull again. Nothing.

Shoot, how heavy can one person be? I give it one more yank, but the burning in my lungs demands attention first. I’ve gotta get air.

After the quickest turn-around of my life I shoot up and break through the surface, gasping for air, barely holding myself afloat with my clothing completely soaked and my muscles rigid from the cold.

“Help!” I croak, and again louder. “Help! Somebody is in here! Help!” Chances of people hearing me are slim. That’s why I came here. Because in the winter, it’s a great quiet spot.

Another lungful of air, another dive down. At least this time I know where he is.  

There’s the arm.

I pull.

Still nothing.

F-ing crap, what—

Okay, think, Gwen. Think!

Maybe he’s trapped somewhere. Okay. Dive down deeper, come on, come on, stupid weak lead-legs, move!

I glide my hands down his arm to his chest, following a thick coat down to jeans, and legs to feet—feet tied together with rope.

What the—

Despite the freezing cold my heart skips a beat. 

Rope? 

I give it a pull, but it won’t budge, it’s tied to something seriously heavy. That’s when I remember: two splashes. First the… heavy thing, then the person. 

Something cramps inside my stomach. Is this an attempted suicide or… a murder?

Oh god, do I hope he’s not dead already.

Neither of us has much more time, if the gagging in my throat is any indication. 

For one teeny-tiny moment, I wonder what if… what if I let go. Stopped trying to swim. Didn’t rise to the surface. How long would it take for the cold to take over? How long until my vision dimmed, my heart slowed down and stop—

Screw yourself, Gwendolyn! Nobody else dies on my watch, including myself. 

As fast as I can in this icy water, I pull out my pocketknife, Grampie’s gift for my seventeenth birthday last August. Every girl needs to have a pocketknife, he said, and right he was.

Despite my frozen, stiff fingers, I get it flipped open without amputating a finger or dropping it. Like a crazy person I slice it against the rope. Please cut through, please cut through! I didn’t come here to see somebody die, and I if I have to go up for air again… he will.

I’m this close to throwing up under water.

Like a maniac, I cut, not caring if I get skin. I can’t see much, and who cares. As long as he survives, it’ll heal. 

The moment the rope comes apart, the angels start singing. Seriously.

Freed of its weight, the body begins to float up.

Thank whomever for small favors. 

Pushing off the ground, I grab whatever I can of him and propel the both of us through the water until we break through, me gagging, coughing and spurting, him way too quiet.

I was too late. 

I’m holding a dead body in my arms.

Again.

Then, suddenly: a gasp, a choke, and a violent cough that lets him slip in my grip, numb fingers and all. A hoarse laugh bursts through my lips.

“Y-you’re a-alive. H-holy hell, y-you’re alive!” The weight falling off my shoulders equals the one I just cut off the guy’s legs.

He’s alive!

As quickly as I can, I drag him through the water and toward the shore, kicking my legs like crazy now that the added weight of another person is dragging me down. I keep the guy’s back pressed to my chest, my right arm wrapped around him in an improvised rescue hold, using only one hand to stroke. 

The moment I feel uneven ground under my feet is the most wonderful in my life so far.

Pulling him out is more a scrambling and slipping until we’re both out of the water, lying on our backs in the snow, the water still lapping at our feet, like an angry monster robbed of its prey. 

The guy coughs with a wheeze when he’s breathing in, but at least he’s moving now.

It’s the first time I get a look at him, and right away, familiarity tugs at my core with all its might. The boy’s not much older than me, maybe a year or two, and I’ve seen him before. 

Oh hell yeah, I’ve seen him before.

The cage I so carefully constructed around my soul rips open wide and releases an army of butterflies. No matter the dirt and debris in his hair, no matter the water ruining all styling, I’d always recognize that black hair and pale face with the longest lashes I’ve ever seen in a boy.

Always.

The boy coughs again and curls into a ball on his side.

“Hey.” I suppress my shaking and extend a careful hand, only hesitating the slightest before I place it on his shoulder. “Are you o-okay? Sh-should I c-call an ambulance?” 

That’s when his eyes fly open, dark brown irises set into wide white orbs staring at me as if they’d seen a ghost. “Oh, shit.” His voice is nothing more than a croak, and a pitiful one at that. His elbows give in under him twice as he tries to push himself up to sitting. No wonder, the poor thing is shaking from head to toe, shivers racking his body like crazy. 

“Y-you got me out.” His teeth chatter worse than mine. He looks miserable.

“Yeah, c-couldn’t really let you drown, you know?” Lame joke. I rub my hands together. Geez, I’m frozen solid. “S-so, uh, that thing on your legs—”

“N-none of your concern.” It’s the first time he seems more alive than dead.

“Excuse me?”

“None of your concern. You sh-should’ve just left me, I had it all worked out, I—” He stops himself and works a hand through his hair, bringing it back wet and dirty, staring at it as if only now he realized what just happened. 

Somewhere in the distance sirens howl, accompanied by honking horns. 

 

Sirens. Loud. Lights, so many lights, all flashing blue-and-red. 

“You’re safe now.” A blanket gets wrapped around my body. “Just one poke—there you go.” 

A needle burrows into my skin— 

 

Geez—

I blink twice as he gets up, trembling and shivering so much he slips and barely catches himself before falling right down again. Guess I’m not the only one whose frozen body doesn’t quite comply with its owner’s wishes. He stuffs his fingers into the inside pocket of his jacket and pulls out a wet cell phone—which he throws to the ground and stomps on, digging his heel in to smash it into complete obliteration.

“Whoa! Shit! Your phone, you—” I’m up as quickly as I can in my popsicle-state, arms wrapped around my body. Why did I have to drop the coat that far away?

He drives his heel down onto his poor unsuspecting phone once again, then throws me a quick look.

“Leave.”

That’s all he says before he turns around and walks away, posture frozen stiff and rigid, not looking back once, a piece of rope dragging from his left foot behind him.

“But—” I reach out my right hand as if I wanted to stop him.

But what? 

Why did he jump? 

Why did he smash his cellphone? 

He’s crazy. That much is for sure.

Crazy and suicidal.

The sirens get louder, coming from around the corner close to the little bridge. Should somebody have heard my screams? Well, thanks for lending me a hand, buddy.

I should maybe wait and—

The boy’s black hair is the last thing I see of him as he vanishes behind a tree.

I sprint to my coat as fast as I can and pick it up. 

“Wait!” I call after the boy, but when I look for him again, he is gone.

 




Chapter Two
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Thawing

 

My way back home is short but takes forever. Luckily for me, Grampie’s house is close to the woods, a fact that gave me nightmares as a child, but is invaluable right now. 

I’m frozen solid by the time I finally unlock the front door with shaking hands. The blissful warmth of central heating combined with a fireplace in Grampie’s living room surrounds me, unfreezing me one pore at a time.

And boy, does unfreezing hurt.

“Gwen?” Grampie’s voice comes from the living room. “Are you back?”

I slide out of my squeaking wet boots and drop my coat right where I stand. “B-back,” I stutter-shout into the hallway, teeth still not quite unclenched yet. 

“Would you mind helping me please?” Some shuffling sounds come with that question. That would be Grampie trying to get from the couch to the chair at the window.

I sigh. “Sure.” Would’ve preferred taking a shower first and avoid questions, but life has taught me well. We don’t always get what we want, said the heir to a multi-billion-dollar company.

I force my wet, frozen socks off my feet and tiptoe into the living room. The tile floor is usually too cold for me to walk on barefooted, but right now feels like I’m walking over coals.

The moment I open the door and Grampie sees me, his mouth drops open and the little bit of delicate balance he still has left wobbles. “Gwennie, what—” He looks me up and down, but there’s no way I can look as bad as his shocked features imply. I mean, I’ve been wet before.

“Nothing, Grampie.” I get a good grip on the forearm not holding a cane to support him. The moment my hands touch him he jerks. 

“You’re ice cold.” I get a disapproving glance down his nose. “Don’t tell me that bull, Gwendolyn. What happened?” He gives me another once-over and despite still feeling mainly frozen and somewhat shocked from what happened, a grin spreads over my face. Grampie is cool. Always was. His mind is still sharp as a tack, only his almost ninety-year-old body is slowly refusing to work, and it pisses him off. Majorly. 

“The river happened, Grampie.” I lead him toward the chair and help him settle down. “I’ll tell you all about it when I’m showered and warmed up, okay?”

He looks at me suspiciously. “Don’t you think for a moment I’ll forget about it, young lady, because I won’t. Now go and get yourself warmed up. I intend for you to be at my funeral, not me at yours.” He points his cane at the door. Grampie is about the only one allowed to mention anything death-related when I’m around, and that would be because there are only two people in our family who wouldn’t mind if death claimed them. One of them is Grampie.

The other is me.

Alas, today was not the day. “Aye, captain,” I respond with a mock salute and walk off, leaving little wet footprints on the wonderfully warm tile floor on my way out.

Once I’ve showered and towel dried my choppy bob, I dress in all the layers of sweat-wear I can find. It’ll take about a year until I stop shivering, maybe two, but to speed it up I make a tea for Grampie and myself before I go back to the living room. 

Grampie sits in his favorite chair by the window, balancing a brown wooden box on his lap. It’s beautiful with intricate ornaments carved into the lid. I think it used to be Grammie’s. When I come in, Grampie gives the sturdy lock an annoyed flick with his fingers and sets the box aside onto the table next to the window. Careful not to spill, I set the tray down next to it before I fall into the other cushy chair. Best view in the house. The backyard is more part of the forest than a true backyard. Always loved it. It held a ginormous swing set for me when I was little.

I pour us some Earl Grey. Milk and sugar for Grampie, black for me. The moment I set the tea pot down, I remember I should’ve brought my pills. Dang it. Funny how a little jump into freezing waters can preoccupy someone’s mind. Guess the pills will have to wait until later. Oh, whatever. “So, something weird happened.” I push the filled cup over to him.

Grampie raises an eyebrow. “You don’t say?” He takes his mug with shaking fingers rivaling the guy’s when he tried to fumble his cell out of his pocket.

Crazy.

Suicidal.

I sigh.

“Well… I was at the river, down where the bridge is, and… somebody went in.” 

That gets Grampie’s attention. “Define ‘went in’. Jumped, was pushed, or fell?” All three have happened at the bridge before, not all three during winter though. He takes a sip of his tea, eyes watching every twitch of my facial muscles.

“Good question. I don’t know. I heard two splashes and saw him go under, so…” I shrug. “So, when he didn’t come back up, I went in and got him out.”

Grampie’s face splits into a wide, open smile. “That’s my girl.” He pats my leg closest to him. “That summer as a lifeguard sure paid off, didn’t it?”

I chuckle once. The summer I played lifeguard I only did it because Chuck Willemsen was going to be there too. Never gave me the time of the day that idiot, but at least I learned something.

I wrap my fingers around the blissfully warm cup of tea. “Kind of. It wasn’t that freezing then though.” Quite the opposite, and not just because Chuck was a good-lookin’ guy.

“So, what was somebody doing at the river, or, more specifically, in it? I doubt somebody accidentally slid and went over the railing, Gwen. Suicide attempt? It wouldn’t be the first on that bridge.” He raises one eyebrow.

And that’s where it gets complicated. Accident? No. Murder attempt, including concrete boots? Well, he didn’t seem afraid someone was coming after him, only mad that I got him out.

Mad. And disappointed.

Yep. Suicide attempt. A shiver runs down my spine. Something in his eyes… it went beyond desperation. A sadness so profound it turns life into a burden.

It’s a look I only know too well: I see it in the mirror. Every day.

And that’s the reason I decide to protect him. “Don’t know, Grampie. We didn’t have time to talk.” True dat.

Grampie’s forehead scrunches up. “Huh.” He harrumphs. “Do you know who it was?”

Of course, I do. I would recognize him anywhere, and anyhow. Wet. Dry. In the dark. Upside down. “Yeah.” I don’t know many kids in this town, after all I was only here for a couple of weeks once or twice a year, and even that was ages ago. It’s just that this particular boy… He stuck out.

He and his twin brother, they both did.

With their close-to identical looks featuring black and always carefully tousled hair, a couple of freckles over their noses, and bodies shaped by sports even when they were still kids, Kai and Cole Harrison always stuck out.

And I noticed.

When I went to the river to swim, they were there.

When I went to the ice cream parlor, they were there.

When I went shopping, they were there.

I would go as far and say that the twins were the only kids in Kampton I kind of knew, despite never talking to them. Doesn’t mean I hadn’t made up a whole dream-world in my head—all about Kai. 

It started harmless back in sixth grade when Kai bumped into me at the ice cream parlor. It was nothing, really, but in my mind, it became everything. In my mind, the mini-run-in took on a life of its own and played out completely different: we talked. We became friends. I wasn’t the girl with the overprotective dad anymore, I was like everybody else. Free to go where I wanted to, free to do what came to mind. And the only thing that came to my mind was Kai. 

From there on every visit to Kampton was about him. Would I see him? Where? What about him would provide fuel for more of my daydreams? And those dreams, they went the whole mile. They held hands with him. They kissed him. They even—

Yeah. I know. Pathetic.

Anyway. I focus back on Grampie. “It was one of the twins. K—”

“Kai then.” Grampie nods. “If you think it was one of the twins, then it must have been Kai, because—”

Realization strikes and my eyes pop open wide. “Holy cow! Because Cole—” Because Cole got injured even worse in the accident that made the news for several days. 

Grampie sighs. “Because Cole is still in a coma, and by now, the doctors think he will never come out. Not after months in it already.”

I bite my lower lip and stare down into the cup of tea I’m clinging to. The twins were in a car accident a month before… a month before Sarah and my kidnapping happened. I only know about it because Grampie is friends with the twin’s grandma, Dora, and he told me as soon as he heard, mainly to hide a lecture in it and to keep me from ever drunk driving or riding with a drunken driver. Apparently, the twins were on their way to the next town over, Kai driving and Cole riding shotgun when they got hit head-on by a nineteen-year-old student home from college—a nineteen-year-old drunk student home from college.

The force of the impact killed the nineteen-year-old and injured Kai and Cole severely enough to spend several days in the intensive care unit. Kai eventually recovered, but Cole never woke up from his coma.

The pieces fall into place with a bang. 

Holy shit.

That’s why he tied himself to a block of concrete, because his brother will never wake up again. How guilty must he feel if he can’t take it anymore? How alone? How desperate?

Desperate.

That’s what he looked like when he stomped on his phone. Desperate.

Desperate for death?

A year ago, I would’ve declared him crazy. Now I know better.

Grampie pats my leg again. “Gwennie, this is just an old man thinking, but are you sure he didn’t try to kill himself? He’s been through a lot.” As have you, adds the look in his eyes.

Like a fish on dry land, I open and close my mouth, but before Grampie can pressure me for more, his iPad chimes. “Hm. Your father.”

Oh, joy. Just what I needed.

Grampie swipes over the screen. “Rob.”

“Hey, Dad.” I can’t see his face, but I know that tone of voice. Stressed, worried—about the company, of course. “Is Gwendolyn there?” Straight to the point, that’s my dad.

Grampie rolls his eyes. “Thanks for asking how I’m doing, Rob. Fine, would be the answer. But yes, Gwendolyn is here, where else would she be?” He throws me a challenging glance and hands me the iPad.

Where else would I be—because Dad has set clear parameters for my time with Grampie, such as stay within the city limits, or better, don’t even leave the house. The press is everywhere.

I take the pad. “Hey, Dad.” My dad sits at his desk in his downtown Los Angeles office, his back to the wall with all the framed certificates and achievement plaques on it. The Wall of Fame.

“Honey. How are you doing?”

What a harmless question, yet it’s loaded. “Fine, Dad.”

Dad nods absentmindedly. “Good, good. Taking your meds? Your mom wanted me to ask.” He adds a hesitant smile.

Right. My mom wanted to know. Rather my dad, before I ruin his life’s work completely. “Yes.” 

Awkward silence hovers. We used to be good, my dad and I. Never as good as me and my mom, but we used to be good. That all stopped on July 31st. Well, a couple of days later. When the press found out the details I don’t remember.

My dad clears his throat. “Just… just thought of you and figured I’d call. I mean… you’re doing well, right? Distance doing you good?”

Distance doing you good? As in: am I sane enough he can release me back into normality without damaging the company even more?

I bite down on the inside of my cheek until it bleeds.

“Gwen?”

“Uh-huh.” Heard him.

“So… is it? The distance, I mean? You’re taking it easy, and—”

Taking it easy? “No, Dad, I’m not taking it easy! Sarah died, Dad! Sarah is dead and I still can’t even remember it! So no, I’m not taking it easy.” The pad drops down onto my lap with the image of my dad facing the rustic wooden ceiling.

I can’t remember a thing about my best friend’s last moments.

I don’t know how it happened. 

I don’t know who said what, what led to what, or how Sarah ended up dead.

I. Don’t. Know.

And every day, it’s killing me more.

Taking it easy. 

Screw my dad. Seriously. 

How can one take it easy after a kidnapping and a—

“Honey, no, that’s not what I meant, I—”

Grampie takes the pad off my lap. “Rob? She’s doing well. Give her some space, and stop calling her every day, for heaven’s sake. Once she feels better, you’ll be the first to know.”

So he can call a press conference and start damage control. And to think that for a moment there it looked like my kidnapping was actually good for business. 

“MediSync Connect: Heir found alive! Recovered with company’s own tools!”

“MSC: The development, the kidnapping, the rescue.”

“A life of dedication saved his daughter: MSC’s CEO Rob O’Karran in an exclusive interview.”

Yup. That was really good press. The stock market went crazy for those couple of days—well, until it tanked to previously unknown depths, when the yellow press began to spin its web of lies:

“MSC-Murder: The Party-Girl’s fault.”

“Need for Speed: Party drugs found in both MSC-girls.”

“MSC: CEO’s daughter has done drugs before.” 

That’s what I hated the most: The lies to boost the sales. 

Granted, Mom protected me from most and I didn’t read much, but those lies are the reason why I’m here now. Out of the public eye.

Also granted, those headlines hurt MSC. Badly.

But they hurt me even more.

They implied it wasn’t a kidnapping. They implied we came willingly. 

They implied it was me who went wild, got us drugs, and got Sarah into it.

Liars. Victim-shaming at its best.

We didn’t do anything. That was all him.

Guess a drugged girl makes for an easier kidnapping victim.

Consider that, yellow press.

I chew on my cheek until it’s raw. I still have headaches. Lots. After I woke up, I had a goose egg the size of a tennis ball on my head. He knocked me out. Just like Sarah. But at least I survived. 

Yeah. 

Lucky me.

My dad sighs through the speaker. “I just—”

“I know. Gwen is doing well, but you can’t expect her to heal when all you do is bring everything up again, can you? So, trust in your old dad and your daughter. We’re doing fine. Tell those shareholders of yours they can kiss my—”

“Dad!”

“Well, what? I know what you’re up to, Rob, and I ain’t liking it, so pull yourself together.” Grampie growls. Funny, same words Dad used for me—only Grampie has my back.

“But anyway, give my best to Michelle, will ya?”

“Will do, Dad. Bye.” 

My dad hangs up and Grampie lays the iPad down next to his cup of tea. “He means well, Gwennie.”

I pick up my cup and wrap my fingers around it. Any increase in temperature I can get to chase away the chill that has me. “Yeah, he means well.” Mostly for his company.

I rub my warmed palm over my eyes. Everything feels so foggy these days, and I can’t get rid of it. Like my mind truly had stepped off the grid and decided to do its own thing, consequences be damned.

“But anyway.” Grampie takes a sip of his tea. “Back to that Harrison-boy. I meant what I said. I’m worried about him. I know Dora is.”

Kai’s Grandma. Since Grammie died, she’s been in more and more of Grampie’s stories, and I can’t say I fault him. Grammie and him… they were wonderful together. He misses her. He needs company.

“Maybe you should check up on him. It can’t be easy for him in a town small as this one with all the gossip.” 

I hear the implication of what he doesn’t say. Just like it was for me in small, cozy Costa Azul, California. 

State-wide news. TV. Newspaper. Web. Our pictures were everywhere, not that I had a single look at them after the initial yellow-press debacle. Still thanking my mom for keeping me sheltered.

I hide my face behind another sip of tea. “I’ll check up on him tomorrow, Grampie. He seemed fine.” Kind of. In the sense of being alive and not dead. “I’m sure it was just something stupid, like boys do all the time.”

Grampie takes another slurping sip of tea himself, measuring my reaction carefully, that old hawk. “You check on him, Gwennie. From what Dora is telling me, Kai has barely spoken to anybody over the last months. He might need a new friend.”

A new friend.

You should have left me, he said after I pulled him out.

I didn’t.

Nobody dies on my watch.

Never again.

 




Chapter Three
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All Official

 

I know where the Harrison twins live. Well, where Kai lives. It’s one of the houses on the way to the ice cream parlor not too far from Grammie’s and Grampie’s house, and the only one that has a blue door and blue-framed windows. In the summer, the Harrison’s house looks like hippies live there, wildflowers blooming everywhere in the rather chaotic front yard, each window decorated with a planter overflowing with many more flowers. 

Even now that everything is barren and snow-covered it hasn’t lost its charm. Warm light shines through the windows into the oh-so-typical cloudiness for winter in Oregon. Northern Oregon. 

A couple of steps before I’m up their porch, I pick up on classical music coming from the inside. It’s some piece I used to know how to play on the piano, but probably have forgotten by now.

Happens when you don’t practice for six months.

I step up to the door and straighten up before I push the button on the right of it. The bell’s musical chime adds an odd dissonance to the string quartet streaming from their stereo. Five seconds later, quick steps come closer over what must be hardwood floors.

The door opens.

Kai.

That’s the Kai I remember from my summers in Kampton. Tall. Handsome.

Alive.

His black hair is carefully styled into chaos, swiped a little bit into his face to give him more of an emo look, emphasizing his large, dark eyes. All those years I never got close enough to actually see much of the freckles over the back of his nose—if you don’t count yesterday, that is. 

I take a small step back so I don’t have to crane my neck.

A good head taller than me, the Harrison twins were always kids I looked up to, literally and figuratively. They were so confident and exuberant, basically owning this town… At least until the accident.

I know how that feels.

Kai narrows his eyes as he tries to piece together where he’s seen this weird girl in front of his door before. A little sting shoots through my chest that he doesn’t recognize me from years of summers here, but then, why would he? Him and Cole, they’re something special. I was just a visitor. And since my only distinguishing feature—my wavy, brown, butt-long hair—is gone, he has nothing to even remotely remember me by. I’m run-of-the-mill tall, not quite curvy, not quite skinny, and equipped with absolutely nothing worth mentioning. Well, besides freckles just like Kai’s.

Finally, he tilts his head to the left. “You’re the girl who pulled me out.” His voice has lost the croaking it had yesterday, and instead is soft and deep, like a singer’s voice. “I know you.”

Unease twists my stomach into knots. News doesn’t travel that far. He doesn’t know about the kidnapping. Nobody here does, but for a moment the fear is there—the fear that he knows-knows. That he’ll look at me like all the others, with this mix of pity and wariness, as if—

 

A sharp spike of pain, the image of a knife pressed against my throat, a hand so rough, that when I touch it—

 

Ow. A headache pierces my temple.

That—

That was new. A memory? I rarely have flashbacks this real, thanks to a PTSD’ed and scared-shitless mind. When I’m ready, my mind is going to bring it back to me, Mom says. But knowing that Sarah is dead, that she died because of who I am, can I ever be ready? I’m definitely not ready right here, right now. Hell of an inconvenient timing. I shudder, the memory of cold steel against my skin—

“Or maybe I’m wrong.” Kai tilts his head. Then, a small smile tugs on the corners of his lips. “But I don’t think I am. I think I know you from—”

“Uhh, yes.” I lift one shaking hand to my throat and massage it. I don’t want to hear what he might’ve read about me. “Yes. No. I mean, yes, I’m the girl who pulled you out.” Get a grip, Gwen. “But I don’t think you know me, I’m not from here.”

I’m suddenly not sure what else to say. Maybe I should’ve thought about that before I came over, but all the one-liners I had in mind seem so stupid now that I’m actually standing in front of Kai.

How are you? Hope you didn’t catch a cold.

Yeah. Not so smooth.

Instead, I take off my glove and hold out my hand. “Gwen O’Karran.”

Out of reflex he takes it, his warm palm fitting into my colder one even better than the glove. “O’Karran?” he repeats with the same question to it as everybody in this town would.

The O’Karran, it means. The O’Karran, as in Mayor O’Karran, as in Doug O’Karran, as in Rob O’Karran?

“Yup,” I say, wishing I had a less famous last name. I don’t mind Grampie’s contribution to it, but Uncle Doug’s and my dad’s I do, mainly because they like rubbing their success into my face. 

Five years my father’s senior, uncle Doug had already built up a multi-billion-dollar enterprise before I was even old enough to understand what any of those words meant. Apparently, that’s something one can do as a really good lawyer with a talent for business in solar energy and recyclable materials. 

My dad, determined to at least reach his older brother’s success if not surpass it, went into medical technology, designing tools like robots for assisting during surgeries, or anesthesia machines that kept patients alive during said surgeries. Being an O’Karran, he apparently also had the lucky gene and made the Forbes index of Billionaires the year I turned three, beating his brother’s listing in the same magazine by a year.

Now Kampton, Oregon, has an O’Karran elementary school thanks to Grampie, a Doug O’Karran library thanks to Uncle Doug, and a Rob O’Karran football arena thanks to my dad.

All that’s missing is a freakin’ O’Karran graveyard.

I suppress a chuckle. That could be my contribution to the O’Karran legacy. Thirty percent of my dad’s stocks are mine since I turned seventeen a few months ago, and after all, something will have to be done with that money. A graveyard would be more than fitting.

One day, Gwendolyn. One day.

Kai squeezes my hand once. “Kai Harrison.” 

I know, I want to say, but don’t. Too stalker-ish.

He lets go of my hand and stuffs his into his pockets.

Neither of us says a word.

And it quickly becomes awkward.

I clear my throat. “Uhh, about yesterday—”

“It was nothing.” Kai shrugs. “Forget about it. An experiment. Nothing worth mentioning.”

My mouth drops open. “An experiment? Are you kidding me?” What about throwing yourself into a river with a freakin’ block of cement tied to your feet is an experiment?

He frowns and glides a hand through his hair. “Seriously, it’s nothing. I, uhh, appreciate you checking in on me, but it’s absolutely nothing to be worried about, and—”

“Kai,” somebody calls from the inside of the house, “who is it? Get them inside, honey, all that freezing air is coming in.”

He tries to hide it, but I see the widening of his eyes, the twitch of his jaw, and how his hand stops its movement for the tiniest second before he drops it to the doorknob.

“Got it, Mom,” he calls over his shoulder, but instead of asking me in, he steps out onto the porch and closes the door behind him. A whiff of cookies accompanies him, as if I interrupted him baking. 

“Look, I appreciate it, but… let’s just forget about it, okay? You’re not from here, and… When did you say you go back home?”

Wow.

When do I go back home? What a subtle way of asking when am I out of his hair. I take another step closer to him, bringing me a few inches from being chest to chest. I’ve got to crane my neck, but I don’t care. Anger shoots through my veins, the same anger I have a harder and harder time to keep in check ever since the day six months ago that took my best friend along with my memory. “Listen, buddy. I don’t know what stunt you pulled or what’s up with that, but I know I jumped in to get you out of that freezing water. Obviously, you don’t want your mom to know, and I get it, but—”

He harrumphs. “I don’t care if my mom—”

I hold up my index finger. “But, at least don’t try to get rid of me the minute after I saved your life!” I glare at him, hands on my hips, chin lifted up high out of necessity more than spunk. Kai’s tall, dang it.

A muscle in his jaw twitches, and for the shortest of seconds I think I’m getting through to him, but no. 

“Okay then.” He shrugs again, this time without looking at me. “Thank you for saving me. And have a nice trip home.”

And with that, he slides back through the gap in the door and closes it right into my face.

 




Chapter Four
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Power Surge

 

I’m mad.

I’m steaming, flipping, madly mad—so mad that I’m sure little smokey clouds puff out of my ears every couple of seconds.

Seriously? I pull him out and check in on him, and he basically tells me to leave? I mean, granted, it appears he didn’t want to be pulled out, hence the weight tied to his feet, but he also didn’t want his mom to know.

“You don’t care if your mom knows, yeah right,” I quote him under my breath. Of course he cares! He was terrified she’d find out. It was written all over his face!

Yeah, not exactly fun when people know your deepest fears.

She’s a trouble-maker, that Gwendolyn. Of course, she’s the one who got Sarah into this.

I shake my head to clear it. Screw them. I didn’t. I don’t do this crap anymore.

My foot gets stuck in a heap of snow. Gah! This is not my weather. At all.

I pull it out and shake off the white powder. Kai sure as hell doesn’t want his mom to know, because I bet—

I stop dead.

Aww, dang.

“Because I bet he’s going to try it again,” I breathe, little puffy clouds coming from my mouth, courtesy of my warm breath versus the freezing sub-zero degrees.

I groan. 

How could I not see it when I was there? Must be that fog clogging my brain for good. I should’ve confronted him right away, threatened to get him hospitalized or what else they do with suicidal teens. But no, I was too busy being annoyed by his lack of proper thankfulness.

“Grrr,” I growl to myself as I do a one-eighty-turn. “Grr, grr, grrr.” Well, yes, d’uh. Of course I’m going back. What am I supposed to do? That boy tried to kill himself yesterday and didn’t tell anybody why he came home drenched and frozen solid, and now I’m thinking he wants to do it again. Can’t really let him succeed. 

 

Something heavy lies on top of me. Solid. Warm. Wet. 

Can’t breathe. Too heavy. 

The stench of iron hangs in the air, making me nauseous. Can’t breathe. 

Can’t—

 

A sharp spike of headache shoots straight into my brain. Crap. Holy freakin’ moly, today my memory is out to punish me. Nothing for months and then… then this. The meds should’ve— I took them, didn’t I? Pretty sure. 

I bend over and support my weight on my knees, gasping for air: A knife to my throat, blood, all-consuming fear. If that’s what remembering is like, maybe I agree with my mom. Maybe I should give my brain all the time in the world. Like, forever.

I shake my head, although it doesn’t do anything to clear the headache. Quite the opposite.

I deserve it.

Like an old woman, I straighten up one vertebra at a time. It’s true, I deserve it. Sarah’s dead. I’m not. Her pain dying was worse than mine having a single, three-second flashback.

Man up, Gwen.

I suck in a desperate big breath and stomp on through the knee-high snow. Back to matters at hand. I’m gonna give that Kai a piece of my mind about his plans. Plus, he’s not going to kick me out again. Maybe when he opens the door, I’ll put a foot in, the classic foot-in-the-door move, or I’ll just barge through. I can force my way in, right? Pretend I’m cold?

My mind runs through scenario after scenario of how to get to Kai and how to start the conversation, and this time with hopefully a better result than the last. I went through enough counseling sessions myself. I should be able to at least throw some of the crap I had to listen to back at him.

Tell me about your feelings. 

Let it all out, honey.

If I do it right, maybe he doesn’t even need to be hospitalized. I can help him.

By the time I’m back at Kai’s house, my feet are frozen into ice blocks inside my boots, courtesy of my pair of favorite warmer boots recovering from an impromptu swimming session the day before.

I ring the doorbell like a couple of minutes ago, but this time the music gets turned down and softer steps approach the door. Not Kai.

It’s his mom.

I hope my face doesn’t show any of the oh-shit-moment I’m just experiencing, because for this scenario I didn’t come up with a pre-planned script.

“Hi there,” Mrs. Harrison says, a friendly smile on her face. It’s obvious where Kai has his freckles from. While his mom’s hair is lighter and curlier, her skin is as fair as Kai’s, decorated with the same freckles that give her a cute mischievous look, despite her age. 

“Uhh, hi.” I wave a quick greeting. “Uhh, I was wondering if Kai was in?”

Mrs. Harrison’s smile falters. “Sorry, honey, he just left. I wish I could tell you where to, but these days I’m not privy to that kind of information anymore.” Her face falls, a flicker of sadness mixed with anger crossing it, gone as fast as it came. “I guess I’ll add it onto his tab. What’s one more thing to be in trouble for, right?” She sighs, and I feel like the biggest idiot for coming here thinking I could fix Kai with my second-hand psych gibber gabber. I don’t have a clue how much this family has been through—how much Kai has been through.

“Oh, okay.” I look down on my shoes. What do I do next? I was expecting Kai here, not facing his mom. I should tell her he tried to drown himself yesterday, right? It’s his mom, she needs to know.

On the other hand… Seems like he’s in trouble already. Doesn’t take a huge leap of faith to know said trouble is going to be even bigger when I drop that bit of news to his mom. 

And what if I misinterpreted the situation? I’m the one who knows what it feels like to be judged without all the facts, which I kind of have been doing to him as well, if we’re being honest. Also, I know what it feels like to be dragged into a maelstrom of well-meant chaos that makes everything worse, rather than better. 

Pity surges, the kind that comes from experience: I don’t want Kai to die, but I also don’t want his life to go up in smoke even more than it already has.

Which is why I make an executive decision: I’ll wait telling his mom. For now. I’m not that stupid. I find Kai, I talk to him, I get somewhere—we’re good. None of these things happen—I’ll tell his mom. My second-hand psych gibber gabber might not be treatment level, but maybe it’s better than nothing. Better than the never-ending questions, the meds, the everything only worsening the wounds.

I lift and drop my shoulders and nod. “Okay. I’ll… I’ll try again later. Thank you.” I give Kai’s mom a short smile and turn around, walking down the steps.

“Oh, honey,” Mrs. Harrison calls after me, “why don’t you come back tomorrow? He could really use some good company these days, you know?” 

It sounds much sadder than it should.

I turn and give her a thumbs up. “I’ll be back!” Either to keep an eye on him, or to tell on him. Choice is Kai’s, so to speak.

The door closes behind me and the second after the music swells up again, streaming out all the way to the sidewalk. I swear and stop right behind their fence to blow a raspberry.

That plan worked out well. Go back, talk to Kai. Right. He must’ve left basically the second I was gone, which is impressive, since it takes me almost ten minutes to get bundled up enough to survive this weather. 

Huh.

Somehow that thought makes my stomach go sour: I go and check up on him, and he leaves the minute after me, not telling his mom where he went. 

My gaze drops to the ground.

My small, size eight footprints leave to the right and come back the same way… and to the left bigger, wider prints lead away from the Harrison’s house.

It’s not like I was Sherlock Holmes or something, but following tracks in the snow is neither hard nor an exclusive idea of mine. 

So, I do it.

Speeding up my usual shuffle-walk through the snow, I stay hyper-focused on the trail on the ground, learning the width of Kai
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