
        
            
                
            
        

    
 



 
 



 
 

Chapter 1
 

How do you recover from a tragedy? In a world so big, a person can feel insignificant and can go unnoticed. But in a small town, a person couldn’t hide from the world. The question is: who am I hiding from? I guess I’ll never know since I never really cared to answer the question myself. I guess in my own mind, I’m in a big world where I am insignificant and I go unnoticeable the way I want it. And that was fine with me. But since I live in a small town, I can’t hide from anyone, not even myself.
 

In the town of Ithaca, PA, population holds less than 1,000, everyone knows everyone’s business. Crime level was low and anything out of the ordinary that happens makes it a big deal in Ithaca. That’s what happened to me. For a moment in my life, my heart stopped beating and I died. Although my heart began to beat again, it was no longer the same because during that night, my parents were the ones that died. And they never came back. They were killed by a man who saw revenge as his only answer. 
 

I was 14 years old at the time. On the night in the hospital where I laid half conscious, I remembered Uncle Robert and Aunt Helen murmuring to each other unaware that I heard what they said. 
 

“Robbie, oh Robbie, we have to protect her. We promised Simon and Alissa. We need to stay strong together for the sake of Odette and the children,” cried Aunt Helen.
 

“He will come back again; you know that Helen, what happens when he comes for us? He almost killed Odette. He’s already killed Simon and Alissa. I don’t know what I’ll do if he comes for you, Charlie, Chelsea or Kevin. I didn’t mean for this to happen. Simon and I should’ve been more prepared!” choked Uncle Robert. 
 

More prepared how, I thought to myself. What were they talking about? I could hear Uncle Robert and Aunt Helen crying from a distance. 
 

“The cops are searching for him right now; I don’t think he’ll get away with it this time. He’s gone too far. I will make sure he gets put away for life,” Uncle Robert said in a furious whisper. 
 

And Uncle Robert was right. The man was found hiding out in an abandon warehouse on the edge of town. His name was Frank Boland. Frank Boland lived in the town next to ours. He was a sick, twisted man who loved beating his wife. He had an old fashion mind way of thinking where men were the dominance and a woman should always obey the man. His wife, Lucy Boland, was a gentle and quiet woman. One day after a heavy beating, she ended up in the hospital. It wasn’t the first time and it wasn’t going to be the last. She’d seen the hospital many times after plenty of beatings. It was Uncle Robert who responded to the call. He was a County Sheriff at the time. Uncle Robert had seen Mrs. Boland a couple of times after the incidents so he was the one to encourage Mrs. Boland to leave Frank Boland. He gave her dad’s card and told her that he would be able to help. 
 

Dad worked as the town lawyer. Even in the small town, dad was a great lawyer. He was tough, empathetic and worked hard at his job. After listening to Uncle Robert, Mrs. Boland decided that it was time to put an end to her husband’s immoral ways. Dad was able to help Mrs. Boland and was able to prosecute her husband and put him away in jail. But being a battered woman and still slowly healing, Mrs. Boland still loved her husband. Somehow her conscience got to her in the wrong way and began saying that it was part her fault too. Information that was presented during the trial could not put Mr. Boland away for long. He was charged with aggravated domestic violence for 2 years with 6 months of probation. As he was handcuffed and dragged away by the bailiff, he threatened my dad, “This is not over. When I get out, I will come for you and your precious family.” 
 

Dad took the threat seriously because it came with his job. He even inputted a security system into our house. With a press of a button, it was able to alert the police. He stored it in their bedroom and he stored one in mine. Mrs. Boland did move away. We never knew what happened to her. As for Mr. Boland, he was released after two years. With revenge on his mind, he managed to do what he promised my dad two years ago. He managed to break into the house at night when we were sleeping. I woke up to the sound of someone breaking a window downstairs. I was too scared and wanted to scream for my parents but it was too late. I heard the arguing and the shooting. I was too afraid to move. He shot my dad first. As my dad lay dying, he turned the gun on my mom and killed her too. How long he was watching our house, we never knew. He knew about me and where I was sleeping. I saw his dark shadow fill the doorway. He heard him pull the trigger and shot at me. I didn’t even feel the bullet as it penetrated my body. I just remember feeling weak. As I pretended to be dead, I heard his footsteps running down the stairs and run out of the house. 
 

I remember touching my chest and stared at my shaking hands. Blood, lots of blood. I heard myself wheezing, trying to catch my breath. I began to fade. I heard sirens and someone screaming into the house. The last thing I remembered was someone standing over me. It was Uncle Robert. Uncle Robert, older brother to my dad, whose job was to protect the innocence and put away the bad guys. He was a big man with a soft heart, just like my dad. But dad was the handsome one. They always teased each other, “Simon has the looks, but Robert has the heart.” That wasn’t true. The Callaghan brothers were all around good men. 
 

Uncle Roberts was pale and shaking as he bent down to pick me up so lightly while screaming for an ambulance. 
 

“Oh Odette, what did he do, what did he do to you honey?” he cried tearfully. 
 

I opened my mouth to say something, but nothing came out. I began to feel cold and weaker.
 

I didn’t want to ask but I needed to know for my sake. “…Uncle Robert..” I whispered, “is daddy…mom… alive?” and tried to swallow but I couldn’t. 
 

I saw his eyes flick over to another officer in the room. I couldn’t see his answer but I saw the answer in Uncle Robert’s eyes. I knew in my heart they were dead. Tears began to slip from the corner of my eyes as I closed them. I knew my world was going to different from this moment. Who would’ve known that with one person’s action, the chain of destiny can change so many people’s lives. And as my heart began to break slowly, I saw darkness.
 



 
 

Chapter 2
 

 How do you recovery from a tragedy? It’s been four years since that day and I still couldn’t answer that question. All I know is that I didn’t die, and that I almost died. Uncle Robert and Aunt Helen said my heart stop beating for almost a minute and the doctors had to revive me. It was only once. But once was enough, they had said. The bullet punctured my left lungs, only inches away from my heart. I lost a lot of blood and had to get a blood transfusion. They said it was a miracle. But miracles didn’t bring back my parents. I love Uncle Robert and Aunt Helen like my own parents. It just wasn’t the same. From that day on, I was more withdrawn. Psychiatrist explained to my aunt and uncle that it was my reaction to reality. I kept more to myself. It was uncomplicated, didn’t have to explain myself, and didn’t have to see pity in people’s eyes. I decided that day I would only let a few people get close to me. It was just easier to deal with. But then again, nothing is ever easy. 
 

 I lived with Uncle Robert and Aunt Helen on their ranch. Mom and Dad didn’t want to live on the ranch because of their job so Uncle Robert and Aunt Helen took over. It was the Callaghan Ranch that had been in the family for years. The house was a beautiful two story house that was all white on the outside. It looked almost Victorian. It was a modern style. It had a wraparound porch that I loved because during the summer I would sit on the rocking chair just to listen to the crickets chirp. The land was wide and open. Trees filled the front of the house. The driveway was long path. We had apple trees and orange trees around. We had a big red barn in the backyard. Fences were posted around to keep in the animals in. There were horses, cows, chickens and all the typical ranch animals. Grandpa Charles and Grandma Susan decided to travel. When they did take breaks, they came back home. It would always be their home. They came home for the funeral. I remember Grandma Sue saying “Parents should never have to bury their children first.” They stayed long enough for as long as I needed them. Mom’s parents passed away years ago so I never got to know how they were as grandparents. 
 

 My cousin Chelsea was a good friend. Sometimes she was a bit standoffish at times and I didn’t know why. She had things that I wish sometimes I had for myself. She and I were the opposite of each other, physically and in personality. She was outgoing and fun, while I was quiet and prefer to be by myself. I was always in my own thoughts while she spoke her thoughts out loud. She was pretty, tall, slender like a dancer with gray eye and blond hair like Aunt Helen. I was like my mom; short, curvy with long auburn curly hair and green eyes covered with glasses. After my parent’s murder, I recovered as quickly as I could. It took almost a year. I insisted with Uncle Roberts that I wanted to learn to protect myself. He argued stating that I was still too weak. But he understood that I needed to do it. So he took me to some of his self-defense classes that the Police Station held from time to time. I took him down most of the time even though he stood over a foot taller. I was never frilly like Chelsea. I preferred jeans over dresses, comfort over pretty things. I think Uncle Robert enjoyed having another person with similar interest like him around. 
 

Charlie and Kevin were other my cousins, and Chelsea’s brothers. Chelsea was the middle child. Charlie was two years older than me and was away at college. Chelsea and I were in our last year of high school. Kevin was two years younger than us, which put him in 10th grade. I was an only child. Mom had difficulty getting pregnant, and when they had me, they said I was a miracle baby. Although they tried for more, it never happened. They always told me, “Odette, you are enough for us.” 
 

 I miss them every day. Almost every Sunday after church, I would visit their gravestones. I’d talk to them like they were still here; tell them about my week, and what I was feeling. I’d even read them one of my favorite books, Jane Austen’s Pride and Prejudice. I loved the book. Who wouldn’t want to find their own Mr. Darcy? I read it at least over 100 times. Mom and dad always thought it was amusing because I would be sprawled on the floor, on the couch or on the balcony at home reading it quietly to myself and they could never find me. They said I reminded them like a quiet swan, floating softly in the water. They’d call me their swan princess. That’s why they named me Odette, after the story Swan Princess. I use to hate it because I always told them, “I don’t want to be a princess, just a swan.” They’d laugh at me and told me I’d always be their little swan princess. Dad said I was a quiet child who always had my head stuck in a book. He used to worry that I didn’t get enough interaction with other children but realized that I was my own person and that even at a young age I knew what I wanted. I think it frustrates Uncle Robert and Aunt Helen that I couldn’t open myself with them. I sometimes hear their conversations about me, Aunt Helen saying “she hasn’t been the same since that night” and I’d hear Uncle Robert argue back, “A person never completely recovers back from a tragedy, she must learn to live with it as best as she could like we are.” 
 

Learn to live with it. I hated that. I don’t want to live with it. I wanted to overcome it. I wanted to beat it. But Uncle Robert was right. I have to live with it. It was part of me, part of who I am. It was moving on that was even harder. I still had nightmares of that night, reliving it in my dreams. I’d wake up in a pool of my own sweat, scared that he was coming back to finish what he started. Although it was not as strong as it used to be, I still dreamed. I often wished that I died, but I knew that if my parents were here, they wouldn’t have wanted that. They would want me to live and be happy. 
 

 I sometimes see my Uncle Robert staring at a photo of him and dad. I’d see a sad smile on his face as memories fill up his mind of the good times. All I could do is walk up to him and hug him. And every time I did, he would say, “I see your dad in you every day, I am so glad you are alive.” I’d smile a sad smile, but never cry. I knew that the last time I cried was in Uncle Robert’s arms the night of my parent’s murder. I haven’t cried since then, not even at their funeral. 
 

In a small town, I wanted blend in with the background. But it was impossible. Everyone knew what happened to me. I’d hear whispers about me “that poor child whose parents were murdered.” A lot of people thought I went mental because I barely talked to anyone. I kept to myself when I went into town. Go to the library and spend hours in there. I’d laugh about the rumors because I knew the truth about myself. I didn’t need to explain it to anyone else. Of course I kept to myself, what things did I need to say? There were times I did wish I had someone to talk to who understood me.
 

 Charlie was great to talk to but he had his own apartment and was away at college studying to be a lawyer like dad. He said that although his dad was a great Sheriff, he was more inspired by my dad’s career. That made Uncle Robert proud that Charlie wanted to be like his brother. Kevin was great to talk to also. While Charlie was the serious brother, Kevin proved to be the easy going one. But Kevin still had some growing up to do. He was such a joker and would seriously break some hearts with his flirtatious ways. He was such a sweetheart. He always knew when I needed a laugh or a smile. 
 

I didn’t really have any friends. Actually, I didn’t have any friends except my family. Ithaca High School only had a total of 200 students. Although it was still a small high school, it still had the typical high school clicks. The cheerleaders, the jocks, the nerds, the outcasts, which stated who was the popular ones and who wasn’t. There were still the cruel chicks and the bullies. I managed to not fall under any of the categories. Not like I tried to, it just happened that way. But that didn’t stop the cruel girls by making me a target of their jokes. Whenever that happened, all I did was give them a blank stare and walk away. Mom always told me that a person who is cruel is an insecure person. She said that if a person is ever says anything cruel to me; don’t ever say anything back because it wasn’t worth it. The better person will be the one walking away. I wanted my mom to be proud of me because I was always the one walking away. 
 

Mom had such a beautiful view in life. That’s why she was such a successful photographer. Alissa Callaghan. Her eye for beauty was remarkable. I took after her passion. I loved photography myself. I loved it so much that dad bought me my own camera. I still use it to this day. My favorite subjects were them of course. Each picture I took of them was always different, but it always spoke the same meaning: Love. I always told them I hope I will find true love like they found each other. 
 

They’d laugh and tell me “Of course the Swan Princess always finds her prince.” They said that I will know it when my time comes. But who would love an ugly duckling like me? I wasn’t beautiful and there wasn’t anything interesting about me. They always told me, “an ugly duckling became a beautiful swan remember. That means you have always been beautiful.” Any loving parent would say that to their child. 
 

It didn’t matter. Love was the last thing on my mind. It was getting through the day to day at school. I had this last year of high school to complete. I managed to catch up with the year I almost lost. I still managed to maintain great grades to get me to some colleges. But I chose to stay local. Chelsea always had difficulty in certain subjects in classes and I was always glad to help her. When senior year finally came, she had told me, “This year will be the best year for us, you’ll see.” I shook my head and smiled. What would be special this year? I was just happy to graduate from high school. 
 

Chelsea was never out of a date. She was popular and pretty. I never dated because I knew guys didn’t know what to think of me. I was Chelsea’s weird cousin. Chelsea was a cheerleader and was on the dance team. She danced beautifully. Her passion was to be a dancer. She was graceful, a Tuesday’s child. I should’ve been a Wednesday’s child because Wednesday’s children were full of Woe. But I was Monday’s child, fair of face, which was not me at all. 
 

But Chelsea wasn’t perfect. I wasn’t perfect. No one was really perfect. Dad use to tell me that Mom was perfect for him the first time he met her, and she was still perfect to him after years of marriage. “Love does that to you, “he said. But I’ve never met anyone I thought was perfect. That meant I have never been in love. 
 

But that all changed when Gabriel Ryan moved into town. 
 



 
 

Chapter 3
 

 First time I met Gabriel Ryan, it probably was the most unusual place to meet. It was a Sunday in September. School had started. Most Sunday’s I was at church and then after, went straight to the graveyard by my parent’s gravestones. I always drove my own car because I didn’t want to hold up Aunt Helen and Uncle Robert. It was the same routine, I’d touch their name on their gravestones and talk to them. If I didn’t talk, I’d just sit there in silence. I didn’t usually stay long but that day, I decided to. 
 

I looked across the graveyard and noticed a small group. Someone had passed away. It must have been services for Mr. Paul Ryan. In church we gave a prayer for him and his family. He was an outgoing old man who lived in the ranch next door. The Ryan’s Ranch. I often went over and brought food. He had a cook, Mrs. Wilburn. Some days she couldn’t cook for him because she went to babysit her grandkids in the next town over. He was a pleasant man to talk to, always had a story to tell. He liked me because I was always listening, never interrupting. He said “Kids these days are rude, back then kids had more respect.” But I heard he had passed away. He had been sick. I wanted to go to his service, but it was requested that it’d be family only. 
 

I didn’t mean to stare that long, but a guy around my age looked up and caught me watching. I quickly dropped my eyes. I sat on the grass next to my dad’s grave and began humming a song. 
 

I closed my eyes wishing dad was next to me singing to me in his offbeat tempo. We both fall on the floor laughing because he never knew the words to any songs and then would change it up. I was so lost in a thought that I didn’t hear a person approach me from behind until he spoke. 
 

“Hello,” a deep voice behind me said. 
 

I jumped, stood up and turned around. 
 

It was the guy who caught me staring. He was the most gorgeous guy I’ve ever seen. Or really, the most gorgeous guy I really paid attention to. Dark wavy black hair, piercing blue eyes like the ocean, and he had a dimple on his left side of his smile. He stood a foot taller than me. He looked like a football player because his body looked fit in the black suit he was wearing. Or maybe a basketball player. He had to be over six feet. I stood like a dwarf at five feet only. He was at least a good ten feet away from me, which I was glad because if he was close, I’d have to crank my head just to look at him. But that will never happen, I told myself. This was probably the closest I would get to him. Why am I even thinking about getting close to him? 
 

To answer him, all I did was gave him a small smile. I slid my glasses up my nose and looked away. I wasn’t use to talking so much. I was use to listening. 
 

“Are you from around here?” he asked. His voice was even beautiful. It made my skin tingle. My heart began to beat fast. I nodded a yes. I started getting nervous. I couldn’t think of anything to say. It was a good thing he kept doing the talking. 
 

“Are you visiting family here?” he said as he pointed at the gravestones I stood next to. I nodded yes and said one word, “Parents.” Then I saw sympathy in his eyes. “I’m sorry; we just finished my grandfather’s service.” He nodded over to the empty chairs. 
 

I looked him in the eyes and stuttered quietly, “I’m .. I’m sorry about your grandfather. I..um.. really enjoyed our talks together.” 
 

“Ah, yes, Grandpa Paul was a talker. He enjoyed telling his stories. But I’m sure he did most of the talking,” he said with a smile, but I could see the sadness in his eyes that meant that he was really fond of his grandfather. To answer him, all I did was nod yes. And then his smile got even bigger. He was really a gorgeous guy. What was he doing here talking to me? He probably thought I was weird sitting here humming. And then I realized while I was thinking, he continued to stare at me. I blushed. I knew it was time for me to go, so I quickly said, “Um..have to go..bye.” And rushed off. I didn’t even wait for a reply. 
 

I jumped into my green Honda Civic and drove off. I never felt this way in my life. My palms were sweaty and heart felt like it was jumping out of my chest. I wish mom was here. I’d talk to her about this gorgeous guy. She would know what to say. She would tease me. Oh mom, how do I go on without you and dad? 

 

I know one thing. I probably will never see that guy again. 
 



 
 

Chapter 4
 

 


 

It was two months into school. It was getting close to December. Halloween and Thanksgiving passed by quickly. Charlie didn’t have time to visit. He was busy with school. I didn’t have many classes left. I had enough credit to graduate from high school early. But Aunt Helen and Chelsea had argued stating, “Don’t you dare graduate early, you’re supposed to be walking that stage with me!” They won the argument. I was able to have the last period off and go to work after that.
 

I worked at Pete’s Photo Place, or what I called 3P’s. The place was established before I was born. Most of the buildings in town were older. Even though it was small, business was always booming. I worked with Pete Palmer himself, who was this really nice old man who knew my mom. He always claimed he helped start her career. He was so devastated to learn about her death. He never gave me that pity stare, he understood. I started working for him when I turned 16. He said I had a knack for photography like my mom. He used to let mom use his dark room so he allowed me to use the room when I needed to as well. I worked with his grandson, Mark Palmer, who was in the same grade as me. He was a nice guy. He was kind of cute in a geek sort of way. He wore glasses too and had long dark blond hair that always covered his face. He had nice hazel eyes that he hid. He was tall. I could tell he ran because he had a nice body hidden behind baggy clothes. I guess it was an artistic thing. He was quiet like me, which was probably why we got along fine. We weren’t close friends, but I guess we were just friends. At school we’d wave hi to each other but that was it. Most of the time we were fine with silence. His passion wasn’t in photography, but in painting. He showed me a few of them. They were beautiful. I knew he would someday become famous. Pete was so proud of him. His mother was proud of him too. She came by sometimes to talk during her lunch break from the town diner. I could see her face beaming like a proud mother. He grew up in a one parent home. His father never bothered to stick around. Mark said someday when he has kids, he’d never leave them. I told him what my dad once told me, “Men who don’t own up to their responsibilities are not real men, they’re wimps.” Mark eyes glistened and thanked me, because he knew it was meant as a compliment. Although I did like Mark, it was just in a friendly way. I knew he had a crush on Chelsea. Whenever Chelsea came to visit me, he’d blush, drop things and stutter in his replies. Who could resist Chelsea, she was beautiful. Chelsea could be intimidating because she had this air of confidence, always so sure of herself. But she never noticed Mark. He wasn’t her type. Her type was jocks. 
 

The school bell rang and everyone rushed in to sit at the desk. First period was English. Mrs. Sinclair, our teacher was nice older lady with grey hair in a bun, always looking for her pencil when it was on the side of her ears. She was the lady who wore her reading glasses at the tip of her nose. She was a great teacher though, very passionate at what she does. 
 

As she began to speak, the door opened. There walked in Paul Ryan’s grandson, the gorgeous guy I spoke to at the cemetery. I quickly turned my face down, letting my hair hide me a little. I didn’t want him to recognize me.
 

“Hi, sorry I’m late, I couldn’t find the class. I’m new, “he explained to Mrs. Sinclair. He handed her his paper and turned towards the class. All the girls gasped. He was a gorgeous male specimen. It was a good thing I sat in the last row. Also a good thing I sat behind Jason Hastings, a tall basketball player who played center for the team. He hid me very well. 
 

“That’s fine, Gabriel Ryan, welcome to Ithaca. Where did you move from?” Mrs. Sinclair asked. 
 

“I’m from New York, Dad decided to take over grandpa’s Ranch farm,” he stated. I guess he realized it was a small town and everyone probably would find out about them, so he offered up the information. It was over two months ago that I saw him and didn’t realize he wasn’t so far from where I lived. I shrugged it off because I realized that the only empty seat was next to me. Good thing there was no seat arrangements because next time I’ll be finding a different seat. Gabriel was his name. Gabriel, a name like the angel. But he’s not mine, a small voice within stated. As I was thinking, I realized he was walking down the aisle. I heard Mrs. Sinclair saying “There’s a seat right next to Odette. Please be seated so we can start class.”
 

Please don’t recognize me, I thought to myself. I turned my face away some more as he sat down. I sat with my body turned away from him. I was glad that I was ambidextrous, thankful for learning the skill from dad. The class went on for half an hour. I could feel his eyes on the back of my head trying to figure me out. Darn my hair. I had to be easily recognizable. Mrs. Sinclair realized half way she forgot to take roll call. She started calling out names. I wouldn’t be too far down the list. Why was she doing roll call? Why did she have to be so forgetful?
 

“Lisa Adams.” “Here,” she said. “Tom Banner….Henry Blithe….Karen Bundy…Odette Callaghan..” She said and looked at me. I raised my hand stating I was here. “Odette dear, please sit up, stop slouching.” 
 

I sat up immediately, which caused me to face forward, and then realized that Gabriel saw me. I quickly glanced over at him accidentally and caught his eyes. His ocean blue eyes that twinkled like the last time. He smiled with the dimple appearing on his left side of his mouth. We stared at each other, which seemed like a long time but only lasted for 5 seconds. I quickly looked away, hiding my face with my hair. He chuckled softly and whispered “Odette” like he was trying out my name. I blushed. I knew this class was going to be torture. 
 

As Mrs. Sinclair began to teach, I tried to pay attention, forcing myself to take notes. It was hard with a gorgeous guy sitting next to you. At the corner of my eye, I could tell he was watching me. Why was he watching me? Did I have something on my face? Did I have a smudge on my glasses? I self-consciously wanted to touch my face but forced myself to ignore it. Class was only an hour long. It felt like forever for the bell to ring. When it did, I got out of my chair so fast; I was the first one out of the door. I saw that the girls began to swarm Gabriel like animals, wanting a piece of him. I smiled at my own analogy thinking I wouldn’t mind of piece of him. I stopped abruptly, almost in the middle of the hallway. Yeah right, I thought and shrugged it off and kept on walking towards my next class. No chance a gorgeous guy like him would be interested in me. He was more of Chelsea’s type and Chelsea would be more of his type. I had my own issues to worry about with a guy in my life. 
 

Chelsea was right about one thing, this school year would be different. Today finished on normally. I was glad I didn’t have any more classes with Gabriel. He would prove to be too much of a distraction.
 



 
 



 
 

Chapter 5
 

 


 

I didn’t have to work today. So I went home after school. Aunt Helen was a stay at home mom. Uncle Robert didn’t mind and money was never an issue in the family. But she did write books for a living. She published a few books that sold in stores. They were mainly mystery crime novels. I read a few and they were good. She had a great imagination. Plus, it proved to be married to a man in Law Enforcement. Uncle Robert went from being a Sheriff to a detective. He and dad had the same worth ethics. So he getting promoted was what he deserved because he worked hard for it. Even though he was a full time detective, he still managed the ranch with a few foremen he hired to work for him. 
 

During school nights, Uncle Robert and Aunt Helen allowed us to go out. They gave us a curfew of 11:00 p.m., a curfew that they didn’t need to worry about me breaking because I never went out. I stayed home and worked on the ranch if I wasn’t working at 3P’s. Chelsea broke the curfew a couple of times, which resulted to her being grounded for a couple of days. She’d whined and complained how they were too strict and other kids her age had a later curfew. So Uncle Robert pushed it one hour later for her, midnight, being her new curfew. Kevin was sixteen now, so he was able to drive a bit. He went out a couple of times, but he always came home on time. If he wasn’t out, he would be with me, grooming the horses and pushing hay. He would talk to me about girls, asking me why girls were so confusing and why do they play games. All I would do is laugh and tell him, “Get a girl who doesn’t play games.” And then he would say “Where? This is Ithaca.” I would tell him that he was still young and his time would come. For right now, it was okay to just explore his options. And then he would come back and tell me, “Why don’t you ever explore your options Odette?” 
 

I never had an answer for him. I would just shrug and walk away. Why don’t I? I thought. I knew the answer. Why would anyone want a broken swan? 

 

Later that evening during dinner, Chelsea talked excitedly about the new family. She had met the mysterious Gabriel Ryan. She had history class with him. 
 

“He’s gorgeous Mom. He’s taller than me and he has these gorgeous blue eyes. He spoke to me and even his voice is sexy. He asked me for a piece of paper and I almost melted out of the chair,” she gushed. Ocean blue eyes, I wanted to point out. 
 

“That’s great honey. But there’s more to person than his looks. The Ryan’s are the family that moved in next door. His parent’s got tired of the city life and wanted the kids to settle into a smaller town. It’s too bad it was his last year in high school. Old Mr. Ryan left his ranch to his son, who moved out of here after high school. They’ve come visited a few times. I’m surprise you didn’t notice,” Aunt Helen pointed out.
 

“They did! Why didn’t anyone tell me?!” exclaimed Chelsea. She was surprise he was this close to her than she thought. I was surprise that he had visited before. 
 

“Well honey, sometimes you can get caught up into your own life to notice things around you, “stated Uncle Robert as he chewed loudly on his food. 
 

“What does that mean?” she said as she narrowed her eyes at her dad giving him an evil look. Uncle Robert looked like he didn’t want to continue so Kevin answered for him. 
 

“He means that you can be self-absorbed, geek-wad,” Kevin said with his mouth still full of food. 
 

“Kevin, don’t talk with your mouth full honey,” said Aunt Helen.
 

“I am not self-absorbed! I notice things around me. I’m not like Tracy Wells!” she pointed out trying to convince us. Tracy Wells was not a very nice girl. She was even more self-absorbed. But she was nothing like Chelsea. Chelsea got along well with people. Tracy Wells was one of the cruel chicks that tried to make a joke of me by talking down to me. That was something I cut off right away. I was not going to put up with that. I was the one to walk away. Never gave her the chance to laugh at me, which caused her to look stupid. 
 

“I’m not though, right Odette?” She asked frowning at me. I hate it when she does this to me. She knows I don’t lie. She knows I usually tell her the truth. But tonight, I decided to let her hear what she wanted to hear. 
 

“No.” was all I said. She smiled, “Anyhow, Gabriel has two other sisters in school with us. He has a twin, can you believe that?! She’s just as gorgeous as her brother. Her name is Gemma. The other sister is in the same grade as Kevin. Her name is Jayla. She’s just as pretty. I haven’t spoken to them, but I’m sure they’re cool. I can’t believe they live next door. I’m so excited. I have bragging rights with all the other girls in school.” 
 

My heart squeezed a little. I don’t know why I was feeling this way. But I knew that if Chelsea seemed to really like this guy, it meant he was off limits. Off limits, I laughed in my head. He was never “on limits”. I guess foolishly I was hoping for a change. But foolish thinking wouldn’t get me anywhere. 
 

“Well, I guess you’ll owe me a hug because I invited the Ryan family over here for dinner tomorrow night. I use to go to school with their dad, Jack. He, Uncle Simon and I use to hang out a lot. Jack decided to hit the city while both of us stayed behind to live here in Ithaca. Now Jack can do his practice here,” Uncle Robert answered. At the mention of my dad’s name, I smiled slightly. Uncle Robert smiled back. 
 

“Really! Oh my gosh, this is great! Now I have time to pick out the perfect outfit.” Chelsea jumped and hugged Uncle Robert and he rolled his eyes. “What does his dad do though?” she asked with a frown. 
 

“He’s a lawyer, like Uncle Simon. But he was busier since he lived in the city. He was demanded more. That’s why we never met him and his family. Now since his dad died and left his ranch to him, he has a reason to slow his pace down,” He stated. A lawyer like dad? I remember dad mentioned a guy name Jack, whom he went to visit whenever he went into the city. But dad tried not to talk about work whenever he was with me and mom. Maybe mom and dad knew both of them. I went to the city with them a couple of times. But it was family weekends, so it was just the three of us. He always said the two of us were enough in his life for company. I wonder why I never met this family. I shrugged it off. He must’ve had his reasons.
 

“Odette, have you met any of the Ryan’s at school? Kevin, have you?” asked Aunt Helen.
 

“No, I haven’t met the girls. I can’t wait though,” Kevin said moving his eyebrows up and down mischievously and winked at me. I grinned at him and continued to chew on my food. 
 

I took a sip of my water and swallowed before answering, ‘Gabriel’s in my English class,” I answered. 
 

“Oh my gosh Odette, isn’t he gorgeous, he should’ve been a model!” Chelsea gushed even more. 
 

I thought about it for a moment before I shrugged. “He’s OK,” I responded. Uncle Robert and Kevin both laughed. But he was more than OK. I agree with Chelsea. But I didn’t want to say it out loud. 
 

Dinner went on. As usual, I helped Aunt Helen clean up and thanked her for dinner. I’d ask her how her day was and she always had a lot to say. She’d always hug me when she was done and tell me “You’re my stress reliever Odette, I love you.” And I’d tell her I love her too. She knows I’m not great at expressing my feelings. 
 

At night I sometimes lie in bed and imagine my dad coming into my room, kissing my forehead and whispering goodnight. No matter how late he would come home, he always managed to do that. Sometimes before bed, my mom would braid my hair because she knew how wild it could get. She’d always tell me “Odette, never cut your hair. It is too beautiful.” And I never did. I trimmed it but I kept it long in her memory. It was part of her, a part that I never wanted to lose. Aunt Helen offered to cut it but I always refused. I think she understood after a while. So she stopped asking. 
 

I stared out the window, the sky full of stars tonight. I knew from above, mom and dad was smiling down on me, encouraging me. I lived on their memories. But I knew that I couldn’t live on their memories forever. I needed to start living and creating new memories for myself. I just couldn’t push myself to move on yet. I sighed lightly and closed my eyes as I drifted into an easy slumber thinking what tomorrow will bring. 
 



 
 

Chapter 6
 

 


 

English class was rambunctious before the bell rang. I managed to snag a seat that was still in the back, but had people sitting around me already. I sighed in relief. I had my head down, writing stuff down that popped in my head. I do that a lot. If it’s just words, I’d still write it down. It was kind of fun and interesting, because I’d go back and look at it and think “what was I thinking when I wrote this?” 
 

Class began to start. I looked up and realized that Gabriel sat in the front seat, surrounded by mostly girls. I smiled, smirked really and when I was doing that he turned his head and caught me smiling. He smirked back with humor like he knew what I was thinking. I blushed and quickly dropped my gaze. Class started. Mrs. Sinclair can be a little dry, but she was good about getting the class to participate. She began talking about goals in life, what we wanted to do after this year was over since it was our last year in high school. She started asking around the room what we wanted to do after we graduate. Someone said leave McDonalds to find a real job. Everyone laughed. Another person said leave Ithaca to pursue an acting career, which was probably Tracy, because unfortunately, she was in this class with me. She sat next to Gabriel, staring at him like a hungry dog. Pretty pathetic, but I didn’t blame her. It couldn’t be helped. 
 

Then I realized Mrs. Sinclair was asking me a question. “Odette, what do you want to do when you graduate?” All eyes went to me. Eyes filled with pity. I wanted to groan out loud. But I put it aside. I slid deeper into my desk. “Photography,” I answered quietly. 
 

“Oh so you want to pursue to be a photographer?” Mrs. Sinclair stated. I could feel Gabriel’s eyes penetrating on me. I nodded. “Well that’s wonderful Odette, I’m sure you will get there, you’re talented in whatever you do,” She answered encouragingly. I gave her a small smile and she moved on. Corner of my eyes saw Gabriel smiling at me. I quickly ignored it. Then I heard her ask him what he wanted to do.
 

“I want to get into law like my dad,” he answered. “Well that’s wonderful, I’ve heard so much good things about him already,” she replied. “Thanks, he is pretty good,” he stated. 
 

This went on for the next thirty minutes. Her next assignment sounded pretty easy. 
 

“I want you to write three things you want to do differently next year that will help change your life. And I want you to tell me why. It’s December. You have until the 29th of January, which is a Friday to give me this assignment. Sounded easy right? That’s what I thought. But then again, nothing is ever easy. 
 

Class was over. I didn’t even bother to put my notebook in my bag. I walked with my head down hoping to pass Gabriel without being noticed. Almost out the door, I felt a hand on my elbow. I looked up and saw ocean blue eyes. And that darn dimple. He smelled so darn good too. He was way taller than I thought. I really had to tilt my head up. I lifted an eyebrow as a question to why he stopped me. His smile broadened even more. 
 

“Odette, I wanted to talk to you before I came over to your house tonight.” Why? I asked myself. Why couldn’t he just talk to me later instead of now? He must have seen the question in my eyes because he answered the question, “It would just be awkward then and I wanted to pass that stage of awkwardness. I just thought I would say hi and introduce myself now that I have the chance.” 
 

I opened my mouth to answer him, but was rudely interrupted by Tracy. “Gabriel, where’s your next class, I’ll walk you to it,” she demurely questioned while giving me an evil stare. She practically almost pasted herself onto him. Tracy was the kind of girl who thought she was every man’s dream come true. Wrong, she couldn’t hold a candle to Chelsea. She was so fake in many ways. I smirked with disgust at her, but glad for her distraction because I manage to pull out of his grasp and took the escape route. 
 

Tonight would be for Chelsea, I thought to myself as I rushed to my next class. I was going to stay out of the way and keep quiet. I was great at keeping quiet anyway. Why change now right? I glanced down at my notebook and realized subconsciously I had written down “Blue eyes.” I quickly closed my notebook and walked into my next class. Tonight was going to be a long night. 
 



 
 

Chapter 7
 

 


 

“Oh my gosh, they’re here! Odette, do I look all right?” Chelsea asked in a rush. How could she not look good? She wore a pink tight tube dress that seemed too inappropriate for tonight. It made the coloring of her hair nice. I look down at myself and saw a pair of black skinny jeans and a loose dark blue and with yellow lettering T-shirt that said “Don’t look at me. I’m so beautiful it’ll hurt UR eyes.” It was Charlie’s gift to me one Christmas. I laughed at the time and thought it was sweet. I loved it because it was comfortable. 
 

Chelsea was wearing heels and I was barefoot. I looked like a dwarf next to her. But I looked like a dwarf standing to almost everyone. At least I had cute feet. That was something cute about me. I hated wearing shoes inside the house. I hated wearing shoes period. Uncle Robert always yelled at me “Put some shoes on before you step outside, there are snakes out there!” Sometimes I’d get Charlie or Kevin to piggy back me on their backs when I would forget. Good thing they got the Callaghan height gene on the men side. Kevin was getting close to six feet while Charlie was already six feet. But not as tall as Gabriel, thought to myself. Why am I thinking about him? I need to stop. 

 

 Chelsea’s make up was perfection. Sometimes she tried to do experiments on me, but I would wash it off right away. “You’re a Callaghan, you got the beauty gene, let me fix you up,” she’d say. Beauty gene, I thought. I don’t think so. 
 

I slid my glasses up my nose and responded, “Gorgeous,” and she smiled happily. “Great, I’d ask Kevin, but he would just make a joke.” I laughed and agreed. Kevin, who was never out of opinions. I think he was going to be in Law Enforcement like Uncle Robert. He was always there for the underdogs, always there for me. 
 

“Sweater?” I questioned her. She knew I knew that her dad would have a fit if she wore the dress bare like she did.
 

 She sighed, “Yea, because dad will embarrass me. I should be allowed to show my body the way I like it. But I don’t want to be embarrassed tonight by his comments.” She slid on her white cardigan.
 

 Just as she did that, Uncle Robert walked into the living room with six people behind him. One of them was a cute little boy, miniature version of Gabriel. He looked to be six years old. He had to be the little brother. Next to Gabriel was a beautiful girl with the same dark wavy hair to the shoulders and the same ocean blue eyes. This must be Gemma, the twin. She gave me a smile. The same smile but without the dimple. Next to her stood a shorter girl around Kevin’s age. She had the same eyes like her siblings, except she had brown hair like their mom. The parents were a gorgeous couple. Their dad was a very good looking older man with the same blue eyes. Their mother was a gorgeous brown hair woman. 
 

I stood there staring like an idiot not sure of what to say. Chelsea did it for me. “Welcome to the Callaghan Ranch!” She was a natural hostess. Aunt Helen was in the kitchen finishing up dinner. The living room had appetizers. 
 

“This is Jack and Jill Ryan. Their kids, which you met some already, Gabriel, Gemma, Jayla and little Jamie,” Uncle Robert introduced. “Jack, Jill, you remember my daughter from years ago, this is Chelsea. And next to her is my niece, Simon and Alissa’s daughter Odette.” I smiled because I thought it was cute that their names were Jack and Jill. 
 

I saw Mrs. Ryan step forward and give me a bear tight hug. I was surprise. 
 

“Oh Odette, I am sorry about your parents. I know it’s been a few years. I should’ve been there for you. After all, Alissa was one of my closest friends. We sent you birthday cards every year. Jack and I were there at the funeral but you were so distraught, we didn’t think you paid any attention,” she said to me. I was even more surprise. She was right; I didn’t realize they were there at the funeral. I was so lost in my world that day. I didn’t even realize that they were the Jack and Jillian Ryan that sent me cards. I thought they were a Law Firm that dad use to work for so I never paid attention. 
 

“You are just as beautiful as your mother,” she continued on. Is she serious? But I got more distracted as Mr. Ryan gave me a hug as well. I hoped this was the last one because I was getting uncomfortable. 
 

“Dad said you brought him food when Mrs. Wilburn couldn’t. I wanted to tell you I really appreciate it. He wasn’t so mobile during his last years. He said it really helped him. He also mentioned that you were such a sweet girl, always there to listen to him even though you could’ve gone off and did as he said “teenager stuff”, Mr. Ryan quoted with a smile. A smile I knew Gabriel got from. I began to blush. No one really knew about that. Not even Uncle Robert. 
 

“I didn’t know you knew Old Mr. Ryan Odette, you never said,” Chelsea exclaimed with surprise. I just shrugged my shoulders. I hated being center of attention. I’ve managed to not get into that situation until now. 
 

“Odette is a shy girl. She’s always doing something good without anyone noticing. But I notice,” Uncle Robert declared. My eyes shot to him. Did he really notice? His eyes twinkled. He was a detective. Attention to detail was his job. I smiled and looked at the Ryan family. My eyes met Gabriel. He was looking at me attentively. I noticed that Chelsea managed to slip closer to him. I looked away. I didn’t want my eyes to show the envy. 
 

“Oh yes, so regal and poised like a swan floating quietly on a lake, the quiet swan. Isn’t that what grandpa use to say when he called us,” Gabriel said so softly. “Yes, I believe that’s what he said,” Mr. Ryan confirmed and chuckled. 
 

My face turned even redder. “That’s what Aunt Alissa and Uncle Simon use to call you, Swan Princess!” Chelsea pointed out. Oh great, I groaned inwardly. This conversation is getting worse. I turned around and excused myself to the kitchen. I heard a murmur “Odette, Swan Princess”.

 

Aunt Helen was almost done with dinner. It was Italian night. She was making spaghetti with meat balls and garlic bread. She even managed to bake a velvet cake that I loved so much. I asked if she needed help, she said she needed help setting up the table. It was usually just the five of us, but I had to add six more seats and dinner ware to the table. It was a good thing the table was big. Aunt Helen used to say “never hurts to be prepared for more company.” This was true tonight. I opened the cabinets and realized I was going to need a chair to grab the extra plates on the top shelf. A hand reached from behind me and reached to grab for them. I looked behind me and saw Gabriel, smiling an amusing smile at me. 
 

“This must be one of the disadvantages being short sometimes,” he said and chuckled. He looked me up and down from my bare feet to the top of my head. I blushed and turned away. He looked gorgeous in his black polo T-shirt hugging his broad shoulders and loose pair of jeans. I could feel his body heat radiating against my back. I hope he didn’t feel my heart because it was beating like crazy. Where was Chelsea? I moved away quickly and thanked him quietly. I started setting up the table. I realized Gabriel’s intention was to help set up the table too. I grabbed for silverware the same time Gabriel grabbed for it. Our hands touched and I felt a jolt go up my arms. My eyes shot to his and knew that he felt it too. His eyes darkened and his face looked serious, like he was in a deep thought. I don’t know why, Chelsea was the beautiful one tonight. 
 

Thank god for distractions, I felt a tug on my T-shirt. I looked down and realized it was Jamie, the little brother. 
 

“Hi, I’m Jamie and I’m almost six years old,” he declared and smiled a toothless smile at me. I bent down and brushed his hair out of his eyes. I smiled at this adorable little boy before answering.
 

“Hi Jamie, I’m Odette,” I softly reply. I realized that Gabriel came next to me, bending down close to me to talk to Jamie. “Hey buddy, you getting hungry, where do you want to sit? There’s a big table and enough seats for you to choose from.” I stood up abruptly, making sure before he realizes that his closeness was affecting me. 
 

“I want to sit next to Odette, she’s pretty and she has pretty hair!” Jamie said. I blushed again. I don’t know how many times I was going to blush today, but it was getting annoying. I walked over to a chair and Jamie quickly rushed next to the chair next to me. Everyone started to filter in to the kitchen. 
 

“Lucky Jamie,” was what I thought I heard Gabriel said. But I was probably wrong. I shrugged it off. Jamie’s mother sat next to him to assist him with the napkin. Chelsea sat next to Gabriel and of course, Gabriel sat directly in front of me. His sister Gemma sat next to me. I saw at the end of the table that Jayla and Kevin were in a quiet conversation of their own. I smiled. Jayla seemed like a nice girl, a girl who didn’t play games. Maybe Kevin met his match. Lucky him, I thought. Then my smile began to falter. I realized that Gabriel was watching me; he raised his eyebrows to question what was wrong. I shook my head quickly and looked down. Why was I answering him anyways? He should be talking to Chelsea. It looked like Chelsea was talking but Gabriel was half paying attention. 
 

Aunt Helen said grace and we all quickly dug in to eat. Eating was something I enjoyed. It was the cause of my curves. I ate my food with my eyes down and listened to conversations around me. Uncle Robert and Mr. Ryan were talking about their jobs. Aunt Helen and Mrs. Ryan talking about recipes. Chelsea and Gabriel began conversing, which seemed like an improvement. He wasn’t staring at me anymore. 
 

I realized that Gemma was talking to me. I turned my focus to her. 
 

“So what is there to do in this town anyways? It seems like you can drive through this town in an hour,” she pointed out. It was true; you could probably drive through the town in an hour. I wasn’t sure how to answer her because I didn’t do much with people. “Movies,” was all I said. 
 

“I guess that’s something, do you go much?” she asked. I smiled holding in my laugh and shook my head No. She laughed. “At least you’re honest. I just need something to do. I’m used to being active. New York you walked everywhere. Here you have to drive everywhere.” 
 

I thought for a moment. “Horseback riding?” “Can we horseback ride into town?” she asked. I shrugged my shoulders. “Try it,” I responded. I really wasn’t sure. I guess I never paid attention. If someone did, then they must have. I must be self-absorbed myself. I wasn’t sure I liked that declaration on me. 
 

I heard laughter. It came from Gabriel. He must have been listening to our conversation. “Yea, try it Gemma and tell Odette. And tell me too because if you don’t get pulled over, maybe I’ll try it.” He chuckled and winked at me. 
 

Gemma stuck her tongue out to her twin and responded, “Maybe I will.” 
 

“Don’t worry, its legal,” responded Uncle Robert. “Awesome,” replied Gemma, “I’ll definitely try it now.”
 

“You have to be 18 and older with a license,” Uncle Robert pointed out. Gemma pouted.
 

“I’ll be 18 in two months with Gabriel. I guess since I waited 18 years to turn 18, I’ll wait two more months to do something fun,” Gemma grumbled. 
 

“Oh when is your birthday Gabriel?” asked Chelsea. She was trying to get as much information she could out of him. 
 

“February 14th, Valentine’s day, we are true love children. Gabriel is older by 4 minutes,” Gemma stated. 
 

“No way! Odette’s birthday is the 15th of February. We use to tease her saying that cupid left town and her mom had to suffer another day of labor and had her after Valentine’s Day,” Chelsea exclaimed. 
 

“That’s cool. We should have a birthday party together, the three of us,” said Gemma. Oh no, I don’t do parties, I said to myself. Dreading the crowd of people, the dressing up, the presents. Gabriel saw my face pale and gave me a teasing smile. 
 

“Oh my gosh! It would be great. I can do the invites. Odette never celebrates her birthday. She always hopes we forget it, but it’s not hard to forget that date. Last year I bought her this great dress, but all she did was shove it in the closet. I’ve never seen her wear it. All she wears is T-shirts and jeans like what she’s wearing now, look at the shirt she’s wearing now, our brother Charlie bought her that,” Chelsea telling everyone.
 

Jamie had been trying to read it earlier, so he perked up and asked, “What does her shirt say?” 
 

“Don’t look at me. I’m so beautiful it’ll hurt UR eyes” Gabriel told him mischievously. 
 

Then Jamie giggled and said, “Odette is beautiful! But my eyes are not hurting.”
 

Everyone laughed. I even laughed out loud. I reached and patted his head affectionately. 
 

“You are too adorable for me,” I said while laughing. 
 

“It’s true though,” Gabriel quietly said with that same intensity look on his face. His eyes darkened for him to challenge me. I looked away and I held my breath. What was he saying to me?

 

“It’s true, you are adorable Jamie,” Chelsea said, laughing nervously looking back from me and Gabriel like she was missing something. I didn’t want her to know that I was starting to like the guy she wanted. 
 

“Honey, are you sure you want to have a birthday party this year? You know every year I want to throw one, but you always insist that you don’t need one,” Aunt Helen asked in a worry. She frowned. She knew that I wasn’t a social person. Such a good Aunt, such a wonderful mother at the same time. Like my mom, I thought. Everyone turned to look at me. Great, spotlight again. Chelsea’s eyes pleading “Let it happen”. I turned to my aunt, gave her a small reassuring smile, shrugged and answered “Sure.” She and Uncle Robert both smile widened and beamed at me. 
 

I continued to eat, conversing quietly with Gemma. Gemma turned out to be an easy going, edgy kind of girl. Since she grew up in New York which, it was probably why she had the edge to her personality. She was really nice and never said anything negative. She was realistic. Straight to the point, which saved a lot of time. If Jayla was like Gemma, then Kevin definitely found his match. I found that I enjoyed her company. But there was something in her eyes that I noticed, it was sorrow. It was something I understood all too well. I wondered what happened.
 

Dinner was wonderful. I also enjoyed talking to Jamie. He was smart for his age. Knew his alphabet well, and he knew how to spell his name. The Ryan family turned out to be a group of great individuals. But something was in the air about them, like they were putting on a face. Something had happened for this family to have so much tension. Gemma showed to be more expressive. I looked over at Gabriel, who was in a deep conversation with Chelsea, and was glad that he wasn’t looking at me. It gave me time to look at him. Strong nose, jaw, high cheekbones, a face I wouldn’t mind photographing. Maybe I’ll take a picture of him when he’s not looking. But that made me sound like a stalker. His eyes were not as expressive as Gemma, but it showed one thing; wisdom, like he’s seen enough in his life than other teenagers our age. It could be that he was the oldest. 
 

And then all of a sudden, his eyes caught mine. This time, I didn’t look away. I stared at him with wonder, trying to see if I could catch a glimpse of what I saw in Gemma’s eyes. He stared back at me. I wondered if my eyes showed things. I was good at covering up my feelings. I didn’t look at him like I knew other girls did; desire. I looked at him, frowning at him trying to comprehend him. What is going on in the head of yours Gabriel? What happened? And then for a moment, his eye bared it all. Grief, regret, anger, despair. My eyes questioned his, not in pity, but in understanding. Chelsea unaware that we were having staring at each other kept talking away. At this moment, I could tell that both of us did not see or hear anyone except ourselves. After one minute which felt like forever, he stiffened and looked away, like he wasn’t ready for anyone to know his secrets.
 

“My brother can be a little too good looking,” Gemma said pointing out the obvious.
 

I realized she must have seen us looking at each other. At first I was embarrass, then I thought, who cares, it was probably something she was use to whenever she was with her brother. Girls drooling over him. But I wasn’t drooling, at least, I hope not. 
 

I smiled in agreement. I didn’t know what else to say.
 

“He’s more than looks though. He’s a great older brother. Always taking on more than when he shouldn’t be. Dad couldn’t have asked for a better son; he’s all around sports guy, sensitive, smart, does well in school. I don’t think girls really realize that he’s deeper than his looks. Always in a deep thought. Whenever he opened his mouth, you pay attention. He’s so serious, yet understanding. But girls never care about his personality. They just want him because he’s gorgeous. That’s why he hasn’t really dated. He’s looking for the right girl to listen to him, rather than look at him,” Gemma explained. Interesting, I thought to myself. No doubt he was gorgeous to look at. I wasn’t so sure now that Chelsea was the right girl for him. Gabriel looked over at me and Gemma. His left brow arched up in a question, realizing that she and I were looking at him, I looked away and laughed quietly with Gemma. 
 

 The Ryan family finally went home. Jamie gave me a hug, which made my night. A little boy full of innocence who knew no pain or suffering. Hopefully he never will, I thought to myself.
 

“Isn’t he wonderful?” Chelsea said and sighed. 
 

“Yes honey, he is, I can see why girls your age go ga-ga over him,” Aunt Helen teased.
 

Chelsea groaned, “Oh mom!”
 

I helped Aunt Helen finish cleaning and said goodnight. In bed, I lay there pondering, wondering what Gabriel was thinking right now. He’s not thinking about me, he has to be thinking about Chelsea. I sighed, rolled over to my side and closed my eyes falling into a deep sleep. 
 



 
 

Chapter 8
 

 


 

I think after that dinner, Gabriel started to avoid me a little. I didn’t have to worry about finding a seat because he didn’t sought out to sit by me. I thought he sought me out at first because I was the only one he knew. But then again, we really didn’t know each other. We only talked to each other for like five minutes at the cemetery. I wasn’t sure how to take it. Is he scared that I might know his secrets? Does he know about mine? Someone must have told him and his family about what happened to me. He probably thinks you’re a freak, I said to myself. 
 

I shook my head. It didn’t matter. It seemed he was improving in Chelsea’s book. All she ever did was talk about him during dinner. “He doesn’t talk much, but he’s a great listener like you Odette” or “He’s on the football team and all the cheerleaders are trying to get at him, but he only pays attention to me” or “He has such a great body, he was all sweaty during football practice, his uniform was plastered on his body.” Of course, Kevin would roll his eyes and I would giggle. Inside my heart was hurting a little. But I pushed it aside. I’d see Uncle Robert looking at me from time to time, like he knew what I was thinking. I’d plaster a fake smile at him so he didn’t suspect anything. 
 

Christmas was coming. Holidays used to be the hardest for me. But Uncle Robert and Aunt Helen made up for it. Christmas was my favorite holiday. It was my favorite because it was my mom and dad’s favorite. Sitting by the fireplace with hot chocolate in my hands, decorations on the mantel, with the thought of Santa Clause filling up the stockings and under the Christmas trees. Of course Santa wasn’t real, but it made me think of the days of innocence. No worries in the world except opening presents. Who wouldn’t love that? 
 

Gabriel finally talked to me a few times in English whenever we happened to sit next to each other. I guess he decided to stop avoiding me. I wasn’t as nervous as I use to be with him. I was still shy with him though. He was very intimidating. He was almost like Chelsea, so sure of himself, so confident. He was that strong silent type of guy but when he knows what he wants, he goes and gets it. But I could understand what Gemma was talking about. When he opened his mouth to say something, it was meaningful. Girls seem to fight him for attention all the time. I think he liked talking to me because I didn’t fight for his attention at all. Sometimes he stared at me like he was trying to see into my soul. Sometimes silence between us said a lot more than words. It was frightening. 
 

Gemma was starting to become a great friend. I could still see the sadness in her. But I knew she knew about what happened to me, because I could see in her eyes that she knew I understood the pain she was going through and wouldn’t ask any questions. There would be a moment in time when I would ask her, but it was too soon. It seemed she still needed time to heal herself. It might have been a reason why the family moved here so abruptly. She’d sought me out during school and sit by me during lunch time. I didn’t mind eating by myself because it gave me time to read. I still kept Pride and Prejudice to read in my backpack because mom was the one that bought me the book. It was so worn out from all the times I’ve read it. 
 

 I never sat in the cafeteria like Chelsea and Gabriel. Sometimes I’d sit outside and just enjoy the cold. It was Ithaca, PA. We get snow here all the time. But I liked how the cold numbed me up. It makes me realize that I can still feel, that I’m still alive. It shocked me whenever Gabriel came to sit with me. I felt the joy shoot inside me. He could sit with anyone else but chose to be with me. He did something that I was glad lot of people didn’t do. He just sat next to me, not speaking, no talking, just sat next to me and stare off into the opening, appreciating the scenery with me. I think it was also something he was used to as well. Ithaca was a beautiful place. During the winter, it was like a winter wonderland with all the white snow. It was beautiful when the sun was up shining down. The trees bare of leaves but snow managed to fall and land on the branches. When the bell rang, he’d help me up; hold my hand for a bit too long staring down at me with this look in his blue eyes like he wanted to say something, say more but he’d drop my hand and walk me to my next class. He was becoming an enigma to me. I wasn’t sure what he wanted from me. If it was friendship, I could easily give him that. Gemma told me he wanted to get to know me. Maybe she was mistaken because I thought he was interested in Chelsea. 
 

Chelsea may talk about him, but I hadn’t seen them go on a date. I didn’t see any action between them really. What was I to know? I tried to avoid them together as much as possible because it hurt me. 
 

I remember after school, the sun was still up, there was snow on the ground and I knew it would be the perfect time to get some shots in around the woods in the backyard. It was still cold so I had to bundle up. I grabbed my Nikon camera and walked outside. The land we had was huge. So beautiful filled with trees and grass. The land was shared with the Ryan’s. Since our family was good friends, we didn’t have restrictions on crossing each other’s land. We did share a beautiful lake. Charlie, Chelsea, Kevin and I christened the lake; Wolf lake. Because we felt like Red Riding hood trying to get through the woods to get to the lake, teasing, saying ‘don’t let the wolf get you’ and run through it. And when we got to the lake, we’d all scream “WOLF!” and fall to the ground and laugh. It was a great memory. 
 

I was taking pictures of some trees, the way the sun reflected of the snow, humming to myself. It was a good thing I was hidden behind a huge tree, because at the corner of my eye, I saw Gabriel sitting on top of a beautiful black horse, beautiful like his owner, intently staring out into the frozen lake in a deep thought. He looked handsome, so valiant, and so strong. The sun reflected against him so wonderfully. His black hair so dark and even from the distance his ocean blue eyes showed prominently. He didn’t see me at all. But then again, he looked like he was thinking oblivious to his surroundings. His face was an open book right now. It looked like he was fighting within himself, arguing about something. He was wearing a green plaid jacket with a pair of black jeans. He had gloves on. I can see his cold breath. His legs were muscular and long from the way his jeans hugged on him. My handsome Gabriel, what tortures you so? I thought to myself. This time I didn’t want to argue with myself if he was mine or not. Deep down in my heart, in my own mind, he was my Gabriel. Even if I would never be with him, he was someone special to me.
 

With such a beautiful scene he created, I couldn’t help but capture it on my camera. I was glad I put the sound it on silent. I moved quietly, taking as many as I could. I accidentally stepped on a branch on the ground, which made a noise and I stopped. I saw him shoot his head in my direction. Oh crap, I hope he didn’t see me, I thought. I prayed silently and hoped he didn’t come my way.
 

He didn’t. He pulled on the reins of the horse, “Come on Midnight, must have been an animal, let’s get you home before it gets dark.” He said to the horse. Midnight. What a perfect name for a horse. My Midnight rider. I smiled. When I knew he was out of sight, I walked home myself. I knew the woods like the back of my hands. But I know that Uncle Robert would have a fit if I didn’t get home before the sun was setting. I couldn’t wait to develop the pictures. It would prove to be one of my favorites in my collection. If mom was still alive, she would agree. I could hear her teasing me “What a gorgeous creature, the guy sitting on it isn’t that bad either.” And we would laugh together. I miss you mom. 
 

Sometimes I swear when the wind blows, I can hear her whispering “I miss you too my Swan princess, miss you too.”

 



 
 

Chapter 9
 



 
 

It was last day of class before Christmas break. School went on as normal. Everyone getting excited because of the two week break we were getting. The assignment that Mrs. Sinclair gave us was in the back of my head. Every now and then I would ponder about it, thinking how or what I would do differently next year that will help me. I don’t know, buy a new camera? I shook my head no. This was a challenge. I realized Mrs. Sinclair didn’t specify what kind of things. She wanted us to come with it ourselves. I can hear Tracy “I want to get a lip injection so it’ll make my lips more pouty. It’ll help with my acting image.” I laughed to myself. She would say something like that. You should work on your acting first Tracy, I thought to myself. 
 

Gabriel was constantly on my mind. When he wasn’t looking, I was looking at him. His side profile, the back of his head. I was pathetic. I even realized that his nose looked like it was broken once. It didn’t matter. He was so beautiful within. I could see it whenever he was with his sisters, the protective older brother syndrome. Or the way he treated Jamie, although almost twelve years older, he never excluded Jamie and let him be a kid. What a great older brother. 
 

It was also in the way he was with me too. He understood that my actions spoke more than words. I was surprised at how much time we spent together. I was more surprise on how comfortable he and I became with each other. Sometimes he’d tuck my hair behind my ears or play with the end of my hair strands. I’d feel tingles go down my spine. He’d talk to me about his dreams, how great his parents are. He’d tell me about funny stories with him and Gemma, Gemma always getting him in trouble. Sometimes I feel like he wanted to say more but held himself back. There were times where I felt the connection and he snatched it away as if afraid. Or he’d stare at me intently, his eyes telling me he understands. What did he understand? That I couldn’t talk about what happened with my parents? That I felt that in some ways I could’ve stopped them from being killed. That I should’ve paid attention. That I felt this burden for so long that it wouldn’t go away. Is that what he understood? It didn’t matter how perfect he was or not because he would never be mine. Perfect, like the first time I met him. Even though I knew he wasn’t, he was still perfection to me. Perfection.
 

I gasped. My eyes widened. People around me in English class looked at me like I was crazy. I saw Gabriel looking at me with his eyes questioning me if I was all right. I shook my head and looked down. I realized looking down at my notebook; I wrote a word I’d never thought would happen to me: Love. This wasn’t supposed to happen. This was Chelsea’s guy. At least I think he was even though they hadn’t gone out once. It didn’t matter. I couldn’t do this to Chelsea. She claimed the other day that she might be falling in love with him. Seems like we were in the same boat. Great. 

 

My heart starting pounding, my palms started getting sweaty. I kept looking at the clock wishing it would hurry up. I had to get out of here. It didn’t matter if I missed the rest of my classes today. I needed to go somewhere. I needed to see my parents.
 

The bell rang. I grabbed my stuff and practically ran out of the room. I could hear Gabriel calling my name. I ignored him. I went to my car and drove off to the place I first met him. 
 



 
 

Chapter 10
 

The snowed covered their gravestones. I wiped the snow off and touched their names lovingly.
 

Simon L. Callaghan, Loving Husband to Alissa, father to Odette and son to Charles and Susan. 

 

Alissa R. Callaghan, Loving Wife to Simon, mother to Odette, and daughter to Raymond and Lisa.
 

For the first time in four years, I cried. Cried in hopelessness. Cried that they that weren’t here to help me understand this feeling. My dad had said to me once that he thought mom was perfect the first time he met her. And even after marriage, she was still perfect. “Love does that to you” he said and laughed. I remember thinking that I never knew perfection, since I’ve never been in love. Is this how it feels? Gabriel was perfect to me. Does this mean I love him? In my heart, the back of my head whispered, Odette you love him. I don’t know when it happened. I just knew that he had a beautiful soul, a soul I wish I could share with mine. He was a smart, a kind, hardworking son to his parents, a good hearted brother to his siblings and a special friend to me. I wiped my tears with the back of my hands. Oh mom, dad, what do I do? I’m so scared of this feeling. I’m so scared of being hurt. My heart has been broken for so long. Your broken swan that doesn’t know if she can piece herself back together, I thought to myself. I close my eyes in hopes of an answer. I heard silence. Nothing. I heard my own breathing. I wiped the rest of the tears from my eyes. I looked at my watch and realized it was getting close to dinner. I didn’t realize I was here for so long. I knew that the school would call Aunt Helen and Uncle Robert informing them of my absence. I knew that when I drove home, I would be questioned. I never missed class. So they knew that something was really wrong. 
 

When I got home, I saw that my eyes were still bloodshot in the mirror. Great. Now I really have some explaining to do. I saw Uncle Robert waiting by the door. I sighed. 
 

“School called today. Said you didn’t show up for 4 of 5 your classes. That meant you showed up for your first period,” he said. He looked at me closely. He saw my face, my eyes. I looked away.
 

He grabbed me and dragged me into his office. Pulled me into a chair as he sat at the edge of his desk with his arm crossed waiting for an answer. I sighed. 
 

“I didn’t mean to, it just happened,” was all I mumbled. I looked down at my hands, letting my hair curtain around my face. I must have looked pitiful. 
 

He continued to look at me with a stern look. But his gaze softened. Uncle Robert, so serious, never a man for words. Dad use to say that I was like Uncle Robert. A person of action. He said I’d make a great cop like him because I had a poker face. I’d laugh and tell him “too short.” Dad would laugh and say “There is a lot of great people who are short who do the job just as well as tall people.”

 

“Honey, why don’t you tell me what’s wrong?” he continued to gently ask. I shook my head no. Not yet, not right now, I thought. I was trying to get use to the idea myself. 
 

He sighed. He stood me up, gave me a hug and kissed me on the top of the head like he always did for me and Chelsea. “It frustrates your Aunt and me that you keep things to yourself. I feel like you’re building it up and it’s not a good thing. Don’t think I don’t pay attention to you because I do know things you don’t think I know. We just want what’s best for you. Since you never miss a day of school, it worried the both of us. We know something is wrong. Honey you know we love you, you know you’re safe.” I nodded in his chest. I know, I thought to myself. He would always protect me, like he would protect my cousins. 
 

“I’m here when you’re ready to talk, all right,” he said and looked down at me. I nodded. He looked so like dad. Sometimes I could see dad’s expressions in him. Like the one he had on his face right now. He wasn’t dad though, but Uncle Robert. I jumped back into his arms and hugged him again. 
 

“I cried today,” I choked out. His body stilled. He hugged me tighter. For a moment we just held onto each other. Then I felt something drop on the side of my face, a teardrop. At first I thought it was mine, but I realized it was Uncle Robert. I looked up and saw the anticipation in his eyes. He knew it has been a long time since I cried. I gave him a small smile and said “I miss dad every day, but I’m glad I have you too.” 
 

He gave me a teary smile. His body shook as continued to cry. He gave me one last big hug and I walked out knowing he needed time to compose himself. From this moment on, I knew that things were going to change. That I was changing. 
 



 
 

Chapter 11
 



 
 

It’s been four days since I saw Gabriel. I don’t know how I’d act when I see him again knowing that I love him now. How did he feel about Chelsea? Why would he be interested in me? I was just someone who would listened to his problems. 
 

For the first time, I had a good friend who wasn’t just family. It was in Gemma. She never asked me about what happened to me. She never treated me any different. She treated me like a friend, like I was a normal person. I am a normal person. Everyone else doesn’t think so. They thought I was mute. I guess I let them think that. Maybe it was because they didn’t know how to treat me after the death of my parents. How do you treat someone like me? Time after time I was beginning to see why people were the way they were because it was me who needed to let myself open up. Am I ready? I thought to myself. 
 

I was working at 3P’s. It was a little busy. It was two days before Christmas. People were requesting for picture postcards to send out for the holidays. 
 

Mark seemed more down lately. I asked him if he was all right. He would give me a weak smile and tell me he was fine. But I knew something was wrong. I took a different approach this time. Since he was a guy, I decided to ask him something I’d always wonder myself with other people.
 

“Mark, what did you think of me when you first met me?” I asked. It was probably the most I’ve said in a sentence. His eyes widened in surprise. And then he blushed. 
 

He swallowed, I could see his adam’s apple moving up and down his throat. “I..uh…I thought you were beautiful.” He blushed again and I looked shocked. Beautiful? “You were so quiet and serene, different from your cousin Chelsea but just as beautiful.” He blushed even more. He must really like Chelsea. “I ..um..will never know the feeling of losing two parents, but I know the feeling about losing a parent,” he said with a serious look. “But you were a little intimidating like Chelsea, but different. You didn’t let what anyone said about you bother you. I admire you because most people do not recover from tragedy. I guess in one word to describe what I thought about you the first time I met you, it would be..Brave.” Brave? Me?

 

While I know that Mark was a nice guy, I started to wonder what others thought about me. I was shocked though. I didn’t think I was brave. I thought of myself being a coward. Maybe I’m not a coward after all. 
 

I smiled at him. “Thank you, Mark.” He blushed. 
 

He was so apparent with his feelings that I couldn’t help point out the obvious. “You know, it’s never too late to win Chelsea’s affections.” And then he looked shocked. 
 

“How…how do you know I like her?” he sheepishly asked. I laughed and rolled my eyes. He blushed.
 

 “I liked her since I was a freshman. You know what’s funny? She was the reason why I started painting. She was the one to realize my true potential. I was sitting in the cafeteria doodling in my notebook and she walked past me. She must have seen something because she looked down and stopped. She was staring at this picture that I drew of an old woman I had when I was in the park. The lines on the old ladies face were what fascinated me. Chelsea looked me in the eye and said “You draw beautifully, you must paint beautifully too” and she smiled at me and walked away. She didn’t make me feel like a weirdo for drawing an old woman, she made me feel…special,” he told me. I smiled. For Chelsea to notice that sort of detail, that meant maybe Mark could be special. But guys that Chelsea was more into were jocks, guys who thought they were all macho. Except Gabriel. He was different. Maybe there was a reason to her choices in guys. Maybe she did that so she wouldn’t let any guys get close to her. Maybe she was scared like me, of rejection, of hurt and failure. Maybe Gabriel could be her one. My heart squeezed at the thought.
 

I always thought Chelsea was the opposite of me. I’m starting to realize, we had similar traits. I stared at Mark. It’s too bad Chelsea couldn’t see the potential in Mark. He was just the guy for her. Or maybe Gabriel was. It didn’t matter at this moment. 
 

“In February, we’re throwing a birthday for me, Gemma and Gabriel Ryan. I want you to come as my guest. Chelsea is throwing it. I know it’s a little early to invite, but I want you to come. She said she was going to do the invite, but I can invite people myself. Actually, you’re the only one so far.” I paused. “Well, you’re the only one really,” I said and laughed. He laughed too. Maybe he and I were better friends than I thought. This ‘opening up’ thing isn’t so bad after all. 
 

“Thanks. I’ll definitely come. Mom will be happy, she’s always nagging me to go out,” he declared. 
 

I grinned. “Make sure you get a haircut and more clothes that fit.” I said. He blushed and smiled.
 

“Ok. Deal.” He paused for a moment. “Can I tell you something?” he said. I nodded. “You have a beautiful voice; you should use it more often.” All I could do is smile and nod. And then he and I broke up into laughter. 
 

After work, it was a different story. It was still cold. Snow was still on the ground. Charlie was due home on Christmas. He had to finish up some things. He was about a little over two hour drive away at college in Pittsburg. I was glad. He would help me with my heartache. Kevin was busy with Jayla these days. I spoke to them together and it seemed that they found love with each other. I was happy for their happiness. Jayla was actually a very sweet girl, soft spoken and calm, unlike her older sister. Jayla kept him straight. Kevin was more different, more mature now. He was even volunteering his time at the police station where Uncle Robert worked. 
 

Chelsea was busy with her dancing and cheerleading. Busy with Gabriel. They went out to the movies. At least I think so. I heard she showed up when Gabriel was taking Jamie to the movies. That’s what Kevin told me. But the three of them watched the new Shrek movie together. I was jealous because she got some alone time with Gabriel. I brushed it off quickly. I have no reason to be jealous. He isn’t even mine. 
 

Gemma seemed quieter these days. She still enjoyed hanging out with me. There were times it seemed like she wanted to ask me some questions, but stopped. She was so like her twin. 
 

I jumped into my car, heading home. It was dark with a few street lights glaring down. As I was driving down the road, I realized a figure standing by the bus stop. As I got closer, I realized it was Gemma. She was crying, holding herself from the cold. I stopped in front of her and rolled the windows down.
 

“Gemma? What are you doing out here?” I asked with concern. She looked relieved to discover it was someone she knew. 
 

“Oh Odette, I’m so glad it’s you! I ran away from home. I got a bus ticket to head back to New York. I need to get back there now,” she cried. She started crying some more. I didn’t know what to do. The only thing I could think of was drive her myself to New York. I guess we’ll both get in trouble together. 
 

“Come on, I’ll take you there myself,” I said, thankful that I filled up my gas tank. It was going to be at least a six hour drive. The biggest city we were close to was Erie, PA. It was getting late. I decided that if she needed to get away, I would take her with me to Charlie’s before taking her to NY. She needed to calm down a little. Tell me what was going on in her mind. 
 

“Oh thank you Odette!” She jumped in and gave me a hug. She wiped her eyes and started hiccupping. We both started to laugh. At least that broke the tension. I started driving. I gave her time to calm down and collect her thoughts before I jumped in to ask questions. 
 

“We’re not going to New York tonight Gemma. We’re going to head to Pittsburg first and rest there. We’ll head out tomorrow. It’s too dark and we need some rest before driving far, “I sternly told her. She looked surprise. 
 

“Ok.” was all she had to say. After ten minutes, she asked “Why Pittsburg?” “Chelsea’s brother, my cousin Charlie is there. He’s supposed to be home on Christmas, but I think it’ll be a better idea to stay with him instead of a hotel.” I said. She shook her head in understanding. She looked a mess. Her eyes were puffy. But she still managed to look beautiful. 
 

“Does your family know where you are?” I inquired. I already knew the answer. But I still needed to know. She shook her head “No, I got into an argument with Dad and Gabriel. I ran out, took a cab to the bus station. I considered taking a cab to New York but it would cost too much.” 
 

All I did was nod my head. I wasn’t going to push the information out of her. She needed to be the one to tell me. 
 

“When we get to Charlie’s, I want you to call them OK,” I stated sternly. Gemma looked at me because she’s never seen this side of me. All she did was nod yes. She started falling asleep. It was almost 11 a.m. when I reached Charlie’s place. I knew he would already be asleep. But he would let me stay. I missed him anyways. I talked to him every now and then on the phone, but he was busy with his studies. He missed home though. He missed Ithaca. He’s even considering transferring back to a local college here. Who knows, maybe something will change his mind. 
 

I looked at my cell phone and realized I had at least ten missed calls from home. And three numbers I didn’t know. They were local numbers so it had to be the Ryan’s. I grabbed Gemma’s cell from her hand. Crap, ten missed calls on her cell phone. We were going to be in trouble. It was almost Christmas Eve. I was wondering myself if we were going to get back in time for Christmas. We will, I told myself. 
 

I woke Gemma up. We walked up the stairs to Charlie’s apartment. It was in a nice neighborhood. Uncle Robert made sure of it. Such a cop. I pounded on the door knowing that Charlie was a heavy sleeper. It took probably a minute before I heard grumbling behind the door stating he was coming. The door opened. For me, Charlie was my cousin and like a brother to me. But to Gemma, he was probably a very good looking guy with a great body. Charlie had nothing on except his boxers. He was a good-looking male himself at the age of 20. I saw Gemma’s mouth drop open and look away with a blush. He was tall and fit. He had gray eyes like his siblings. Blond hair that was messy. He was running his fingers through it and rubbing his chest. He looked angry. But who could blame him, it was almost midnight and someone was disturbing his sleep. His eyes showed surprise and it softened when he saw me. 
 

“Shrimp! What are you doing here?! And so late?” he exclaimed. Shrimp, his nickname for me. Cute huh? Nope, I don’t think so. His eyes went from me to Gemma, wondering who she was. 
 

“Sorry so late Charlie, I need a favor, we need a crash place before heading to New York tomorrow, “I explained. He then realized we were standing out in the cold and he ushered us both inside. 
 

“Why are you heading to New York tomorrow? It’s Christmas Eve! I’m supposed to be home in a day and a half.” He had his hands on his hips. He looked intimidating. Especially to Gemma. 
 

“Look, I don’t feel like explaining. Get us some extra blankets and pillows. I need to call Uncle Robert because I know he’s flipping out and she needs to call her parents. This is Gemma by the way. I’m taking her to New York. Don’t ask me why because I don’t know myself. Maybe she’ll explain it to us later,” I snapped. I never snap. Uncle Robert was right. Maybe I needed to stop holding things in. Charlie was taken aback. So was Gemma. They’ve never heard me speak in this tone. 
 

Charlie shook his head and grumbled under his breath. He knew he couldn’t argue with me. He went to grab some things. While he was doing that, I made Gemma call home. 
 

I called home myself. Uncle Robert picked up on the first ring. I can hear Aunt Helen and Chelsea at the other. Great, family phone conversation, something I really need right now. 
 

“I’m fine, I’m fine. I’m with Gemma. We’re at Charlie’s. I’m sorry to worry you,” I explained in a rush. 
 

“You should’ve called honey before you left! This is so unlike you,” exclaimed Aunt Helen. I’m almost an adult. But she was right, it was so unlike me. “Are you coming home tomorrow? Why are you there anyways?” asked Uncle Robert. I could hear Gemma arguing on the phone with who knows. They didn’t seem to be happy with her. “I’m going to be home on Christmas. Gemma was really upset. She needs to go to New York and I told her I’d take her. She was going to take the bus. She’s upset about something and I think it’d be a good idea that I go with her to help her,” I explained some more. 
 

I could hear Chelsea asking questions in the background and Aunt Helen shushing her. Uncle Robert’s tone of voice changed softly. He understood me. He knew I would never do anything out of the ordinary unless it was necessary. “All right honey, just please drive safe. Take Charlie with you and bring him home. It’d make me feel better knowing that the there’s a man with you,” which I rolled my eyes even though he couldn’t see, I sighed “Yes Uncle Robert, I’ll even bring Charlie home.” I saw Charlie arranging some pillows and blankets on the pull out bed. I was thankful that he had one. He looked at me at the mention of his name. “Okay honey, I love you. Be safe. Please call us whenever you stop to know that you’re safe. Take turns driving. “Aunt Helen fussed. “Yes Aunt Helen, I love you guys,” I said before hanging up. 
 

Gemma was still arguing on the phone. She was so mad she handed the phone to me and stalked to the kitchen where Charlie was. I stared at the screen, it said Home. 
 

“Hello?” I answered.
 

“Odette, is that you?” It was Gabriel.
 

“Yes,” my voice squeaked. Even on the phone I was nervous with him.
 

I could hear his voice soften and I imagined his face. “I’m sorry Gemma got you into this mess. I’ll come grab her tomorrow morning.”
 

I knew that whatever was making Gemma upset, she needed to overcome it. 
 

“No, please don’t. I’m taking her to New York,” I said. I think he was surprise because I heard him pause. Why was everyone surprise? Are my sentences so incomplete when I talk? 
 

“I don’t think it’ll be a good thing to take her there. She shouldn’t have involved you. I thought when we moved to Ithaca, it was going to heal her. But I was wrong. I need to be with her since we’re both in this together,” He softly explained. The last sentence he almost whispered. Both in this together? Now I was starting to wonder what really happened. 
 

“Gabriel,” I softly said his name. I heard him a quick intake of his breath. It was the first time I said his name to him. “Whatever happened, I think it would be best for her to deal with it on her own. Just like I think it would be best for you to deal with yours. I think whatever is eating both of you, you need to come to terms with it before coming together. It sounds like she hasn’t had closure for herself like you haven’t. In order for you both to comfort each other, you need to accept yourself. Let her do this on her own, OK?” I softly answered in the gentlest way. I saw Charlie staring at me intently. As if he’s never seen me before. At least he put on a shirt. 
 

I realized Gabriel was silent for a while. “Okay, just have her home by Christmas. Tell her I love her and that it’s not her fault, it never was,” he gave in with a sigh. We both said good night. 
 

I gave Charlie a hug. He tightened his hold. He was a good cousin. He never made me feel alienated, like I didn’t belong in the family. He was even a good older brother to Chelsea, even though they have their differences. He always came to me for advice, knowing that I never give them freely. 
 

“Everything OK Shrimp?” He asked. I nodded. “You’re coming to New York with us.” I told him. He just nodded. He understood. “I’m going to bed, I’ll see you in the morning,” he said and went to sleep.
 

Gemma was already getting prepared to sleep. “Thank you Odette, you don’t know how much this means to me,” She said. I nodded my head in understanding, “Gabriel said it’s not your fault, that it never was, whenever you want to tell me, I’m here,” I told her. She nodded giving me a small smile. She wasn’t ready yet. 
 

We both lay there side by side. I could tell she fell asleep because her breathing got heavy. I laid there thinking about everything. Whatever happened would explain the troubles in Gabriel’s eyes. It would solve everything. There were times where he was easy going with me, and then he put himself on guard. At arm’s length. Did I want to know what happened? I didn’t think I have a choice. Like Gabriel said, I was involved now. I could hear Gemma murmuring in her sleep. Fighting in her sleep lightly. I could hear her say a name over and over “Damian, Damian, why did you leave me?” she cried quietly. And then fell into a deep slumber. 
 

Damian. Who was Damian? I guess I’ll find out soon. Consciously I rubbed my chest where the bullet wound was. I don’t know why I started doing that. Often I do it without realizing it. Shrugging the thought away, I closed my eyes and fell asleep myself. 
 



 
 

Chapter 12
 



 
 

I shot up and looked at my watch. It was 8 a.m. The sun gleamed through the curtains. Gemma had already gotten up and I could hear talking in the kitchen. I walked over hearing Gemma laugh and Charlie cooking breakfast. Charlie, who was usually serious, was still able to put a person at ease. 
 

Gemma was sitting at the kitchen table looking beautiful for being morning. I must look like crap. Charlie looked showered and refreshed. I definitely needed a shower. My hair must be all over the place. 
 

“Morning shrimp, how did you sleep?” Charlie said with a twinkle in his eyes. 
 

“You have got a lot of hair Odette, you ever think about cutting it?” Gemma stated as her eyes follow all my hair. I must look like a real mess for her to say that.
 

I shook my head no. “I’m going to go shower.” And left the room. 
 

After the shower, I went and ate some breakfast with them. We started planning the day, but we needed to find the specific location on where Gemma wanted to go. 
 

She looked hesitant to say but finally she knew she had to tell us. “I need to head to the Greystone Cemetery up in New York. I’ll point out the directions as we got closer.” Charlie and I looked at each other. I shrugged my shoulders. She would tell us in time. 
 

We got on the road. We estimated time and stops. The three of us took turns driving my car. Every stop we made we called our families. Charlie told jokes to ease the tension. Gemma contributed to the conversation. I, of course, was in my own thoughts at times. As we got closer, she started getting nervous. And finally we were there. I could see the fear in Gemma’s eyes. She was nervous and pale. I looked over at Charlie, informing him with a look “stay here.” He nodded. 
 

I took Gemma’s hand and she led the way. Her gripped tightened even more as we finally reached the gravestone that would answer the many questions I had in my mind. 
 

“In Loving memory of Damian Theodore Lawrence, wonderful son and friend. You will always be remembered”

 

This was the mysterious Damian. I realized from his birthday year he was the same age as Gemma and I. We stood there for a moment longer before I heard her speak.
 

“It happened one year ago,” Gemma softly said. I stood there with my hands in hers staring down at his gravestone. Tears coming down her face. “He was my best friend. The greatest. Besides Gabriel. The three of us were inseparable. We grew up together. We were always together. Having fun. Getting in trouble together. Damian was so outgoing, fun, joked around a lot. Gabriel was the serious one and I was the in between. Damian and I fell in love sophomore year in high school. It kind of just happened. We loved each other so much. Gabriel wasn’t too happy at first because Damian did a lot of flirting and he wasn’t always serious at times. But he changed his mind after he saw how Damian was with me. It was perfect you know. I was going to marry my best friend someday. We were going to be happy. We were in our junior year in high school. He was going to get a ring after graduation. On Christmas Eve, I had forgotten to pull out some cash and I insisted that we go to the bank so we could have some money for a party that we were heading to after Christmas. I forgot my debit card so we had to go inside the bank. They were only opened half the day. We were standing in line when a man in a mask came in knocking down the security guard. He had a gun on him. He told everyone to get to the floor and told everyone to take off everything valuable, cash, all jewelry, wallets. Everything. He yelled at the teller to pull out all the money and put it in a bag. Gabriel was on the floor by the security guard. I was with Damian. I realized that he had pulled out a box, a ring box and thrown it in the pile of cash that the robber demanded. When the bank robber wasn’t looking, he reached for it. Oh god, the bank robber saw Damian move, reacted and …sh……shot him,” She trembled and cried at the last few words. She broke down even more. 
 

“The ring was supposed to be for me. It was my engagement ring. And he took a risk to grab for it. I didn’t even yell at him to not grab it. I was so scared that I froze. He shot Damian right in the chest. I cried out. Then I heard another shot and realized the bank robber was shot down. He was killed. Everyone was all shaken and crying. We heard sirens. I didn’t remember much because I had Damian in my arms crying “Don’t leave me! Don’t leave me Damian!” The last thing he said was he loved me and then closed his eyes. Gabriel had his hands on his chest to stop the flow of blood. He was yelling too. I don’t remember because I was crying so hard. I had to be sedated.” She brokenly said. Remembering the scene again caused her to fall down to the ground and sob her heart out “Oh god Damian, why did you leave me! Why did you leave me?! I miss you every day. Come back to me!” she cried. I realized that there were tears coming down my face. I bent down and held her as she sobbed. Sobbed with sorrow, pain and suffering. The same feelings I felt when my parents were killed. Is this how I was? Is this how I am now? Gemma continued to cry and cling on to me. 
 

After a while she stopped crying, we kind of just sat there on the snow, holding each other in comfort. She asked me a question that no one’s ever had the courage to ask me, “How do you recover from a tragedy Odette? I lost one person, but you lost two. How did you recover?”
 

I asked myself. How did I recover? And then I answered her answer I denied but gave myself during the last four years, “I lived. I know that if I was the one to die, I wouldn’t want my parents to suffer in grief in a situation they couldn’t control. I know they’d want me to move on as best as I could and live my life to the fullest. I was blessed with this chance. I need to take the chance. It doesn’t mean you have to say goodbye forever because they’ll always be in your memories and in your heart. But it’s okay to move on without them. Damian would’ve wanted that for you.” But I haven’t taken the chance, I thought to myself. I’m so sorry mom and dad. I’m sorry I’ve lived in this grief for years. It was never my fault. I couldn’t save them. They couldn’t save themselves. But dad saved me when he pressed that button to alert the police. Uncle Robert said that it was dad who pushed it before he died. He saved me and I couldn’t save him. And I couldn’t save him. Dad wanted me to live, to move on and be happy. 
 

I closed my eyes in acceptance. In a way, Gemma helped me understand myself. In a way, I felt like this was a journey for me too and not just for Gemma. A way to help someone whose path was similar to mine.
 

Tears still in her eyes, she gave me a smile, a smile saying that it was true about what I said. Damian would’ve wanted her to move without guilt. It was not her fault. He proved it with his last breath, when he said he loved her. 
 

“I got really depress after he died. Gabriel tried to help me but I knew he was living in his grief. He still is. He took it just as hard as I did, in a different way,” she said, “I tried killing myself.” I looked at her shocked. I thought about the same thing, but I never had the guts to attempt it. I already had a bullet hole in me. “I tried overdosing on some meds. Gabriel was the one to find me. He called 911. Mom and Dad were so distraught. Seeing a psychiatrist didn’t help at the time. But as I look back on it, she pointed out something that makes sense now. Survivor Syndrome. It’s true, I have that. And I think Gabriel has it too. And you have it. That’s why Gabriel is so drawn to you, “she said as I shot my eyes over at her in disbelief. Gabriel drawn to me? I couldn’t believe it. “He’s always staring at you so intently, always watching you like you’re the only person in the room. I think it frustrates him that you don’t look at him. I kept telling him you’re shy. That you’re not like other girls. He started to see it. That’s why he’s so gentle with you. I doubt he likes Chelsea, even though Chelsea has been chasing him for months.”
 

I was shocked. Could she be right? It’s impossible. He never gave any indication that he would like me. 
 

I shook my head in denial. “I’m not his type,” I stated. My heart pounded. Is it wrong to hope that this could be true? 

 

She laughed. The first laugh I’ve seen her laugh since this journey. “You are more his type than you realize. You don’t chase him. You listen. You look at him from within, not outside. I’ve seen you two together. It makes sense. I know how you feel about him. I see it in your eyes. But you are so loyal to your cousin because you know she likes him,” she pointed out fiercely. It’s true. I was loyal to Chelsea. She never did anything wrong to me. Her parents gave me a home. I didn’t want to hurt her. I still didn’t want to. As much as I wanted Gabriel, Chelsea should be allowed her chance. 
 

I shook my head and looked down. “Doesn’t matter,” was all I said. 
 

I was glad for a distraction. Charlie came over when he heard Gemma laugh. He cautiously came forward. Gemma threw her arms around me and whispered “Thank you for helping me. I think it’s time we help Gabriel.” I think it was time. He had a reason to be around. Maybe he wanted me to help him understand. 
 

Charlie threw his arms around my shoulder and around Gemma. He gave us both a big hug. He understood that it was needed. Gemma gave him a quick peck on his cheek. He blushed. Charlie blushing? I smiled and giggled. Gemma turned towards Damian’s gravestone one last time. I could tell she was saying a silent goodbye. This time, there was a smile on her face. 
 

We got into the car and started for a long drive home. 
 

“We realized after what happened to me that we needed to move to quieter place. After Grandpa Paul’s funeral, Dad said he was moving us to Ithaca. I fought it of course. I didn’t want to leave Damian so soon. Gabriel was hesitant. Jayla and Jamie didn’t care. Before Grandpa Paul died, he talked about you Odette. He said that you had a more tragic story to tell, but that if a girl like you still had the heart and beauty to continue to live on from the tragedy, that Gabriel and I could do the same,” Gemma said while Charlie was the one driving the car. Charlie, listening but understanding that it was not his conversation to partake. Gemma sat in the front passenger seat next to Charlie, I sat in the back seat. 
 

“At Grandpa Paul’s funeral, Gabriel and I saw you standing from across the field. Gabriel was staring at you so hard. He knew who you were. Because Grandpa said you visited your parent’s gravestone almost every Sunday and that you had this gorgeous auburn long hair, which was what, gave you away,” she continued on. 
 

I saw Charlie look in the rearview mirror and arched his eyebrows in question. 
 

“Anyhow, Gabriel convinced me that moving to Ithaca would help me. In a way it did. You helped me a lot Odette. You don’t think you did. Gabriel’s improved, not by much. He seems happier when he’s with you, almost like his old self. But he still silently suffers. I know you see it in his eyes,” she asked me. I nodded my head. I do. “I think you can help him.” She said. I looked at her. I can see her eyes pleading to help. I nodded my head in empathetically and turned my head away. 
 

Conversation went down after that. Help Gabriel? Before this trip, I didn’t think I could help him. I couldn’t help him if I didn’t help myself get over my regrets. But now I think I could help him. The problem is does he want the help? Gemma needed it, and she asked for it. Oh Gabriel, I love you so. How can I help you? I silently said a prayer to myself. 
 

I must have passed out because I woke up as we arrived into town. We finally reached the Ryan’s ranch around 8 p.m. All three of us got out of the car. Mr. and Mrs. Ryan shot out of the house. Not far behind was Gabriel. 
 

“Oh Gemma, Gemma, are you ok honey?” Mrs. Ryan exclaimed. Gemma hugged both her parents and gave them a big smile. “I’m great mom, I’m really great. I love you both so much,” she said and continued hugging them. I could see relief on their faces. Gabriel hugged her after her parents released her. Both the Ryan’s gave me a hug. Mr. Ryan whispering in my ears “Thank you.” And gratitude showed in his eyes. He shook Charlie’s hand and thanked him to. 
 

What surprised me next was Gabriel. He reached for me and gave me a hug. He held me longer than usual and I swear I heard him smell my hair. Before he pulled back he gave me a kiss on the cheek. I blushed. “I’m glad you’re OK too,” he softly said while looking into my eyes. I could get lost in his eyes. 
 

And then he shook Charlie’s hand. “Nice to see you again Charlie,” he said and my eyes shot to Charlie. What? They knew each other? They must have. I realized they had similar interest. How did they meet? Charlie gave me a teasing smile. 
 

“We’ll see you tomorrow for dinner at your house,” Mrs. Ryan stated. I didn’t realize Aunt Helen invited them. I nodded goodbye. Gemma gave me another hug before whispering something that shocked me, “The person who shot the bank robber was Gabriel. He grabbed the security guard’s gun and shot the bank robber. It killed him. Gabriel hasn’t been the same since then. He won’t let me in. Maybe he’ll let you.” She said and looked in my eyes. I couldn’t help but look over at Gabriel. He frowned. I looked away quickly, shook my head in understanding. 
 

Charlie and I went home. It was the same joyous reunion. Glad we were both home. But Chelsea was mad about something. I saw jealousy in her eyes. It was as if she wanted me to punished for not calling and disappearing. I shrugged it off because I didn’t want to think horribly about her. Before I went to sleep, I gave Uncle Robert one last hug and whispered, “I’ll talk to you soon.” He looked at me and nodded his head. Kissed me on the top of my head. 
 

Sleep was the last thing in my head. I was wrapping the information around my head. It made sense now. Gabriel felt guilty he couldn’t save his best friend, couldn’t save his sister from the grief. I remember what Gemma had said before “He always takes on more when he shouldn’t be”. It was true. He shot and killed a man. But he still couldn’t save a friend. It’s no wonder I see sadness in his eyes sometimes. He was fighting his own demons. Thinking back when he was riding Midnight, he was so alone in his pain. Oh Gabriel, let me help you. I love you so much. 

 

I went to sleep thinking one thing. Gabriel was still perfect in my eyes. 
 



 
 



 
 



 
 



 
 

Chapter 13
 



 
 

It was Christmas day. We opened gifts. I decided this year to make my gifts. It was pictures of a moment that I captured for each of them. Aunt Helen and Uncle Robert sitting together at the kitchen table in the morning. Aunt Helen taking a sip of coffee looking lost in a thought and Uncle Roberts had one hand holding the newspaper reading it. But their other hands were holding on top of the table. It showed that no matter how busy they were, they still managed to be affectionate. It was beautiful. I printed the color in black and white. Aunt Helen cried. 
 

For Chelsea, it was a picture of her on stage, in a moment during the dance, it showed her shape beautifully. I remember it was a day that Chelsea nagged her dad to make sure he would make it to watch her perform. He told her he would try. Uncle Robert only had a moment to come and watch and leave for work. But he told me to take lots of pictures. I managed to take a picture of his face watching his daughter dancing. It showed pride and love. I don’t think Chelsea ever knew that he showed up. I didn’t get to tell her because she rushed off to a party afterwards. But I cut him out of the picture to enlarge her. I was going to give her the original later anyway. She jumped up and did the same pose. We all laughed. She gave me a hug. 
 

For Charlie, it was a picture with his feet propped up on his desk, book in his hand and a pencil on his ear. He was in such a deep thought he didn’t even know that I took it. I left the picture in color because it showed his hair in a wonderful color. He looked handsome too. He told me that when he ever felt frustrated on school, he’ll look at this picture. He said that the pictured showed a moment of when he was so determined. I smiled at him.
 

Kevin’s picture was hilarious. I had to creep up on him to catch this moment. It was in the morning. He was by the refrigerator in just his boxers. They were Sponge Bob boxers. Of course I had to leave this picture in color. He had his head tilted while drinking a jug of milk with milk sliding the side of his mouth. He laughed so hard and told me that Jayla would love to see this picture. It was typical Kevin. 
 

I received extra batteries for my camera from Aunt Helen and Uncle Robert. They knew how much I cherished it since it came from dad. I got a cute shirt from Chelsea and told her this time I promise I’ll wear it. It was a white peasant top. She told me it would show off my coloring. Charlie gave me a gift card to my favorite bakery shop in town. He knew I loved their stuff. I gave him a happy hug. Kevin decided this year it was his turn to give me a T-shirt. It was funny. It was me. It was a hunter green T-shirt with white lettering that said “That’s right, I’m the real Barefoot” I laughed. 
 

I was tempted to wear that T-shirt tonight. But I knew everyone was at least wearing their best for Christmas dinner. I decided to take a risk this year. I looked through my closet and found the dress that Chelsea bought me last year. She told me at the time that the dark green was pretty for my hair. It was a thin strap dress, with a straight neckline, it hugged my breast perfectly. The bottom of the dress flared out with chiffon material. It was bouncy. It hit to the top of my knees. I looked in the mirror and realized I was really pale. Working outside on the ranch didn’t help since all I did was burn and not tan. I was so hesitant to wear something so revealing on top because of the scar from the bullet wound. I touched it like it pained me. It used to pain me. The dress covered it up barely but I left my hair down letting it flow down the front and back. I took off my glasses and put in my contacts. The dress made my eyes even greener. I looked at myself in the mirror. I wasn’t bad looking. High cheekbones, nice eyebrows, clear skin, full lips. No makeup, I just put on a dress for sakes. That was a big step. I sighed. 
 

I started walking down the stairs. I didn’t even bother with shoes. When I reached the bottom, I heard a gasp. It was Aunt Helen. 
 

“Oh honey, for a moment I thought it was your mother. You look like her so much. You look beautiful,” she said getting teary eyed. Oh no, don’t cry. I might start crying. I can’t believe I just said that. Crying. I’ve been crying a lot lately. 
 

“Thanks Aunt Helen, that means a lot,” I softly replied. She hugged me and went back into the kitchen. Everyone else must still be getting ready. I went into the living room, the fire place was burning. The Christmas tree was tall and filled with ornaments and candy canes. Stockings were still hung up on the mantel. It painted a pretty picture. Picture. I looked on top of the mantel. I realized there was a frame there. I walked up to it and slowly looked at it. It was a picture of me, dad and mom. Dad was kissing mom on her cheek while I was in his lap looking at them smiling. Mom set up the camera at the time. I smiled because mom was the only one looking at the camera. I remember her saying “You’re supposed to look in the camera!” and me and dad laughed. My eyes glistened at the memory. Uncle Robert must have put it up for me. I must have been so deep in my thought I didn’t even hear the doorbell or someone standing behind me. 
 

I gasped and turned around. We were only an inch apart. Almost chest against chest and he had a nice chest. His ocean blue eyes flared with appreciation. He stared at me with awareness looking me up and down. Then he slowly smiled. He bent his head down. 
 

“You are so beautiful Odette,” whispered Gabriel. He smelled wonderful. It was a great aftershave smell. His wavy black hair swept back with gel. He had on a navy V neck sweater that showed off his muscles and black trousers. Why did he have to be so good-looking? I blushed because I was staring at him. He smiled as if he was glad I was staring. I realized he was holding my elbows. I heard gasp behind him. I looked around him and saw Chelsea and Gemma. I moved quickly away from him and put the picture back on the mantel. 
 

“Odette! Oh my gosh, you look great!” Chelsea exclaimed. She was wearing a strapless white dress that flowed down to the floor. She looked almost angelic. Gemma was wearing a red dress that hugged her body nicely. 
 

“You look really great Odette. Nice dress,” Gemma agreed. I smiled. “Chelsea picked it out,” I pointed it out. 
 

“Great job Chelsea,” Gabriel’s voice rumbled deeply as he congratulated Chelsea in her pick for me but continued to stare at me. I moved away, farther away from him. 
 

“Odette!” A little body plastered himself against me. Adorable little Jamie. I gave him a tight hug. I had a present for him too. “Jamie!” I exclaimed back in the same way he said my name. He giggled. The corner of my eye I could see Gabriel watching us with a smile. 
 

Dinner started normal. Seating arrangements added Charlie. Except this time, I sat between Jamie, who insisted I sit next to him and then the other side sat Gabriel. Chelsea sat across from him. She stared at him open with desire. As we said grace, he grabbed my hand. His thumb rubbed the back of my hand, causing it to tingle with pleasure. As it was over, he still held on to me. I looked down at our hands, tan skin against my light skin. Rough like a workers hand. Strong. I looked up and saw he was looking at me. He had that serious look on his face again. I swallowed nervously and licked my lips. He looked at my lips, like he wanted to be the one touching it. Oh how I wanted him to kiss me. I looked away quickly, took my hand out of his and grabbed for food. I was thankful for Jamie’s distraction. He was telling me about first grade. He had a crush on his teacher. He loved his class because he had a lot of friends. I could hear Chelsea’s and Gabriel’s conversation. It didn’t sound interesting. They were talking about school and people they knew. They should know the same people since they knew people from the same crowd. I caught Gemma’s eye every now and then darting back to me and Gabriel. I shook my head. No, not now. Then she would turn her attention back to Charlie. Charlie seemed to be taken by Gemma. Gemma was beautiful. She seemed to shine tonight, especially from what happened yesterday. It seems like she finally accepted and began to move on. I was happy for her. I could see Jayla and Kevin holding hands and whispering and giggling together. 
 

I leaned back in my chair and realized Gabriel had draped his arm on my chair. He made it look so casual but I was in a panic. I decided to savor the moment. Feel his arm around me. I didn’t think he realized it but he started playing with my hair, like it was a natural thing to do. He did it when we were alone, but now there were people around. I looked at Chelsea. She looked at him and me. I could see her swallowing hard. I wasn’t sure how to take her expression. She seemed disappointed. 
 

I decided it was time to excuse myself from the table with Jamie and give him his gift. I was glad to get away. Jamie was so happy with his gift. It was little ice skates. He told me once that he wanted to learn to ice skate. I told him I would take him to the Wolf Lake after Christmas since it would still be frozen. He jumped up and down and said he couldn’t wait. He ran off to show his parents. Mr. Ryan came into the living room as Jamie ran off. I could tell he wanted to talk to me because he had the same serious look that Gabriel must have inherited from. 
 

“Odette, I wanted you to know that your dad and I were great friends. I know you must have heard about me and probably thought it was strange that you never met me,” he informed me, answering the questions that pondered in my head. All I could do was nod in agreement. It was strange that I never met the Ryan’s before. 
 

“Your dad was a private person. He didn’t want to expose you of the things that were occurring in his work life. With his job, he had plenty of threats from other clients that he was trying to protect you. I understood the same feeling. Your dad talked about you and your mom whenever he came to visit us. He said you were such a quiet child. You were so like your mom and him in many ways. Every time he tried to bring your mom and you up to see us, something came up with his work. That’s why we never met. It wasn’t intentional. It just happened that way. I’m sure your dad told you about us, “Mr. Ryan continued to explain. I nodded in agreement. Dad did tell me about a Jack Ryan. I just thought it was a firm that dad worked on the side. He talked about Jack and the kids, but I didn’t know then that the kids were Gabriel, Gemma, Jayla and Jamie. I never realized how protective dad was of me. Whenever he came home, he always told me that he came home to me as my dad, not a lawyer. That’s why I never asked him about work. That’s one I thought was great about dad. He was like Clark Kent and Superman. 
 

“Things must happen for a reason,” I replied. 
 

“They must,” Mr. Ryan said in agreement with a smile. Jamie came rushing in and starting chatting away with his dad. 
 

I decided to step outside to the porch, to look at the stars. I put on my jacket. I didn’t bother with shoes. As I quietly walked out, I realized that there was already someone outside. I walked up closer and realized they were kissing. It was Chelsea and Gabriel. My heart jumped and I realized that it was filling with pain. Is this the disappointment that was going to happen? Is this the shattered hope that I’m supposed to feel? They jerked apart quickly when they realized they weren’t alone. Gabriel’s eyes widen in surprise “Odette!” and pushed Chelsea away. Chelsea smiled innocently and said “Sorry Odette, didn’t know you were out here.” But her eyes didn’t show it. 
 

“Sorry,” I mumbled and ran back inside. Is this how a broken heart feels like? If it was, I don’t want it. I never want it. I went into the kitchen and stayed there almost the whole night. I helped clean up. I avoided Gabriel’s eyes. I could feel him watching me but I never glanced at him once. I said good night to everyone and ran up to my room. I stripped out of the dress and went to bed. Heartbreak or no heartbreak, I still wanted to help Gabriel. I doubt that Chelsea even realizes what Gabriel is feeling. Tonight proved that Chelsea didn’t like competition. It also proved that she was selfish. Something I never realized about her. 
 



 
 

Chapter 14
 



 
 

The week went on until school started. Every now and then Jamie would call to talk to me over the phone. I thought it was so sweet. It’s too bad it was his older brother I wanted to hear from too. But I’m sure that he was busy with Chelsea. Gemma called to talk, but I avoided the subject of Gabriel. She was doing better; she enjoyed hanging out with Charlie. Uncle Robert drove Charlie back to school. When he came back, he said that Charlie is looking into transferring somewhere close. Interesting, I smiled to myself. 
 

Mark proved to be a great friend. He and I talked a lot more. He wanted to go to Art school. He was thinking about putting some of his paintings to apply for a scholarship. I encouraged him because I knew he would get it. He said he did some more paintings and he was excited about one that he drew. 
 

School started up again. We heard that Mrs. Sinclair got into skiing accident and would be out for a month. We couldn’t believe she was still skiing at her age. Who are we to judge? But she informed the substitute teacher that the assignment was due on the 29th of January was now due on the 26th of February, which was nearly a month later. One assignment that I hadn’t even started. She would be back that week. The substitute, Ms. Thompson, was nice. She was younger than Mrs. Sinclair, but proved to be just as good. I still managed to avoid Gabriel. The first week I hid in the library during lunch. Gemma got mad because she was always looking for me. I told her I was doing some extra research for school. She’d roll her eyes because she knew I was avoiding Gabriel. He was looking for me to explain the kiss. I didn’t need an explanation because it wasn’t needed. 
 

I decided that taking pictures made me get to know people some more. I took pictures of Mark when he was painting; I took pictures of Gemma listening to music, Jamie running around, Jayla and Kevin together. Most of all I took pictures of Gabriel. At times he was frowning, and then he was thinking. And there were moments where his eyes lit up. I wish I knew what he was thinking at that moment. I knew I couldn’t avoid him forever. 
 

One day in English class, he managed to snag a sit next to me. I didn’t even realize it. I was in such a deep thought. I had one my hand on my chin looking straight ahead waiting for class to start. I felt a hand tuck my hair behind my ear and slid down to caress my cheek. I didn’t move because I knew it was him. My eyes looked over to his direction. His dark hair wavy against his forehead, his sweater hugging his shoulders nicely and his long legs covered with blue jeans. He was smiling with such a sweet smile. And then he grabbed my free hand and held on to it throughout the class. The teacher didn’t notice. No one paid attention. I don’t know why I didn’t just shake my hand out of his palm. It felt so right. His hands were so big and warm compared to mine. He and I had a staring contest for a moment. With no thoughts, I just stared. His eyes showed that he was sorry. And then it showed adoration and determination. I looked away frowning and confused. I can’t see that. He had to be dating Chelsea now. The whole school was talking about them. I saw them kissing. And that moment, I took my hand out of his hand and turned away. I quickly left after class was over. It was the third week of school back from Christmas break. 
 

I didn’t have work after school. I decided to go to Wolf Lake. It was always calming to be there. The lake was still frozen. It was starting to thaw. So it was dangerous to even stand on it. 
 

By the time I reached it, I saw Midnight. Alone. And without a rider. My heart jumped. I saw Gabriel sprawled on the ground on his back. I ran as fast as I could and screamed “Gabriel!” I was afraid that Midnight might have bucked him off by accident. I dropped down and reached to touch him, to feel him. I was so scared. I dropped my head to listen to his heartbeat. It was still beating. He was still warm. 
 

Then all of a sudden, I felt arms wrap around me. I looked up. His eyes were twinkling. He rolled over leaving me at the bottom and him on top. “Don’t do that!” I yelled and smacked him on the shoulders. He quietly laughed and held me more tightly, afraid I was going to escape him. It felt so good to have his arms around me. 
 

“I should do it more often if I knew you would react this way,” he said as he moved his face a few inches from mine, looking at me in his eyes. “Were you worried about me?” he asked smiling. 
 

I smacked him again. “Of course I was worry about you, you idiot! I thought you were hurt. I was scared that something happened.” And the thought of him dead made me lips start trembling, my eyes filling with tears. 
 

He realized that I was really scared. His gaze softened. He hugged me tighter, “Oh Odette, I’m sorry I scared you. I didn’t mean to. I just wanted to lie down in the snow for a moment to take a break and do some thinking, “he said as he deeply looked into my eyes. Tears dripped from the side of my eyes and my lips trembled even more. He groaned at my reaction like it pained him.
 

And then he kissed me. Lips lightly touched mine like it was testing, tasting me. He softly kissed me like I was precious. He groaned again and ran his hand through my hair. He deepened the kiss. I opened my mouth and our tongues met. I could feel his tongue against mine drinking me like hunger, tasting the life of me. My hands wrapped around his waist grabbing him closer to me, savoring his body, feeling his muscles, his heat. We continued to kiss. He kissed my eyes, my nose, my forehead, my cheeks and back at my mouth. He whispered my name so softly like he did the first day of class “Odette.” He tasted so good, so warm, so masculine. I don’t know how long we kissed because a couple of times he had to stop to catch his breath before kissing me again. I touched the side of his face, never thinking I’d ever touch it. I ran my finger down his crooked nose and then his eyebrows. I looked into his ocean blue eyes. I saw something in his eyes I never thought I’d see, especially from him. I saw love. The only thing I could think about doing was grabbing each side of his face and softly and slowly give him the sweetest kiss I could give him. I felt his body tremble with pleasure, hear him groaning. Oh I love you so much. I don’t ever want this to end. But it had to. Reality set in. We heard a gasp and we looked up. 
 

It was Chelsea. Her face filled with pain and anger. She spat out “I hate you Odette!” and ran off back to the ranch. I looked at Gabriel, and he looked regretful. I jumped up. 
 

“I have to go!” I said and ran after Chelsea. I had to explain to her. “Odette…Wait!” Gabriel exclaimed. But I didn’t. I needed to explain to Chelsea. I didn’t mean for it to happen. But it did happen. 
 

But Chelsea didn’t want to listen. She ignored me. Dinner time was a horrible event. Aunt Helen and Uncle Robert were looking back and forth at me and Chelsea. Even Kevin couldn’t even crack a joke. 
 

When dinner was over, I tried talking to her again. But she wouldn’t listen. “You know how much I liked him! Why do you have to steal everything from me?! He’s my boyfriend!” she screamed. Were they boyfriend and girlfriend? Did he cheat on her with me? I don’t think so. What did she mean steal everything from her? Didn’t she realize she had more than me?
 

She screamed at me some more, I just stood there. I knew that I had to walk away, as much as I love her; I needed to walk away tonight. She needed to cool down. I went to my room. I heard Chelsea crying, Aunt Helen comforting her. Uncle Robert knocked on my door but I ignored him. I needed to be alone. 
 

Mom, dad, is life always this hard? Did you go through this? What am I supposed to do? I love him so much. I love Chelsea just the same. I didn’t realize the sacrifices that came with love. Tonight, I wished to the stars that my parents heard me, and that they would answer me. But I drifted to sleep before I heard an answer. 
 



 
 

Chapter 15
 



 
 

This week was worse. Chelsea ignored me. Even when she spoke to me, she snapped at me with negative things. Kevin told me to ignore her because she was a brat, who gets bratty when she never got her ways. I never realized that about her. I guess love does that to you. 
 

Gemma was so helpful. She said that I had a kind heart to not recognize anything bad in anyone. She said in time Chelsea will realize that Gabriel really loves me. Gemma also said that they were never together. Chelsea kept pushing Gabriel into going out, but Gabriel was just being a friend. They never even kissed. Just that one time under the mistletoe during Christmas. He said that she shocked him by kissing him, he not kissing her. That’s what he wanted to tell me. Chelsea went over a couple times; she always missed him because Gabriel was out riding Midnight. 
 

I was glad knowing that the kiss didn’t mean anything during Christmas. But I was sad at the ruined relationship between me and Chelsea. I never realized Chelsea was selfish. This is the side of her I’ve never seen. But then again, I never kissed any of her ex-boyfriends. And Gabriel wasn’t even a boyfriend. 
 

I talked to Mark, who was helpful too. He was disappointed at Chelsea. That didn’t mean he stopped liking her. Maybe she’s his perfection. He told me that Chelsea was never in love with Gabriel. Chelsea was chasing an image, rather than reality. He had seen me and Gabriel together before at school. Love can be spoken without words, he pointed out. That’s how he saw me and Gabriel. When he saw Chelsea and Gabriel together, he only saw two people together.
 

I was even more surprise to hear that Gabriel was in his Art class. He said that Gabriel spoke to him a couple of times asking about me. He knew I worked with Mark. Mark blushed and made a confession. He took one of my pictures that I had developing in the dark room. It was of Chelsea. It was when she was arranging some flowers. She stuck a white daisy in her hair and did a pose for me. Her side profile was beautiful, her blonde hair shone with highlights, her dark gray eyes shining. He said he had the picture in his Art class and Gabriel saw it. He said Gabriel was looking at it, telling him it was beautiful, that I caught her in such a beautiful moment, not just Chelsea being beautiful. I realized that Gabriel has never seen any of my photos. I don’t think I’d show him any of mine that I took of him. 
 

I thanked Mark. He made me feel better. I realized for the first time in my life I was asking other people’s advice. 
 

Gabriel was hard to avoid. The kiss we shared was something he and I have probably never felt before. He was more determined than ever to be by my side. Everywhere I was at school, he would be there waiting for me. I tried walking away, but he came after me. I even tried hiding out, he managed to find me. In class, he would grab my hand and hold it. Even when I tried to pull it out, he would shake his head and tighten his hold. When class was over, he would put his arms around my shoulders, walk me to class and give me a quick kiss before walking to his class. 
 

Sometimes I would move my face so he’d kiss my cheek, but he wasn’t having that. He’d hold my chin and kiss me. And every time I would blush. He would tuck my hair behind my ears, caress my cheek, and tell me I was adorable. I stuck my tongue out at him one time and he laughed. I wasn’t sure how to take this new relationship. I could see in his eyes he feels bad about how Chelsea was treating me. He told me that Chelsea was just a friend and that he had been trying to get through to me the whole time. He said he was being careful with me because he knew I’ve been hurt and I was so shy with him. He didn’t want to rush it. 
 

I saw Chelsea one time watching us, giving us an evil glare. But I also saw hurt and disappointment in her eyes. She would cover it up right, turn around and walk away. 
 

Other people started talking to me. That was a surprise. I think they started to realize that I wasn’t a mute after all. That I was normal like them. But then I’d realize, who was really normal? A lot of people were surprise at me because I managed to snatch the most sought out guy in school. Shelby Lee, who was in my Government class, was surprise I knew her mom. Her mom was the town librarian. I went there a lot as a kid and during the past four years. Her mom was sweet and quiet older women. I told Shelby that her mom had asked me to take a few pictures of her at the piano recital without her knowing. She wanted to surprise Shelby with pictures. Shelby smiled excitedly and said they were the best pictures of her that she’s ever seen. She never saw herself beautiful, but the pictures showed it. Shelby was a cute Asian girl with beautiful shiny black hair. She wore glasses too, and had braces. She was a talented musician. I told her that what made her beautiful was her passion for music. It showed on her face when she was playing. She got teary eyed with me and thanked me. She told me it was the nicest thing anyone’s ever said to her. She even said “I know this is late, but I always wanted to tell you I’m sorry about your parents, they were really nice. I didn’t know how to approach you. You were so intimidating. So sad and lost. I didn’t think you would care for what I had to say.” There it was again, that assumption.
 

I smiled. I even gave her a hug, which surprised her. “Thank you, if you would’ve said that to me four years ago, it would’ve meant the world to me. Even you saying it now still means the same.” 
 

She and I began to open up and our conversations were more at ease. So she couldn’t help but ask. “So are you and Gabriel together? You guys make such a beautiful couple? A lot of girls are jealous, even the guys.” She gushed. I didn’t even realize that the guys were jealous. Is that why they never approached me, because I was intimidating? “You’re so smart, and he’s super smart too. I have him for my Chemistry class and I always see him getting A’s. I’m so jealous.” 
 

I was astonished. I realized that people paid more attention about me than I realized and it wasn’t about what happened to me. And I knew Gabriel was very intelligent. I knew him better than others. It made me happy inside knowing that he was so open with me on things about him than to anyone else. 
 

School went on. I decided later I would talk to Chelsea. I went home and was glad to see her car in the driveway. Aunt Helen wasn’t home but Uncle Robert was there. He was in his office. I went upstairs, I didn’t even knock, and I just opened her door. She jumped back in surprise. And then anger showed on her face. 
 

“Get out!” she screamed. “No.” I said and stood my ground. I stared at her. This time, I will not walk away. 
 

“What? Are you here to brag about your new boyfriend? Who was supposed to be mine? Are you happy that you got him? Don’t you think you should be ashamed of yourself since he was mine first?” She said nastily. I stood there and realize. Beautiful, self-assured Cheslea that I always thought wasn’t as confident as I always thought she was. Mom said insecure people would say cruel things. That meant Chelsea was insecure about herself. But why, she was beautiful and she had everything in the world for her. Great parents, great brothers, a roof under her head. But no one was perfect. 
 

“I came to say that I’m sorry, sorry for hurting your feelings. I’m sorry that I couldn’t help what I felt for Gabriel. “I said with remorse. “But I’m not sorry that we kissed.”
 

Her eyes flashed with more anger. “Don’t think I didn’t see you watching him. You knew I was in love with him! But you kissed him anyway. What kind of cousin does that? I wish you never came here! You took everything from me. Daddy doesn’t even pay attention to me. Mom doesn’t even talk to me anymore. Kevin and Charlie puts up with me. They would rather be with you than me!” she screamed. And as she screamed, she took the photo I gave her for Christmas and smashed it on the floor, creating a loud noise. I stood there stunned. Stunned at what she was saying. She was so blinded by jealousy that she didn’t see what was in front of her. I ran to my room and grabbed the original picture that I took with Uncle Robert in the picture. I walked up to her and shoved it in her face. I could hear Uncle Robert coming up the stairs yelling what was wrong. 
 

From this moment I snapped. “Look at this picture! Look at it! What do you see? What do you see!” I screamed at her. She had tears in her eyes, her eyes shocked as her hands were shaking as holding the picture in her hands. She saw what I saw, a father who was proud of her daughter. Then I threw other pictures at her face. Aunt Helen’s face, Kevin’s face, Charlie’s face. All with the same pride. Proud of their graceful sister. I could hear Uncle Robert behind us. But I ignored him. 
 

“How could you be so selfish? How could you let yourself be so blind with your jealousy that you can’t even open your eyes to be thankful for what you have?!” I screamed at her. Uncle Robert so shocked. Chelsea standing there pale and scared. 
 

“You think I want to be here? You don’t think I don’t want to be in my old bed back at my old home wishing MY DAD came to see me dance or MY MOM cook dinner for me? You don’t think I wish I had brothers who look out for me?” I began to start crying, my voice breaking. “I wish every day I had my mom and dad here with me. But all I have of them are pictures, memories! I can’t even touch them anymore! The closest thing I have of them is their goddamn gravestone and that isn’t even enough!

I screamed and broke down crying. I could see Chelsea crying. Uncle Robert breaking down himself. 
 

“Oh god, I miss you dad, I miss you mom! Why did you leave me? Why couldn’t you let me come with you!” I screamed more for myself. I cried tears, tears that were four years too late. Tears that needed to be let go. Uncle Robert was right. It was not a good thing to hold things inside. Chelsea dropped down, giving me a hug, crying for me. Uncle Robert on the other side rocking us both, telling me he was sorry. The phone rang from downstairs. We then realized that Aunt Helen was home. We heard her rushing upstairs. 
 

“…..have you guys seen Jamie? That was his mother. He said Odette was taking him ice skating and then disappeared,” asked Aunt Helen. Then she paused and saw the three of us on the floor, tears on our faces, eyes puffy. She frowned, “What’s going on?” 
 

Then something registered in my brain. Jamie had his ice skates. He was going to go the Wolf Lake. I hadn’t had time to take him last week. I told him I would take him to the skating rink instead. He must have lost patience and decided to go on his own to try it himself. I jumped up and everyone was surprise. 
 

“I know where he is!” and ran out. I was glad I still had my shoes on. As I was running out, I yelled “Call his mom and tell him he went to Wolf Lake!” 

 

I kept running as fast as I could. I could hear Uncle Roberts behind me, shouting my name. But it didn’t matter. Jamie was going to try to skate on the ice, ice that was thawing, ice that was too thin to skate on. As I reached the Lake, my eyes saw in horror. 
 

Jamie was holding onto the edge of the ice. His body was dropped into the water with the crack he created. “Odette, help me!” he screamed and cried. 
 

“Jamie, hold on, I need you to hold on, Ok honey. I’m going to come and get you. Just hold on as good as you can,” I said in the calmest voice. The ice was too thin to walk on. But I needed to do this. I needed to save Jamie. I began walking slowly on the ice, taking my time, feeling out my spots. Some parts were thick enough to walk on, others were too thin. The water was in the negative temperatures. 
 

“I’m getting cold Odette, I don’t know if I can hold on any other,” Jamie said as his teeth chattered. His lips were turning blue. He was getting pale. I began to panic. But I couldn’t show it. He would start to panic. 
 

“Jamie, just hang on a little longer ok. You’re doing great. I’m almost there all right. After I get you out of the water, we’ll get hot chocolate and watch movies,” I said, promising him anything as long as he still held on. It worked for a bit. I was almost there. I was a foot away from him. I dropped to my knees and on my stomach and reached for him. He was so cold. He started struggling as I reached for him.
 

“Calm down Jamie, calm down, I will come to you okay,” I reassured him softly. To my horror, I realize that the ice began to crack. I could hear that the others were here. 
 

“Odette honey, be careful!” Uncle Robert roared. “We got a rope.”
 

“Hold on Jamie, hold on Odette!” Gabriel screamed. He was here. I looked over and saw despair on their faces. 
 

“Don’t come on the ice! It can’t hold anymore” I warned them. Gabriel looked so scared. Chelsea was standing next to him worried. I saw Mrs. Ryan crying and Aunt Helen trying to calm her. 
 

I reached down and grabbed for Jamie. As I did that, the ice began to crack and water filled around my knees. I heard Aunt Helen and Chelsea scream. 
 

“Honey, I’m going to throw you the rope okay. I want you to tie it around both of you,” Uncle Robert said. I shook my head him, my eyes showed gloom and it went to Gabriel. They knew it had to be Jamie first. It was too thin right now for two people at a time. 
 

“No, get Jamie first. I’ll wait until you drag him and then you’ll throw the rope for me,” I yelled. 
 

“Odette, I’m getting colder,” Jamie whispered, his eyes were fading on me. His body temperature was dropping. He was losing grip. 
 

“Throw me the rope now!” I screamed. Uncle Robert tossed it as far as he can. It was close enough for me to reach. And then with all my strength, I dragged Jamie up to the thickest part of the ice. I screamed as I dragged him out. I was getting cold. But I needed to stay strong. The ice was slowly cracking beneath me. I quickly tied the rope around them and told them to pull. I saw Gabriel and Uncle Robert pulling hard as they could. Being careful to pull him around the thickest ice. And as they were doing that, the ice beneath me collapsed. Everyone screamed. I dropped in the water. It was freezing. The cold shocked my body. I only had a T-shirt and jeans on. I popped out of the water, grasping for the thickest edge taking a deep breath. I could hear Gabriel screaming, Uncle Robert holding him back from trying to come to get me. I coughed out the water and screamed “Keep dragging him out, I’m fine.”
 

I could see Gabriel looking at me, angry that he wasn’t able to come help me. “I’m okay Gabriel, I’m fine,” I reassured him as my teeth chattered. I thought of the possibility. I could drag myself out. It was slippery. I knew one thing, I didn’t want to get stuck underneath. I tried to pull myself up, only to have the ice crack even more. I went under again, gasping at the cold that went into my lungs. I choked and coughed. I heard everyone scream telling me to hold on
 

It felt like forever for them to drag Jamie. But they finally did it. My body started to get numb. I laughed at myself, remembering how I liked the cold because it made me feel alive. I’m alive right now. I started shivering. 
 

“Hold on sweetheart, we’re throwing the rope,” Gabriel screamed. That’s nice, he just called me sweetheart, I thought to myself. It’s so cold. I could hear voices. Chelsea’s, Gemma’s, everyone else’s voice telling me to hold on. I heard sirens coming. Someone must have called 911. And then I realized that it was a remake of four years ago. When I was shot, I was fading in and out. I heard sirens and screaming. Except, this time, Uncle Robert wasn’t standing over me. I was all alone in this freezing water and they were helpless. Maybe it was meant for me to go this time. 
 

“Odette, don’t you dare die on me!” screamed Gabriel. I fluttered my eyes, trying to catch what I thought might be the last time I’d see him. He was so gorgeous. So perfect. And he loved me, except he never said the words to me. I never told him I loved him. And then I remember what Mark told me before, “Love can be spoken without words.” It was true. Every time Gabriel would brush my hair behind my ears, the way he held my hands and the way he looked at me. It was love. Did I show him enough? I wasn’t sure now. 
 

I opened my mouth, wanting to tell him the words, but nothing came out. My vision was getting dark. I kept hearing screams around me. And then from a distance, I heard someone humming lightly. I smiled a smile softly and thought of dad. 
 

All of a sudden I let go, my body couldn’t help it. In slow motion, I felt the water surround me. “Odette!” Gabriel screamed was the last I heard. And then for the second time in my life, I saw darkness. 
 



 
 

Chapter 16
 



 
 

I kept hearing something. Someone whispering in my ears “Open your eyes Odette, open those beautiful eyes for me” it was such a nice voice. I was trying to but I couldn’t. I let it go and drifted away. 
 

“Swan princess, open your eyes for your mom and dad,” I heard a voice. A voice so familiar. I opened my eyes. Realized it had to be a dream. Or maybe it was Heaven. I looked around. It was a beautiful open field with all colors of flowers. It looked so familiar. I saw the morning fog with the sun shining bright burning it away. And as the fog moved apart, I saw them. Mom and Dad. Smiling. Dad looking gorgeous. Mom looking beautiful. I ran to them. Their arms open wide. 
 

“Mom! Dad! I miss you!” I cried out. And ran into loving arms. I miss these arms. 
 

“Oh honey, we miss you too, just because we’re not there, don’t think we’re not watching over you,” Dad said softly into my hair. I cried some more. The three of us holding onto each other like the old days. 
 

“Honey, we love you. But it’s not your time to join us yet. You have so many joyous years ahead of you. It was our time to leave. But it’s not yours, that’s why you lived that night, we made sure of it,” mom softly said as she brushed my hair back from my face. 
 

“Just know that your mom and I are together. She and I will always be here together for you,” dad whispered. 
 

I cried some more and realized they were right. I still needed to live. Even without them. They said that Uncle Robert and Aunt Helen were doing a great job and that they knew they left me in the best hands. I told them I loved them. I held onto them as long as I could before they faded away, telling me they’ll always be in my heart, and that I would always be their swan princess. And that they needed their swan princess to spread her wings and fly. I smiled. 
 

All of a sudden, my eyes opened. It was a dream. Or maybe it wasn’t. It felt real. I looked around me. I was in the hospital. I looked down. I was in a hospital gown under the blanket. I looked to my left and realized someone was holding my hand partially asleep on the side of my bed. Gabriel. I slowly took my hand out of his hand; my hands shook as I reached to touch his hair. His hair soft and thick. He must have felt it because he starting to wake up. He looked up drowsily. His wonderful ocean blue eyes looked at me. He even looked gorgeous half asleep. His eyes widened when he realized I was awake.
 

“Hey handsome,” I whispered daringly with a small smile. My voice was dry. He broke out into a smile. He jumped up and hugged me. His face on the side of my hair, holding me as tight as he could without hurting me.
 

“Oh god Odette, I thought I lost you,” he choked out. I realized he was crying. His sobs shook his body against mine. I realized he needed this. He needed the reassurance that I was alive, that I was awake. He pulled back and brushed my hair away from my eyes. His eyes so tender, raw and open, filled with love for me. He really loves me, I thought to myself.
 

I touched the side of his face and he bent savoring the feel of my hand. 
 

“What happened?” I whispered. I realized I escaped death twice. Hopefully it was my last time until I’m really old. 
 

“When you went down, I went a little crazy,” he said softly, looking a little sheepishly at the same time. Running his hand through his hair. “I punched your Uncle and ran onto the ice. I ran on parts that were still solid and managed to get to you in time,” His face looking serious like he was reliving the moment himself again. He swallowed a couple of times before continuing. “I managed to pull you out. Good thing you’re a light weight because it wasn’t so hard. The only problem was you swallowed some water. You were under for a whole minute. You stopped breathing. I grabbed the roped and screamed for your Uncle to pull. He did it with three pulls. I managed to back on the land before the ice collapsed completely under me. Almost didn’t make it, but I knew I needed to get to you. I even pushed your Uncle away and started doing CPR myself. And then the sweetest sound came out of you. You started coughing out the water. But you were unconscious. You had a temperature of 107. They had to bring it back down. It’s been 5 days…you wouldn’t wake up…the doctors said you were in a twilight sleep and that eventually you’ll wake…or..or...” his voice cracked some more, “or that you wouldn’t wake up at all, that it could be something permanent.” And then he broke down. My sweet Gabriel, my angel. With all my strength, I grabbed his face and kissed him. He stood still for a moment before running his hands through my hair. We kissed like it was our last kiss, even though we knew it wasn’t. He pulled back, with tears still in his eyes, but with a smile on his face this time. I smiled back. Things were going to be fine. 
 

All of a sudden, swarm of family members came rushing in. Uncle Robert, Aunt Helen, Chelsea, Charlie, Kevin, Gemma, Jamie, Mr. and Mrs. Ryan and Jayla. I realized that just because I lost my parents, I still had all these people surrounding me with their love. I was blessed. I was not alone. I was never alone. Everyone talking at once, so happy to see that I was awake. Jamie crying telling me he was sorry that I got hurt because of him. I managed to give him a hug reassuring that it was not his fault and that I was just happy he was alive. He said that when I got out we were going to drink hot chocolate and watch movies. I laughed. 
 

Chelsea was looking forlorn and regretful. My heart had already forgiven her. She would always be my beautiful cousin Chelsea. Deep down, she was more than a cousin, she was a sister. 
 

I gave her a smile and held out my arms as a sign of forgiveness. She hugged me and cried and said over and over “I’m so sorry” I patted her back telling her that everything was going to be okay. That things happen for a reason and that hopefully it made her realize how rich she was and not with materialistic things. 
 

As she was hugging me, she also whispered in my ears, “I’m sorry about Gabriel. He really loves you. He jumped in the water to save you, not caring if he died. I’ve never seen anything like that. I hope someday I’ll find a guy who would risk his life for me.” And like that, I saw acceptance in her eyes. I was happy. 
 

Day by day went and I got my strength. I had other visitors that I was surprise about. Mark came by with his mom and Pete bringing me flowers. Shelby Lee came by with her mom bring more flowers. A lot of other people came by that shocked Aunt Helen and Chelsea. “I didn’t know you knew that many people. I thought you were a complete wallflower!” Chelsea exclaimed. 
 

Uncle Robert laughed. “Of course she still is, but she manages to help around when she can. I see her do it all the time.” I was happy that Uncle Robert noticed. I guess living in a small town, you can’t blend into the background. I laughed. 
 

Gabriel came to see me every day. He never left my side except to go to school because I made him. I realized that in two days it was going to be Valentine’s day. His and Gemma’s birthday. Three days before my birthday. The three of us turning 18 together. The party. I haven’t gone to a big social gathering in forever. I don’t know if I was ready. I seriously considered just skipping out but I knew everyone would be mad at me. I must have been frowning so deep in a thought because Gabriel noticed it.
 

“What’s wrong sweetheart?” He asked with concern. I warmed at his endearment. 
 

I looked down, playing with my strand of hair. I felt his hand go under my chin. He tilted me look at him. He smiled encouragingly. I sighed. “Do we have to have a party?” and he laughed. “You could’ve said no,” he joked. I rolled my eyes. He tweaked my nose. It was so strange being affectionate with him. So different to share my thoughts with anyone. He understood that I was use to formulating things in my own mind. But he told me that I would never be alone to do that now, so I had to get use to talking to him. 
 

 And then I realized something. For Gemma and for myself, I needed to talk to him about his friend Damian. I didn’t want him to be like me, holding in something for so long and exploding years later. I made him sit down. He knew I was serious right now. But I still needed to be close to him as I spoke to him. He sat down; I climbed out of the hospital bed. He got up to help me but I shook my head and told him to sit down. My legs were still weak and wobbly, but I managed to climb onto his lap. I think he was surprise because it was the first time I went to him without him coming to me. I could tell he was also pleased. I put my arms around his neck and laid my head on his chest. 
 

“I know you know what happened to me four years ago, your grandfather told you,” I felt him nod his head yes. “Did you know that I never cried since the night I was shot? And that the first time I cried was last month?” He looked down at me in question. I sighed. “I use to blame myself for not being able to save my parents, use to play the “what if” game. I realized that it wouldn’t be any use because they were already gone.” I felt his body stiffen, knowing well that he knew what I was talking about. “Sometimes I use to wish that I died that night, so I was with them and not alone. Sometimes I’d question, why was I still here? But then I realized, what’s there to question. I’m alive. That should answer everything.” All he did was stare at me. I could tell he was trying to work out his feelings because he was swallowing causing his Adam’s apple to move up and down. 
 

“Gemma told me what happened,” He stiffened again. “But I want to hear it from you,” I softly replied. He tried to move me away, but I tighten my hold. “Tell me, it will help you,” I softly said encouragingly. I looked in his eyes, telling him I trusted him, that he was safe with me. He hid his face in my hair and started shaking. 
 

“I told him to bring the ring with him. I said it would be a great gift for Gemma this year. He wanted to wait until next year because that’s what they agreed on. He was supposed to put it under the tree before we left to the bank. But he must have forgotten.” And he took a deep shaky breath before continuing on. “I saw him reach for the box, I wanted to yell “Don’t do it man, it’s not worth it!” but the words couldn’t come out of my mouth. Everything happened in slow motion after that. The bank robber shooting at Damian. Damian falling. The only thing I could do was grab the security guard’s gun and shoot. And I did. I shot the bastard and I was glad I killed him.” He got up carrying as if I weighed nothing and set me back on the bed and started pacing back and forth. 
 

“I ran over and kicked the gun out of his hand. I went to Damian, he was coughing up blood. I knew it was too late. But I still put my hand on his gunshot wound and kept screaming over and over “Stay awake man, stay awake! The ambulance is coming!” I could hear Gemma’s cries, screaming at him. He looked at me in the eye once and then looked at Gemma one last time before he told her he loved her. And then closed his eyes and died,” He ran his hand through his hair, his face with anger and sadness. 
 

He still kept pacing back and forth. Not realizing that he was crying, “I couldn’t believe it, my best friend dead, and I couldn’t save him. You’re right. I keep blaming myself. If I hadn’t suggested him to bring the ring, it would’ve saved him from getting killed. My sister wouldn’t have tried to kill herself and everything would’ve been fine. We would all be happy.” He declared. And then he stopped realizing that I would never be in his life if it turned out that way. I smiled a little smile at him. 
 

“If this never happened, I wouldn’t have met you and you wouldn’t have met me,” I said softly. He came up to me and put both hands on my face. He looked at me for the longest time. 
 

 His looked tortured, his eyes scared at what I was going to say after the next declaration. “But how could you be with a killer like me?!” he said harshly, eyes filled with pain
 

So this was what was torturing him. He thought he was a killer. He thought it was his fault for telling his friend to bring the ring that killed his best friend or that it was wrong to kill a man and be glad he died. I stared at him. He ran his thumb over my lips nervously. He was breathing like he just finished running. He was scared. Like I used to be scared. The hospital bed was small, but since I was small I had enough room for him. I patted the bed and made him lie in bed facing me. I put my hands on his face and he had his hand on the curve of my back, afraid that I was going to leave him. I smiled at him and traced his broken once nose thinking how I use to think I’d never touch it. 
 

“You’re not a killer. You saved many people that day. If it wasn’t Damian who died, then what if Gemma huh? Or the bank teller or the other people there in the bank?” He frowned. “You did what you had to do. You were put in a situation you couldn’t control. Gemma is safe and alive because of you. Many people that day must have been relief that justice was served because you managed to put down a killer who shot and killed your best friend. If it wasn’t you who shot him, then someone else would. But you did. And it’s okay. Damian must have known that you killed his killer because he looked at you one last time.” I said and soothe his fears away. His hold tightened on me, pulling me closer more intimately. I kissed his eyes, his beautiful ocean blue eyes. “To me, you’re a hero. My hero.” 
 

“If you never came here to Ithaca, I might still be lost. You saved me from depression. You may not realize it, but you did.” I softly confessed to him. He gave me a small smile. His eyes shining with love. I couldn’t resist but kiss him. He pressed me closer and we continued kissing. And then, he just held me. I could tell he needed time to adjust to the information. All I did was lay there with him, listening to the beating of his heart, knowing that it was beating for me.
 



 
 

Chapter 17
 



 
 

I finally went home. The day before Valentine’s day. I didn’t even have time to get a gift for Gabriel or Gemma. But I knew what I wanted to do. I took a picture of them together. They were at church at the time. I sat in the same row on the other side of them. Gemma was leaning back looking straight ahead; Gabriel was leaning forward with his elbows on his knees with his gaze down. They both had the same look. Hope. It also proved how much of twins they were without realizing it. But I needed a drive to 3P’s. Uncle Robert wouldn’t allow me to drive for a few weeks until I was fully recovered. Since I’ve gotten home, things were better. I even conversed more with everyone. Kevin said it was great to hear my voice every now and then. He said he liked listening too. 
 

 I screamed for Chelsea’s name from my bedroom. Our relationship improved even better. We were more like sisters now. 
 

“What? What’s wrong?” She asked and frowned. Since the day she realized that Gabriel was in love with me. She confessed that she didn’t love him at all. He was a really nice guy. She liked the idea that she could snag the most gorgeous guy in school. She could tell that he was infatuated me from the way he stared at me. She was jealous that he liked me over her. But then she began to realize that it wasn’t fair, because I deserved to be loved too. 
 

“Can you take me to 3P’s? I need to develop some film.” I asked. I knew she’d take me but I figured I’d still ask.
 

“You know I will. Are you ready or do you need to change?” I rolled my eyes. I had on T-shirt and jeans. Of course I don’t need to change. 
 

I was glad it was a Saturday. Mark would be working. He had been handling the place with Pete without me. I was going to start work up again next week. Gabriel argued that it was too early, that I was still weak. As sweet as he was, he knew I enjoyed working there so he caved in, saying he would drive me and pick me up. 
 

I rushed in, Mark surprise to see me, but still broke out in a smile. I realized something about him. He had on contacts, his hair was trimmed shorter so it was out of his eyes and he wore more fitting clothes. Today he wore a fitted white T-shirt and blue jeans. I had to take a step back. He was a gorgeous guy. Like a younger Brad Pitt. When I took a step back, I bumped into Chelsea. 
 

“Hey! What’s wrong?” she exclaimed and followed my gaze. She took a step back too. Apparently she from her reaction, she did know Mark more than he thought. 
 

“Woo-hoo Mark, you took my advice,” I teased him. He blushed. Chelsea was out of words, which was unusual. She was definitely out of her element because this guy was not a jock. 
 

“So what do you think?” he asked me nervously. 
 

But Chelsea answered for me,” You are one hot guy!” and put her hands over her mouth, embarrassed of her honest outburst and blushed. I laughed. Mark looked pleased. I went into the darkroom to give them some alone time. It was over half an hour later. They must have been glad I was gone so long because they were busy talking together with their heads together. I smiled. Mark finally got himself noticed with Chelsea. 
 

She looked up and smiled. “Oh my gosh! Look at the picture he showed me. The one you took. I can’t believe how great this picture turned out to be!” It was the flower picture. And then I saw the painting. Sometimes Mark brought his paintings to work on. I looked at it and thought it was more beautiful than my picture. He caught her in a different light. 
 

“I’m going to put this in the entry for the scholarship. Is that okay?” he asked nervously at Chelsea. She beamed. “I would be honor,” she gushed. His face broke into a big smile. 
 

“Are you coming to the birthday party tomorrow? I don’t think I gave you an invitation” Chelsea asked and then frowned. 
 

“Its okay, Odette invited me a month ago. She said I would be her guest so I didn’t need one,’ he reassured her. 
 

She frowned even deeper and then broke into a smile. “I’ll bring you one anyways. I’ll bring it on by later.” She promised. As we were walking out, I gave him thumbs up. He gave me one back. And as promised, she did bring him one. She also said she got a date too. 
 



 
 

Chapter 18
 



 
 

Since it was February, it was still cold. But spring weather was coming by too. The sun was up. It was Valentine’s Day. I never used to celebrate it. Now I guess I have a reason to now. I spoke to Gabriel last night. He couldn’t wait to see me again. I reminded him I saw him last night. I was trying to wrap his present. I had to slap his hand away because he was trying to sneak a peek. He said it was too big and that he felt guilty because mine was small. I looked up with surprise. I told him that he didn’t need to get me anything. He grabbed me by my waist, bent his head down and teased me saying that I didn’t have to get him anything either. I blushed and realized he was right. Of course, he would tell me how adorable I was when I blushed. This time, being brave, I playfully bit him in the neck. He was surprise with pleasure that he groaned and kissed me. 
 

Chelsea came downstairs to grab something to drink. She saw us kissing and told us to get a room. And then walked out. We both laughed. 
 

I realized that I needed to dress up today. I didn’t have anything to wear. I really only had one dress, which was the green one I wore already. So I went and sought out Aunt Helen. She was surprise and pleased. She told me she had something to show me. She said that she saved me mom’s dresses in case some day I’d come asking her for her help. I was so happy I gave her a hug. There had to be at least 20 dresses. I realized that mom and I were around the same size. She had beautiful dresses. I use to watch her dress up for dad when they went out on dinners. The thought of it made me happy. It was my turn to dress up. 
 

“I want you to wear this dress. It would be perfect for today,” Aunt Helen said holding a white strapless sweetheart neckline dress. It was made of cotton. The top bodice had beautiful white silk ruching. There was a thick dark red ribbon that was tied in a bow on the waist. It was perfect for Valentine’s Day. 
 

“It’s beautiful. I remember mom wearing this for Valentine’s Day with dad,” I whispered. It’s been four years without my parents. Four years without a birthday party. Mom and dad made such a big deal every year. But after they died, I denied myself a celebration. Aunt Helen must have seen it on my face. She came up to me and gave me a hug.
 

“I have something for you. I kept some photos that your mom took, of you, of your dad and the three of you together. I had pictures put together into a book for you,” She said and handed me a large wrapped present. I slowly opened it. The cover of the book had a picture of my parents. The title was Alissa, Simon and Odette forever. My hands starting shaking, my vision began to blur. I opened the book and there was a picture of me, my hand holding up a blue paper swan. I remember the memory “Mommy, look what daddy help me do! Take a picture of me with my swan!” She laughed and starting snapping away.
 

Uncle Robert came into the room as I was flipping through the book. I’d smile, choked out a laugh at some funny pictures, tears running down my face. I sat on their bed between them, the three of us looking the memories. One picture stood out, it was me. I had to be 6 years old at a time. I was wearing a flower dress, same auburn hair. It was a sunny day. I had my arms thrown open, smiling face looking up at the sky with folder paper swan in my hand. I remember screaming “I’m flying mommy!” and giggle while running. It was in an open field with all the colors of flowers. 
 

I gasp. “What place is this?” I asked anxiously. Both Aunt Helen and Uncle Robert looked at each other. 
 

“Honey, that’s the land on the Ryan’s side. It’s about a mile away from here. Your mom and dad use to go picnicking there when you were little. It gave her time to take pictures and time for the three of you together. You use to love that place. I’m surprise you don’t remember,” Uncle Robert pointed out.
 

I did forget. My mind must have suppressed some memory and this was one of them. But I remember now. I also remember seeing this place recently. 
 

“Mom and dad came to me when I was unconscious at the hospital. I thought it was heaven at first. I was in this same field when I saw them….” I choked out. “They told me it wasn’t my time to join them. They said they were together,” I cried. 
 

I think Uncle Robert needed to hear it the most. Never realizing that he carried his own guilt for the death of his brother. Never knowing that he had his demons to overcome because he couldn’t save his brother. That my mother was killed. That I was almost killed. He felt like he failed as his job to protect and serve the innocent. His own family. He and dad had been receiving threat notes weeks before mom and dad were murdered. Uncle Robert thought he took all the necessary steps to prevent Mr. Boland from hurting any of us. But it was too late for dad. It couldn’t been prevented. Now he knew that dad was fine. That mom was with him. That even in the afterlife, his brother was at peace and dad knew that his brother was doing his best to take care of his little girl. That he was giving all his love to his little girl like she was his own daughter. Uncle Robert and I held each other. I realize even more that he and I were finally at peace together. Dad was right. I was like Uncle Robert in more ways. A person of actions. 
 



 
 



 
 

Chapter 19
 



 
 

I finally got to my room to put on the dress. I was trying to see if I wanted to wear my hair up or down. As I slipped on the dress, zipped it up and looked in the mirror. It fit me perfectly. For a moment I imagined my mom standing with her arms around my shoulders staring together in the mirror. I could see her approval in her face. 
 

And then I realized. The dress was more revealing on top. It showed the scar from where the bullet went through. There was an indentation on my skin. It was just above my left breast near the center of my chest. I ran my finger on it. I wasn’t sure I was ready to show the scar. No one’s ever seen it except Uncle Robert. I use to think it made me even uglier, made me even more broken. I must have stood there for a long time contemplating it. I heard the wind blowing through my window. I was surprise that there was wind because I didn’t feel it earlier. All of a sudden, I heard whispers, “Happy birthday baby girl.” A whisper that sounded like my mom’s voice. I ran downstairs through the backdoor, glad that I still had my white sneakers on. I ran outside in the cold air trying to listen to the wind, trying to catch the voice again. I stood by the fence and stared out into the vast opening. I closed my eyes and felt the gust of wind blow onto me, through my hair. I heard the voice in the wind again, this time it was dad, “Happy birthday honey, Happy birthday. My little girl all grown up.”  Was I imagining things? Am I hearing my own thoughts? Were they here somehow, watching me? 
 

I kept my eyes closed, hoping to hear their voices again. The wind stopped blowing, but I was still concentrating so hard that I didn’t even hear the person behind me approach until he put his arms around me.
 

“Odette,” He whispered my name in encouragement to open them. My eyes shot open and I looked up at him. His eyes were shining as he looked at me, his beautiful ocean blue eyes. 
 

“Love, what are you doing out here in the cold with no jacket on?” he asked with concern. 
 

“Sorry, I thought I heard something.”
 

I looked down at myself and realized the hair that covered the scar blew out of the way and bared it for him to see. My hands automatically shot up and covered it. He shook his head, grabbed my hand and bent down to kiss it. It was so intimate that I gasped. He looked up with his eyes letting me know that no scars would change his mind about me. He stood up straight and kissed my lips. 
 

“Odette, you are so beautiful,” his deep voice whispered against my ears. “I love you,” he said. I pulled back and looked in his eyes. He was smiling. I threw my arms around his waist and tightly held on. He said he loved me. I knew he loved me but it was the first time he said it in words. I didn’t realize that I needed to hear it too.
 

He pulled me away and pulled out a red velvet box. I held my breath. It’s not a ring. No, it was a bigger box. His eyes showed amusement because all I did was stand there and stare at it. So he opened the box for me. It was a necklace. A beautiful thin silver necklace. On the necklace laid a charm. A small white swan with blue diamond eyes. Like his eyes. I choked out a cry and covered my mouth with my hand. He pulled it out, slipped it around me and kissed my neck. 
 

“A beautiful necklace for a beautiful girl,” he said and kissed me sweetly. 
 

And then I realized. “Your present is bigger than me,” I whined against his mouth. He threw his head back to laugh. 
 

Then from behind us, “Come on guys, this party isn’t just for me, it’s for the three of us. Let’s get a move on,” Gemma said with her hands on her hips tapping her feet. She looked beautiful in her blue dress that accentuated her curves. She wore heels, which made her even taller.
 

I went up to her and gave her a quick hug and went into the house. Gabriel wasn’t too happy I went ahead without him because he wanted to keep me close. It was sweet. There were a lot of people. My social skills were out of touch. Chelsea was a great host. Mark was by her side most of the time. They made a great couple. Both were tall, blond and good-looking, they complimented each other. 
 

There were people there that I knew and then there were people I didn’t know. Gabriel proved to be a great host himself. Very charming and of course, he was gorgeous too. He had on black blazer that made his chest look broad, black dress pants and he had a dark red shirt that fit the color of my ribbon on my waist. It was funny that we matched without even realizing it. Every now and then my hand went to touch the swan on the necklace. I tried to pull my hand out of his to go grab my camera because I was so used to being the one behind the camera. He’d stand firm, keep a grip on our hands, shake his head and said that tonight I would be in front of it. I pouted, which I never do, and all he did was touch my lips with his thumb and kiss me. I just felt out of my element. 
 

I greeted people. I was enjoying myself and I was trying not to look ridiculous. Charlie came up to me and told me I had great shoes on. I looked down and forgot that I still had my sneakers on. We both laughed. 
 

There were a lot of food and music playing. There was a DJ and a photographer. I recognized him. It was Pete, my boss. He winked at me while taking photos. Maybe he did help my mom start her career, I giggled to myself. I tried to escape again to talk to him but I felt Gabriel tightened his arms around me. I never realized how protective he was of me. I arched him an eyebrow in question and he blushed. He loosened his grip. 
 

But he was lucky. A slow song came on and he pulled me to the dance floor. He held me close, as I enjoyed how he felt against me. I melted. Who would ever think I would find a sweet guy like him? He may not be perfect, but he was to me. I love you, I sighed dreamingly with my eyes close. I shot them open and realized I said it out loud. He smiled with his face close to mine. He drew me closer and gave me a kiss on my forehead.
 

“Forever,” he whispered. 
 

The three of us blew out candles together laughing. Gemma cried when she opened my gift and hugged me. She and Gabriel held each other for a long time, a moment they needed for themselves. It was a moment of remembrance and forgiveness. It was beautiful. 
 

Chapter 20
 



 
 

I never took the necklace off. I loved it too much. The pictures from the party turned out to be beautiful. Pete did a great job at capturing the moments. There was one picture that Gabriel loved so much he blew it up into a bigger picture to put on his wall. It was me and him on the dance floor, his forehead against mine, hand in hand. The sun shone through the window creating a halo above us. Like my mom and dad was there, watching over me. It was as if they sent me an angel to watch over me, my angel Gabriel. 
 

Mrs. Sinclair came back to work. Gabriel and I worked on the assignment separately. I didn’t want him to know what I wrote. 
 

So she wanted us to write three things we wanted to do differently this year that will help change our life. And she wanted us to tell her why. I wrote that if I failed this assignment, I was fine with it. I only wrote two sentences; that I wouldn’t do anything different this year because I didn’t need anything else to change in my life. Changes came in unexpected ways and it was up to us to accept it as good or bad.
 

Gabriel confessed that when he first met me at the cemetery, he knew who I was. He said that when Grandpa Paul mentioned me a few times, he wanted to meet me. He said he fell in love with the first time he saw me. He thought I was perfect. 
 

He said that on the assignment, he wrote “I wouldn’t change a thing because I already have everything I need. That is in Odette Callaghan.” I kissed him.
 

Mrs. Sinclair came back and told us that we both got A’s and said that we understood the concept of the assignment much more than the other students. 
 

The months went by. Graduation came along. It made sense for me to walk the stage with Chelsea since she told me earlier in the year that it was what we were going to do. Gabriel walked the stage with his twin. All of our families were in the front row, screaming and rooting for us. Chelsea was right about one thing, this year was the best year for us. 
 

In June, I received a letter stating that Frank Boland died of a heart attack in prison. In a sense, I was relieved. I stopped feeling afraid a long time ago. Justice had been served. But this was a closing chapter for us. I showed Uncle Robert the letter to read. He and I went to mom and dad’s grave together to drop off flowers. 
 

I called Gabriel and told him. He asked if I wanted him to come over. I told him I needed to be alone. He understood. I told him I was going to go to the field on his land that my parents and I use to go picnic on. The flowers would all be looking in full bloom. It only took about a half an hour to walk. I looked for the spot that I remember sitting with mom and dad. I found it by a tree. 
 

The wind was blowing, flowers moving with the wind. I could hear laughter; imagine myself running with my dad. My mom smiling and taking pictures capturing as many memories as she could. I closed my eyes and let the wind blow in my face through my hair. I felt something blow onto my chest and caught it before it flew away. It was a blue paper swan, like the one my dad folded for me many years ago. 
 

I knew what it meant. A tear dropped down my cheek. I knew that they were here with me somehow. 
 

I saw something from a distance. It was Gabriel riding along on Midnight. My Midnight rider, I smiled. I knew he wouldn’t be able to stay away long. He came close to me and looked down with concern. “Are you all right love?” he softly asked. I held my hand up to him to tell him that I wanted to get on the horse with him. He helped me up and sat me in front of him. His strong arms held me tight as he held onto the reins. 
 

I turned my head, kissed him on the chin and whispered, “I love you Gabriel.”
 

“I love you too Odette, my swan princess,” he whispered in my ears. It tingled down my spine. 
 

“Faster,” was all I said. And he knew what I wanted. He pulled the reins and led Midnight into a fast pace. I threw my hands up feeling the wind against us, Gabriel laughing holding on tight never letting me go. I closed my eyes and smiled. I let go of the paper swan from my hands and thought in my head: 
 

“Mom, dad, your swan princess is finally flying away!” 

 

And in the wind, I could hear them whispering their love. 
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