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YANK
I felt the sharp tug on my ponytail. Evan. What amounted to fun for him was really just obnoxious. I expected nothing less from my best friend. 
YANK.
I winced this time. He wanted me to react. I wouldn’t, though. He knew I couldn’t risk turning to stare at his empty seat. I was at his mercy. To everyone else, the desk was unoccupied. None of my classmates wanted to sit near Jane Watts and risk social suicide. 
Cool air stirred behind my neck and I braced myself. For a brief second, I longed for the days when Evan’s touch didn’t affect me. Usually, I liked it. It made things more real. 
YAN—
I shifted forward, slouching over my desk. “Ha!” I said, too loud and inappropriate for AP English. Half the class—including Ms. Bates—looked in my direction, and I clamped a hand over my mouth before coughing. “Excuse me,” I said to the girl closest to me. She sneered in reply. Jeez, can’t a girl cough?
“I’m sorry,” Evan said. He whispered even though no one else would hear him. “I’ll behave.” 
Whatever. I shifted away from him and for the first time I saw the new kid everyone was talking about. From this position, I could only see his profile. He had an angular face and brownish skin—possibly a leftover tan from the summer. At first glance he seemed cute. Of course, at first glance I appeared normal and sane, although the mere presence of Evan proved otherwise.
It didn’t take me long to realize I wasn’t the only one observing the new boy. The majority of the class seemed to have reason to face his side of the room. Oblivious to the attention, he worked the pencil across the page with one hand and his other rubbed the back of his shorn hair. He was sketching—and this fact alone piqued my interest. I wondered what he was drawing and if he would be in my art class. But then, I considered, he could just be a doodler, one of those guys who created comic book figures and super heroes fighting dragons who then saved huge-chested women in skimpy clothing. He was probably a geek. Or a pervert. Or both. 
“With that haircut I bet he’s drawing army men with buzz cuts and hand-grenades. How long before Ms. Bates catches him and sends him to the office for zero tolerance,” Evan said, having the same thoughts. “Who wears their hair in crew-cut? Probably just got out of military school.”
The girl next to me coughed, (less spastic than I had) breaking the monotony of the room, and the new boy looked away from his paper. I diverted my eyes, focusing on the swirly butterfly I had been shading on my own paper. Curiosity got the best of me, though, and after a moment I took a peek to the side. He looked in my direction, but not at me—not exactly. His eyes were glued right behind me. To the seat I knew was technically empty, the seat of my best friend and current tormentor. 
Pretending to stretch, I knew before I even looked what I’d find behind me. The thing that made me an outcast among my classmates. Sure enough, Evan sat quietly, his mouth twisted into an angelic grin, blonde, messy hair dipping into his eyes, and his brows furrowed in question. My eyes shifted back to the new kid, who stared at the two of us, his eyes darting back and forth. His behavior became disturbingly clear. 
He could see Evan, too. 

“THAT WAS NICE OF you to make an appearance in my lit class today,” I tossed out, not even attempting to hide my sarcasm. The afternoon autumn breeze cooled my face as we climbed the hill on my street. After a full day trapped inside a sweaty, hormonally-charged pubescent environment, some fresh air was a blessing. I waited for Evan to bring up the boy from class, too chicken to approach it myself. 
Evan shoved his hands in his jeans. It was his only pair and had a wide, fraying rip in the knee. “Meh, I was bored.” 
“Really? I couldn’t tell.” I looked over in time to catch the sly grin forming on his face. Even if I wanted to be mad at him, I couldn’t. Not under our circumstances. He may be annoying, but in reality, he could be so much more if he wanted. I made a mental note to thank him for his consideration the next time he actually did something nice. 
“So that kid…” he prompted.
“Saw nothing. Did nothing. Knows nothing.”
“Denial much?”
“Works for me.”
He frowns. “What if he saw me?”
“What if he didn’t? Do you think I’m going to approach some guy and ask him? People already think I’m a freak. No need to make it worse.”
Evan laid his arm over my shoulder. “I think he did and so do you, but we can wait and see.”
“Maybe.”
“Remember the first time you saw me?” he asked. “You didn’t even flinch.”
“I thought you were cute.” I laughed. “Not really. I was completely freaking out. I had my eye on an umbrella next to my desk. Not that it would have worked.”
“Your lack of fear kind of hurt my feelings.”
“Liar.”
We stopped at the cement stairs that scaled the hill in front of my home. Goodbyes with Evan were easy. We had a routine. 
“Later,” he said, kicking the bottom step. 
“Later,” I replied, loud enough for only him to hear, and climbed the steps toward my home.

‘LATER' IN REALITY WAS the time it took for me to enter the house, say hello to my mother, eat a snack under her caring and watchful eye as I recounted my day, and then eventually escape up to my room. 
“How was work?” I asked. My parents owned an antique/art gallery blocks from our home, cleverly (they thought) called “Don’t Cut Your Ear Off.”
“Good,” she said, sitting next to me and swiping an apple slice from my plate. “Daddy had to wait for a new artist to come by. She hand-paints ceiling tiles.” 
We had lived in this house for less than a year, but every day I knew that even though it wasn’t the right move for me, it was for them.
I should have known something was up the day they called me for a family meeting, which really wasn’t much of a meeting as it was just the three of us. While I sat across from them on the loveseat they announced their decision. 
We were moving. Not over the summer or after I graduated—now. Smack in the middle of spring semester. I bartered and begged. I came up with schemes to stay with my best friend, Grace, but they held firm. Within weeks they quit their jobs and bought a hundred year old home in the city. With one quick decision our sprawling, suburban house was sold and we moved to an urban, gentrified neighborhood with dog parks, bike paths and high-ceilinged, hip retail shops that begged you to go in and spend money. 
“He’ll be home for dinner though,” my mom said. 
“I’ve got some homework,” I said, placing my plate in the sink. My mom gave me a fast hug before I climbed the stairs to my room looking to the corner near the desk for Evan. He was right where I expected him. 
“Hey,” I said, dropping my backpack on the floor and lying on the bed, spreading out across the mattress. Today had been exhausting. 
Evan mumbled a hello from his corner, but nothing else, and I pushed my face into my pillow. My eyes fluttered closed and I drifted, thinking of new boys and pretty, artistic fingers. Did he really see Evan? Could he see Evan? The thought paralyzed me with fear. I pushed it from my mind and the next thing I knew the room was growing dark. I sat up with a lurch. 
Evan was still in the corner. 
“How long did I sleep?” My voice was raspy and gruff.
“An hour or so.” 
I looked at Evan standing in the shadows of my room. His blond, curly hair was messy as usual and his jeans had that single tear at the knee. I wondered, not for the first time, what he would look like dressed differently. I caught my reflection in the mirror on the back of the door and made a face at my rumpled appearance.
“Do you hate having nothing to do all day?” I asked, smoothing out my hair. Even though I asked these same questions before, he always answered them patiently. He had little else to do but humor me. 
“My time doesn’t work like that. You know this.” He shook his head in annoyance but continued anyway. “When we’re together like this—talking—time seems normal. But other times, when you sleep or I just wander, it’s like it stops existing. Time is just fluid, then.” 
I was sitting upright now, watching him as he watched me. “Like being asleep. Time passes without you noticing?” 
“Kind of.” He nodded. 
“I wish we had met before,” I said. “Before…this. Before it happened.” 
Evan nodded in agreement. “But we didn’t. Instead, we’re like this. Which is okay, right?” He smiled but for once it didn’t reach his eyes and it made me uncomfortable. 
From the bottom of the stairs I heard my mother’s voice calling me for dinner. I stood quickly, running my hands over my messy hair one last time before I walked downstairs. 
“Thanks for being here,” I said, my fingers on the door knob. 
He tilted his head and frowned. “Where else would I be?”








“YOU OKAY,” DAD ASKED, looping around and jogging back in my direction.
I slowed, meeting up with him on the cement pathway. “Yeah, I’m out of shape.” My chest constricted painfully when I tried to catch my breath.
I hated jogging. I was more than convinced it was the devil’s sport, but my dad loved it. On Sundays when the weather was nice, I followed him to his favorite trails and paths for some father/daughter bonding. Next time, I would talk him into bagels and coffee instead.
“You go ahead,” I told him, waving him down the path. “I’m just going to walk. We can meet up later.”
He frowned because this was not his idea of bonding. “You sure?”
I inhaled deeply and slowly, trying to level my breathing. “Totally. Go.”
Thankfully, he listened, and I watched his back as he picked up his pace and jogged away. I, too, increased my speed, but just to a fast walk. The trail itself was pretty cool. Nestled deep in the woods, on a piece of old government property, it wove back and forth next to a wide creek. Scattered throughout the woods were crumbling buildings and fixtures from an old waterworks facility. I had no idea how old it was, but my dad said it hadn’t been used in over fifty years. I glanced down at the creek and saw the remains of the huge dam that had been torn down when the facility closed.
I walked to the end of the newer cement path and crossed over the old stone bridge onto a dirt trail. In the summer, the entire area was covered by vines and plants growing wild, but since it had turned cold the beaten-down areas were easy to navigate, and I quickly found the one I wanted. My dad discovered this running trail when we moved, but I was the one who explored the side trails that led me to the ruins.
The ruins (as I called them) were the main part of the waterworks buildings planted deep in the middle of the woods. Outer brick shells of the buildings, crumbling steps that lead to nowhere, and old pipes and decaying wood abandoned years ago. It had a magical feel to it. Forbidden, yet compelling. The first time I found it, I was entranced. Not by the buildings or the history, but by the art.
Every surface still standing and not covered by the wild kudzu vines that choked every available inch of The South was tagged with spray paint. Signatures, jokes, cartoons, and free designs burst from every direction. The air was tinged with the scent of chemicals and discarded spray cans littered the ground. It was an artist’s haven. That first day, I lost track of time as I ran my hands over the slick, edgy pictures. Some were new, others old, with the faded earlier art partially hidden under the sheen of newer designs. In the open space between buildings was the ever-present remains of a bonfire—lighting, I would assume, for late-night painting and partying. Beer bottles, empties and cigarettes were scattered on the ground. The entire place reeked of juvenile delinquency.
The first time I found the ruins was during the summer, but today, in the colder weather, no branches or thorns caught on my long pants as I wove around the bushes and trees surrounding the trail. I climbed a small hill and as soon as I hit the top, my nostrils were assaulted by the familiar, yet harsh scent of acrylics and oil paint. Laughter bounced off the brick buildings and even though I couldn’t see anyone, I realized I wasn’t here alone.
I froze in my spot, overlooking the buildings. This was a night-time haunt for most people, and I was a daytime visitor. I wanted to see the artists behind the work.
Following a side path, I looped behind the main building, my feet squishing into the soft dirt on the ground. Loud clinks from the ball bearings echoed through the air as the painters shook their cans. I heard them before I rounded the corner of the building. The voices were male and young. Teenagers.
“Hand me that one,” one said. “Not that one, the other one...the red.”
I heard the thunk of a can changing hands and the sound of it being vigorously shaken. A thrill passed through my body. I wanted to watch.
I crept around the side of the building, my body close, scraping the sides of the brick at points. Peering around the corner, I saw them. Three boys clustered around the wall. The tallest had his back to me and was spraying the paint in long, quick strokes. His forearm flexed as he moved, finger poised tight over the trigger. He had a skull cap pulled down to his ears. I couldn’t see his hair; it was short and shaved off his neck. His back was wide and I could see where his shoulder blades cut into the green fabric because it was tight, on the verge of outgrowing it. A gray, long-sleeved, thermal shirt was pushed to his elbows underneath the green T-shirt, and he wore cargo shorts. The many pockets down his legs bulged with weight. I imagined the things he kept in there. Cigarettes and a lighter; he looked like the kind of guy that smoked. I supposed he had painting tools or other contraband also. The options were endless.
I looked at the other boys’ faces. Both cute and a little familiar. They probably went to my school—I didn’t know everyone. They looked older, but not much. As hard as I tried, I couldn’t hear their exact words. One of the boys picked up a can and shook it, holding it over the fresh paint on the wall, his finger hovering over the trigger. In a heartbeat the guy in the green shirt had dropped his own can and had him in a choke hold. I tensed against the wall, pulling back where I couldn’t see.
“What the hell, Michael?” he asked, his voice loud in the forest.
My heart buzzed unexpectedly at the sound of his voice.
“I don’t want your crappy tag over my piece. Go over there. Or there.”
I peeked around again wanting to see him. Wanting to see his face. “Oh, my God,” I said, low so they wouldn’t hear.
The boy from my English class on Friday had his friend, Michael, shoved to the ground and as they squabbled, his shirt rose and I could see the top of his boxers sticking out of the top of his too-loose pants. 
“Dude, get off me!” the weaker boy shouted, kicking him in the leg. The third guy watched the entire scene in amusement from his spot on a large, rusted pipe lying on the ground, smoking a cigarette.
“Don’t mess with my wall,” the boy from my class said, pushing Michael down one last time. Satisfied, he reached his hand out and wrenched Michael off the ground, even brushing debris off his back. “Idiot.”
I would never understand boys.
They spoke in code, the loudest sound being the shaking clinks from the spray cans. I strained to hear their words. Michael, the boy who took the beating, got a wry grin on his face and asked, “So, what’s up with Allison?”
My eyes narrowed. There was only one Allison in our school.
He never stopped painting. “Not much.”
“She’s hot for you.”
“Maybe.”
His aloofness intrigued me. Allison was really pretty and very popular. Why wouldn’t he be interested? 
“She’s hot, too,” the other boy cut in. “Seriously, you need to consider that. You’ve been like a monk since they let you out.”
He looked up this time and smiled. Holy crap, the amount of smugness in that one expression.
“Eh, I don’t know,” was all he said turning back to the wall. Huge arching ovals filled the space, one after the other. He stepped back to assess his work, paint-splattered hands on his hips, and I saw it for what it was—or at least what it would be. They were eyes, big and wide. Open and watching. Dozens, with pupils pointing toward the sky. He picked up another can and shook it, intently focused on the wall, and again I watched as he made long, defined marks, as precise as if he used a brush. When he stepped back again, I saw that he had added layers of eyelashes, thick and long, to the rim of the eyes.
I was spellbound, mesmerized by the skill and workmanship he possessed. A bird cawed, bringing me from my thoughts, and I checked my watch. I’d been down here for too long; my dad would be looking. Backtracking around the building as quietly as I could, I heard the paint can rattle again, and the soft conversations of the boys as I left the dirt trail and found my way back to the pavement where my dad waited patiently.








“UGH,” I SAID IGNORING the chaos and echoing voices that filled the school hallway. I was shoulders-deep in my locker, trying to find my drawing pencil and eraser for art class that started in—I narrowed my eyes and checked my watch—five minutes.
“They’re in your bag,” Evan said from beside me. I hadn’t seen him all morning. “In the front pocket. Where you left them after your last class.” 
“Oh, you’re right! I totally forgot!” I found the pencils right where he said they were. “I’m such an idiot sometimes.” If I could have kissed him, I would have.
“Are you talking to me?” 
Crap. I did it again. Rule number one: Never talk to my ghost best friend in public. Especially school. It was harder and harder, though, to stop myself. Evan was such a routine part of my life. 
“No, um…” Evan disappeared and I could see the annoyed face of the girl next to me. “Just talking to myself…you know…looking for stuff in my junky locker.” A book slid to the floor proving my point. 
“Whatever,” she said, and turned in a huff, but not before I heard her breathe the word, “Psycho.” 
No matter how many times I heard it, the word stung. I wasn’t a freak. I was a perfectly normal 16-year-old whose best friend just happened to be invisible to everyone else. “Stupid Evan,” I grumbled, blaming the only person I could. I slammed my locker shut, turned and found myself face to face with another student. 
The new kid. The one from my class and the ruins.
“Oh!” I gasped, because he was too close and looking too intently at me. This was disconcerting for several reasons. The first, because he looked a little possessed and a lot angry, with his short hair and intense blue eyes, and second because no one at school sought me out. No one, ever. 
After the infamous display I had with Evan when we first moved here, my status as freak had been solidified. Any hope I had for becoming socially viable at this school completely vanished. This simple fact bonded me to him even further, making him my lifeline. The irony wasn’t lost on me. 
This kid, though, he looked at me and stood near me and he acted like he had something to say. He glanced over his shoulder, took a deep breath and whispered, “Who was that guy sitting behind you in English the other day?” 
Oh. 
My mind raced for an appropriate answer. “What guy?” 

His forehead wrinkled at my answer and his jaw tightened as he huffed. “The one that pulled your hair.” 
I gawked despite myself, shocked that he admitted it. 
“I have no idea what you’re talking about. No one sits behind me in that class.” I tried to say this with conviction and not as though it wasn’t pathetic that people didn’t like to sit near me. 
His eyes widened and I saw a faint redness travel up his cheeks. “Oh. Well,” he paused, and ran his hand over the back of his neck, looking flustered, “sorry.” 
With a mixture of relief and fear, I sighed and pressed my back against the row of lockers as he turned and walked away. 
That relief was short lived when I realized the new kid was in my art class. Currently three worktables over and shooting daggers at me with soulful blue eyes. Not that I noticed things like that. They really just were pretty and soulful and, well, a little angry.
His name was Connor—I’d heard the teacher call it out at the beginning of class. Even though I’d been avoiding eye contact with him, it was hard to ignore his intense glare from across the room. 
Thankfully we were busy the entire period, completing drawings that were due before Christmas break. We had to choose someone to draw a portrait of, and I chose Evan. As class progressed, though, and piercing blue eyes followed my movements, it was all I could do to keep my fingers from shaking while I worked on my picture. How he knew about Evan or could see him was unimaginable. Was he crazy? Was I crazy? Part of me was never sure. 
“Looks like someone has taken a fancy to you,” Ava, my table mate, whispered next to me. 
“Huh?” I asked with a frown. 
“Over there.” 
I looked in the direction she pointed. I mean, I had to look, right? 
Connor stared at me, hard, and this time I noticed a smattering of fine stubble over his chin. Crap, crap, crap. My nerves were not helped by the fact he was so cute. 
“I don’t think I’m what he’s looking at.” 
Ava laughed behind her hand. “I don’t know, Jane, his eyes haven’t left you once since class started.” 
“He probably just heard I’m a freak or whatever.” I didn’t mean it to come out as bitter as it did. But really, it was only a matter of time before he heard the gossip anyway. 
“You’re not a freak.” 
“Oh,” I said. “Well thanks, I guess.” Ava had never spoken to me much except for some comments here and there during class. Confused, I went back to work on the project in front of me. Hopefully, if I just ignored Connor, he would go away and things could go back to normal and maybe if I kept quiet Ava would continue to think I’m not a freak. 
“Whatever, Jane, I think he likes you, but maybe you have other interests.” She ran her fingers over the edge of my drawing, the pad of her thumb grazing his curls. Her nails were painted black, matching her hair and the rims of her inevitable thick-rimmed glasses. I was jealous of her blunt-cut bangs that made her look like a modern day Bettie Page. “He’s cute. Boyfriend?”
My cheeks burned. “Definitely not.” 
“He’s not your brother, is he? ‘Cause if so, I want to meet him.” 
 ”No, not a brother either. He’s just…” I searched for the word. Talking about Evan was weird. “A friend. From my old school. A really good friend.” 
Ava sighed and glanced at the portrait once more before focusing back on her own picture. “Well, let me know if he’s ever looking for a city girl. I’d love to meet him.” 
Checking the time, my eyes slid to the clock hanging over the door, and I caught a glimpse of Connor at his table. His brow furrowed in question and I suppressed the desire to run my fingers across the lines and smooth them. The idea alarmed and excited me, so I forced my eyes away from his and back to my desk. I needed to ignore this kid. Forget he existed. I had a feeling that he was nothing but trouble, and the more I ignored him, the faster he would go away. 
Yeah, right. 


“I THINK YOU SHOULD talk to him.” 
My boots made the leaves crinkle underfoot while we walked home. The whole day was strange and disturbing and I just wanted to get to the safety of my room. Evan had been pushing this whole “Pro-Connor” movement since we left the parking lot. 
“You should,” he continued when I didn’t respond. “If he can see me—well, I would be interested to see what he knows.” 
“He can’t see you, Evan,” I spat. I’d spent my study period thinking over my encounter with Connor. I had a theory. “He’s just messing with me. Somehow he found out about my outbursts or ‘episodes’ and he’s just screwing with me.” 
Evan shut up after that—for a minute at least—leaving only the sound of cars passing by and leaves crushing under my feet. 
“He can see me, Jane. I know he can.” 
I stopped and faced him. The wind had picked up and the loose strands of hair that escaped my pathetic attempt at a pony tail whipped around my face. He stared at me with sad eyes. Something was wrong. 
“Evan, you told me I was the only one who could see you. And that you were the only ghost I could see. Remember?” I waved my hands, risking looking ridiculous to anyone passing by. “We tested this. You can see other ghosts and I can see people but other people can’t see you. And for some reason I only see you.” 
We had tested it. No humans around me were ever aware of Evan. Not at the mall or the crowded farmer’s market on Saturdays, nor on the train or at sporting events. He was invisible to everyone but me. And Evan often told me of other spirits we passed by, but I could never see them. 
Somehow we were bound between two worlds. 
“I don’t know, Jane—but he can. I know he can. Sometimes I think I understand the rules between us, but then other times…they seem to change.” 
“Why don’t you talk to him then, if you’re so interested?” I asked.
Evan stared at me. He was chicken, too.
“Yeah, exactly,” I said, marching the rest of the way home in silence. 

“WHAT ABOUT NEXT WEEKEND? Maybe on Sunday? I think students get in half-price.” 
I forced myself to focus across the table at Ava, while she picked the chocolate candies out of her trail mix. “Sure…the art museum?” It came out as a question. You would think I would be more grateful sitting with Ava and her friends at lunch. Finally escaping my quiet corner of exile near the drink machines. After talking to me in art class she invited me to sit with them and then yesterday she brought up a trip to the Folk Art Museum. I’d agreed thinking it would never come to fruition but here she was making plans, while I ignored her to let my eyes drift to the table across the room. 
“Yes, the art museum. But I don’t blame you for the distraction. He really is cute,” she said.
I fought back a blush. Connor sat at a table with several other guys, laughing. It wasn’t fair. He was here for a week and already had friends. I’d been here for eight months and had one (barely). Not only that, he was possibly crazier than I was, which only made the entire situation harder to swallow. 
“Stop,” I said, but continued to look at Connor. His hair was still short, but the hair on his face was thicker. “I’m not distracted by him. Sunday doesn’t work for me. My family gets back in town that afternoon. How about the next weekend? I will be dying to get out and do something by then.” 
Today was the last day of school before the Thanksgiving holiday. Fall had passed quickly and I was eager to have a couple days break, even if it did mean we had to make a three-hour drive to my grandmother’s house. 
My thoughts were interrupted by a loud peal of laughter from the group of boys sitting with Connor.
“Totally. Not. Fair,” I muttered. 
“What’s not fair?” Ava asked. 
I scowled in the direction of his table, a little embarrassed that she heard me. “That. Him. Why does he have all those friends? Why are they nice to him? When I was new, it took me months to make…well, you know.” 
There was a moment of awkward silence between the two of us. “I know it was hard for you at first, but you can’t compare yourself to Connor.” 
“Why not?” I regretted the words the minute I said them. The reason why was clear. Everyone thought I was psycho. No one but me thought he was. 
“First of all, Michael Brooks and Trey Arnold have been his best friends since second grade. They weren’t going to abandon him just because he got in trouble.” My eyes narrowed in confusion, barely registering Ava’s movements as she packed up her lunch. 
“Wait…what?” I asked. “But he’s new…he just transferred here, right?” 
Ava shook her head. “No. He’s always been a student here. Well, he was until he got sent to some kind of boot camp or wilderness program or something for nine months. He just came back.” She lifted her head to get a better view. “I will admit though, he didn’t look like that before he left. The short hair is definitely new. They must have shaved it. Not to mention he looks like he grew a couple feet.” 
I turned discreetly in my seat in an attempt to get a better look at him. He was talking easily with his friends, while he leaned back casually in his seat and propped his feet on the bar beneath the table. His hair was still short but as the days passed, it lacked the tidiness from when I first saw him. It seemed the hair on his face grew faster than that on his head though, as his beard was spreading thickly across his jaw. He glanced in my direction, and our eyes locked for a split-second before he turned away, re-engaging his friends. 
“Boot camp? What did he—” The bell rang and the sudden clatter of chairs and trash being thrown away as students rushed out of the room to their next class. 
“I’ve got to run—math test—but I’ll see you in art, okay?” Ava called, swinging her satchel over her shoulder and darting toward the door. 
“Bye.” I waved, but my eyes were on Connor and his friends as he ducked out the door and into the swarm of kids in the hallway. 

NINETY MINUTES LATER, I’M perched on my stool next to Ava and waiting for Ms. Anderson to stop talking about shading techniques. I was dying to find out more about Connor. I couldn’t stop watching him, trying to envision his lanky frame and scruffy beard in military boot camp clothing. I shook my head to remove the ridiculous image from my thoughts. 
There was no way that kid spent time in boot camp. 
Ms. Anderson finally directed us toward our projects and I rummaged through my bag for my drawing pencil. 
“Hey,” I whispered to Ava who was already busy with her picture. “Do you have an extra pencil? I think I left mine in my locker.” 
She shook her head no and mouthed, “Sorry.” 
I walked over to Ms. Anderson’s desk and asked for a hall pass. She handed it over with a disapproving nod, and I bolted out the door and out into the hall. The corridor had that calm, cool feeling all schools have when everyone is in class. The only sounds came from a locker door slamming near the science wing and my footsteps echoing off the shiny floor. I turned the corner and gasped when I came face to face with Evan. 
“Watch it!” I whispered, peeking over my shoulder. “What are you doing?” I continued to walk toward my locker, with him hot on my trail. 
“I saw you come out here, so I thought I would drop in and say hello.” I turned to glare at him and was rewarded with a megawatt smile. “Hello.” 
“Evan. You need to go, and I have to get back to class. Ms. Anderson is PMSing or something and I don’t want to get detention.” My fingers spun the dial on my lock and I searched for my pencil, eventually finding it behind a stack of books. 
“Fine! But I need you to give that kid Connor a break. If he tries to talk to you again—just do it.” I looked at Evan suspiciously and noticed he refused to make eye contact. 
“No. Have you heard where he’s been?” My voice rose and I dropped it back down looking around for other students. I couldn’t afford getting caught talking to “myself” in the hallway again. “He was basically in kid jail!” 
Evan leaned against the wall of lockers, crossing his arms over his chest and fixed me with a glare. “You of all people should know not to listen to rumors.” 
A twinge of guilt manifested at his accusation, but I refused to give in. Yes, I listened to the rumors, but I’d seen him with my own eyes vandalizing public property. “I’m not talking to him. I’m not giving him the chance to make fun of me or whatever it is he’s up to. In fact it makes more sense now, with his background, that he was messing with me. He probably broke into my records and found out just enough to freak me out.” 
I’d begun walking again, leaving Evan behind me, pouting against the wall. “Fine. Just…” I looked back before turning the corner and saw he had vanished. 
“Ooof!” I exhaled when I slammed into someone hard. “Watch it!” I shouted. 
“You watch it.” 
I focused on the jerk I’d run into and who currently had his hands on my upper arms, holding me upright. The jerk who had crystal blue eyes and warm, firm hands. 
Connor. Of course. 
I shrugged my arms away from him and glanced away from his eyes and hair and his warm skin, and swallowed the apology that had been on my tongue. 
“Excuse me.” I attempted to dart around him. 
His hand gripped my arm, attempting to stop me. “Wait.” I twisted out of his reach. Now that I knew he was a troublemaker of some variety, I really didn’t want to tangle with him again. I didn’t want him to make fun of me.
“Jane, right?” His feet moved behind mine, and the thick soles of his boots scuffed the floor. “Your name’s Jane, right?” 
“Leave me alone.” 
We were approaching the Fine Arts Hall and I assessed that in twenty more feet I could be back in the classroom, away from him. 
“Stop, okay? Just give me a minute.” His voice was low but laced with frustration, and I couldn’t help but turn. 
“What?” I half-whispered, half-yelled. “What do you want?” 
When he saw that I’d stopped, his shoulders—perfectly broad, in that not too wide, not too narrow kind of way, I noted—relaxed, and I saw the glimmer of relief in his eyes. “I want to talk to you for a minute. Dammit.” He rubbed the corner of his mouth. “I want to apologize, for the other day.” 
I eyed him. “Fine. Apology accepted. Finished?” 
“No,” he snapped. “I’m not finished. I apologize for my rudeness and just coming up like that. I know…I know that was harsh, but we need to talk. Away from school.” 
I shook my head in disapproval before he finished talking. “Yeah, that’s not happening.” 
I took a minute to assess Connor head to toe. He wore a black T-shirt under an open button-down shirt, jeans and black work boots. There were multi-colored paint drops on the hems of his pants. He appeared normal and I knew he had friends and I knew he had been in trouble, but he seemed to know more about me than he should, and all I wanted was to stay invisible. 
“I don’t know what game you’re playing, but I don’t want part of it. I know what the other kids say about me and you just got back and all, but everyone has finally left me alone. Just because it’s new to you doesn’t mean I’m willing to be your punching bag. Find someone else to mess with.” 
I said the words with as much venom and confidence I could muster, ignoring my shaking hands. I ran back to class, pulled out my drawing and refusing to make eye contact with anyone. 
Several minutes passed before I heard the door swing open and Connor entered the room. He’d obviously waited outside so it wouldn’t appear we were in the hallway together—further evidence, in my opinion, that he didn’t really want to have anything to do with me. With my head down, I waited for the sounds of his stool to slide back as he settled into his seat. It didn’t happen. Instead, I sensed him hovering by my desk, taking the long way back to his. In reaction my heart hammered in my chest. 
I refused to look up. 
I wouldn’t look up. 
There was no way I was looking up. 
I looked up.
 But what I saw wasn’t what I expected. He wasn’t looking at me or attempting to talk again. Connor’s eyes were glued to my portrait. The portrait of Evan I’d been working on for weeks. I’d finished the majority of his face and all of his wavy, light hair. I worked on his chin, trying to get the angle right, trying to accentuate the dimple at the bottom. I’d erased and reworked it dozens of times so far and was about to quit. Other than the chin, it was pretty good—fairly accurate.
“Mr. Jacobs, please take a seat,” Ms. Anderson directed from her desk, causing an almost-frozen Connor to flinch.
He moved as directed, but when he sat our eyes locked once again. To my surprise he mouthed the word, “Wait,” and reached for the thick piece of drawing paper on the table. After pausing to study it for a moment, he flipped it over so I could see. My hand flew to my mouth on instinct and I fought an overwhelming urge to vomit as blood rushed to my ears. 
Connor’s portrait was an exact replica of mine. 








I WAITED UNTIL AFTER dinner to call Ava. My room was tucked away on the third floor in the former attic space. Two dormer windows faced the backyard. My parents thought I was working on homework, and they were busy with their own nighttime routines. Although they would have been pleased I was on the phone with a friend, I doubted they would have approved of the topic. Closing the bedroom door behind me, I listened to the short rings. 
“Hello,” I heard a voice, older and male. 
“Hello, may I speak to Ava please?” I asked, using my polite, speaking-to-an-adult tone. 
After a bit of shuffling and calling in the background, Ava’s voice appeared on the line. 
“Hello?” 
“Hi, it’s me, Jane.” 
“Oh, Jane! I had no idea who would call my house. I usually only use my cell. What’s up?” 
“Yeah, sorry about that, umm…I had a question, about school; can you talk?” 
“Sure.”
I paced my room, walking the narrow space from one side to the other, since the ceiling angled on both sides. “I, umm…well, really it’s about that kid Connor. I need to know more about him.” 
Ava giggled into the phone. “So you do like him. I knew it.” 
“No…no, I don’t. It’s just…” I sighed, not wanting to explain. “He followed me out of class today and…I just can’t tell if he’s making fun of me or not.” 
Ava was quiet for a minute, but finally said, “Okay, what do you want to know?”
“Why did he leave school?”
“I told you, they sent him to some boot camp or wilderness program for troubled kids. I’m not sure exactly. There were a lot of rumors flying around at the time.”
“Rumors?”
“Everything was fine—just like it had always been, he was pretty smart and involved. He always had lots of friends and a couple girlfriends here and there. Then he just got weird. He was involved in a couple fights, bad ones, and then…”
“Then what?” I held my breath.
“Then one day he shattered every window in the house with a baseball bat and built a bonfire in the middle of the living room. His mother came home before the fire had fully formed and called the fire department and the police. We didn’t see him again until now.”
“Wow.” He really was messed up.
“Is he bothering you that much, Jane? He’s never bothered kids at school before, well, girls at least; the fights were with other boys. But if you’re scared, I guess I wouldn’t blame you for being worried.”
I considered her words. I wasn’t exactly scared of him, not in the way she said, but her story definitely put it all in a different light. Why he was focused on me, though, and how did he know my secret?
“No.” I sat on my bed, pulling my feet under my body. “No, it’s not that bad. Like I said before, it took me long enough to settle in and I just don’t want him to blow it for me. I think if I continue to ignore him, he’ll back off.”
“Probably,” she said. “He was always generally nice and very popular. He’s smart and artistic. It was bizarre when he lost it last year, but who knows, maybe he was having some problems we don’t know about. His friends accepted him back fairly easily. I suppose the rest of us should as well.”
Acceptance. It was the one thing I’d desired since our move. Evan was right. I should know better than to judge someone on rumors, but then again, something was going on with Connor Jacobs and he was trying to involve me now. I couldn’t deny that.

“HERE,” I SAID TO my grandmother, pulling the plate of china out of her hands. “Let me set the table.” She reached in the cabinet for more plates.
“Thank you, dear.”
“No problem,” I said, trying not to drop the stack of fragile fine china I carried in my hands. My mother’s mother, Bebe, was great. I’d always enjoyed her presence and even spent weeks with her as a child during the summer. She was fun and loved games and art. It was nice to be near her after such a stressful time. I wasn’t sure how much my mother had told her about the incident at school or the visits to the doctors, but when I arrived she wrapped me into a tight embrace and smoothed my hair like she had when I was little. I suspected she knew more than she was letting on.
I carried the plates into the dining room and laid them around the table, mentally counting in my head the number of guests and seats. Between my parents, my grandmother and my Uncle John there should have been five. I held up the extra plate. “I think you gave me one too many, Bebe.”
Bebe arrived into the dining room a moment later with a handful of silverware. “Oh, your Aunt Jeannie is coming for dinner—didn’t your mother tell you?”
I shook my head and set the plate on the white linen tablecloth. My Aunt Jeannie was really my mother’s cousin, but she was older and had always been more like her big sister since Bebe had helped raise her. I’d only met her a couple of times. She’s an artist in New York and traveled often. My mother and Bebe often told me we were similar in disposition and attitude, but I couldn’t see it. Images of her bohemian style and artistic life came to mind—what I would give to have her carefree attitude.
“She should be here anytime,” Bebe continued, handing me the utensils, and squeezing my hand in the process. “Put these out and I’ll be in the kitchen.”
I laid the shiny silverware out, fork on the napkin, knife and spoon to the right of the plate, meticulously working my way around the table. I glanced up and noticed Evan standing near the doorway.
“I couldn’t resist coming to see you,” he said laughing. “I wish I was getting ready to eat turkey, dressing and all the rest. What kind of pie did your mother make?”
Cautiously, I looked over my shoulder, before whispering, “Apple.”
“Ugh, I loved apple pie. And pumpkin. And cherry.” I suppressed a laugh as he ran his hands over his belly and licked his lips in memory.
“So what you’re saying is, you loved pie.”
He laughed back. “I did. I was a growing teenage boy. I ate everything in sight.” He walked around the room, touching the antiques placed decoratively around the house. “I see why your mother moved to an older home. She must have missed all this.”
During times like this it was hard to remember Evan was eternally sixteen. He had rare moments of maturity and insight. “Maybe. I think she likes the energy in an old home, but her decorative style is definitely more contemporary than my grandmother’s.”
He paused in front of a wild, abstract painting in the center of the wall. “I don’t know…this one is rather bold.”
I walked over to stand next to him and studied the vivid strokes and heavy paint. There were thick pieces of paper and words swirling around several nondescript forms that jumbled together so I didn’t understand what they meant. My hand moved forward and grazed the name etched into the bottom.
Jeannie Monroe.
A voice startled me from behind, causing my fingers to withdraw. “I can’t help but touch paintings myself, even though they tell you not to.”
I turned to find my “aunt” standing in the doorway. She was tall and thin, her hair streaked with gray, and she still wore it long and curly down her back. She was beautiful and elegant, even in a white T-shirt with a fluffy, knitted scarf at the neck. A long, denim skirt and suede cowboy boots completed her outfit, and I was immediately jealous at her ability to dress casual yet nicer than everyone else.
“Aunt Jeannie! You surprised me!” I said, once I caught my breath.
“Your mother said you were in here,” she said. 
Evan remained close, I could feel his presence. Although my heart slowed its pounding from being startled, I felt it pick back up when I looked at my aunt’s expression. Her brow furrowed and the corners of her eyes tightened in what I interpreted as confusion or concern as they flicked in the space Evan and I occupied.
I forced a smile on my face and was relieved when I heard the boisterous laughter of my mother and grandmother in the kitchen. “We should see if they need help.”
Jeannie hooked her arm through mine and together we moved through the doorway toward my family, leaving Evan behind.


AFTER DINNER, I SLIPPED away from the adults for Bebe’s library. The high-ceilinged room off the front parlor was my makeshift bedroom when I visited. More than a library, it was a fascinating mixture of books, paintings, and collectibles. She collected pieces from all over the world and I loved staying in there.
Evan had been gone since dinner, which was a bit unusual, but perhaps the family togetherness was more than even he could handle. He didn’t mention his family much, other than the fact he had two sisters and a mother who survived the terrible crash they had all been in. That in this accident he’d lost his life. I’d asked him about them before, names or ages, but he was hesitant, never offering anything tangible. His sadness was evident and it was clear that he missed them.
I listened to music while flipping through a leather-bound photo book. Inside were photos of my mother as a child with her parents, doing the typical childhood activities, picnics, playgrounds, school dances, and birthday parties. My mother was ten years younger than Jeannie, and at a particular point in time my aunt made her appearance in the photographs as well. I studied one in particular when I heard a light rapping on the door. 
“It’s open.”
“Can I come in?” Jeannie waited at the door. I made room for her on the couch 
“What are you looking at?” she asked, nudging the book with her hand.
“Oh, just one of Bebe’s photo albums. Pictures of you and mom.” I tapped the white-trimmed square photo with my finger. They were at the beach, lying on towels in bathing suits.
Jeannie sighed at the photo. “Oh what I would give for that body today. That bikini is quite small.”
I squinted at the photo, considering the style of her 1970s bathing suit. “How old were you here?”
“Twenty,” she said without hesitation. I raised my eyebrow and she caught it. “I remember specifically because that photo was taken about a month before I dropped out of school and moved to California.” 
My jaw dropped of its own accord. “You did what?”
She laughed again, louder this time. “Yes, I suppose they wouldn’t tell you about that, huh?”
I shook my head. No one had ever mentioned any of this to me. “What happened? Why’d you do it?”
She closed the photo album and leaned against the couch cushion. “This town was too small for me. I wanted out, to see things, to do things. I loved my family, but I never belonged here.”
I could relate to the not-fitting-in part all too well. “What did you do?”
“I traveled around a bit. Mexico, L.A…I eventually settled in San Francisco for the longest amount of time. I missed the hippies though; most of them had cleared out a few years before, but I still found places to work on my art and read palms.” 
“You read palms?” I couldn’t even imagine the life she was describing, yet at the same time it all made so much sense. I studied her beads and her rings and the cowboy boots that she wore on her feet; Jeannie was a woman one couldn’t define easily. I leaned forward so she could reach my hand. She laid it flat, using her other hand to smooth out the flesh and began ‘reading.’
She ran a finger across my skin. “This is your heart line. Do you see how long and curvy it is? This means you freely express your feelings and emotions.” She cocked her head. “Then this one is your life line. It’s fairly straight and close to the edge of the palm—it means you’re cautious when it comes to relationships.”
“Is that a nice way to say I’m un-trusting?” I wanted to laugh at her comments and scoff at the practice, but I couldn’t. Her voice was so sure and her hands were so strong yet soothing when holding mine. I felt like I was in a trance.
“But your life line…do you see how it breaks here? That implies a sudden change in lifestyle.” Her fingers traced over the lines on my hand.
“You could say that, I guess.” My knee bounced. “With the move and all.”
Jeannie studied me and with her free hand she smoothed my hair, her fingers lingering at the ends. “Change can be hard, but it can also be the best thing to ever happen.” Her eyes hovered over my shoulder a little before refocusing on my hand. “Oh, and you have a fate line. Not everyone does. Yours is deep and joins your life line.”
“What does that mean?” I asked.
“It means you’re strongly controlled by fate. The theory is that you also develop aspirations early on, based on the idea you already know what direction you are headed. Do you think that’s true?”
I thought for a minute, letting her continue to rub my palm as she examined it further. Did I believe in fate? That the things going on in my life now were destined? I definitely didn’t feel in control of anything. “I’m not sure.” Wanting to change the subject I asked, “So you did this? Reading palms and selling artwork?”
Jeannie released my hand, causing her bracelets to slide together with a soft clink. “I did. I read palms, tea leaves. I read auras. A little bit of everything.
“Auras?”
“For a dollar, I would read the auras of tourists roaming about town. Everyone has a different color or shading around them. The colors mean different things. It can explain your personality or reveal the stress you’re under. The colors of your aura are also affected by the energies of other people. It’s common to have other people’s colors in your aura. It could be your family’s influence or just the spirits that surround us.”
Her words held a deeper meaning for me. It was as though Aunt Jeannie knew more about me than I suspected. She must have sensed the shift in my mood because her hand reached out to cover mine. “Are you okay?”
“Why are you telling me all of this?”
She shrugged and brushed a loose strand of hair over my shoulder. “I don’t know. I thought you wanted to know.”
“Do you believe in this? These mystical and spiritual theories?”
Jeannie fixed me with a firm stare. “I do. They aren’t exact, but I do.”
“Have you read my aura?”
She brushed her hair over her shoulder. “I have. It was very strong and clear the minute I saw you tonight.”
Tonight. “What did you see?”
“Your aura was bright red. Like a halo of fire.”
I swallowed. “What does that mean?”
“It means you’re emitting a strong sense of life force and survival. You are raw and passionate, yet full of anger and frustration. I would interpret it as you feeling overwhelmed by change.”
I blinked, absorbing the information. “Wow.”
She patted my bouncing knee. “Yeah, that’s a lot to carry, but…”
My eyes flashed to hers. “But what?”
“But I saw something else. Something different.” 
“Tell me.”
“Don’t get upset, but all of your fiery red was surrounded by black. Solid black.
“Okay,” I said. I had a feeling I knew where this was going. “Is this unusual?”
“Not exactly. Shadow auras mean that someone has issues relating to death. It could be lack of forgiveness or unresolved karma. Sometimes spirits find us and linger, coating us with their confusion.” Her description hit hard, forcing me to think of Evan and why he was sent to me. He always tried to present that he was there for me, to help me, but sometimes I thought it was more. That there was something else he needed to do.
“Do you believe in spirits, too? Ghosts?” I asked, before I lost my nerve.
“Absolutely.”
I felt ill. I wanted to tell her. I wanted to tell her everything about what I’d been going through and about Evan, but I was afraid. I couldn’t trust that she wouldn’t go to my mother and I would go back to the shrinks and back on meds. I loved my Aunt Jeannie but I had learned this was something I couldn’t share. With anyone.
Panicked, I changed the subject, feigning curiosity I asked, “Who taught you how to do this? All of this?”
“My mother.”
Again, I was surprised, since no one spoke about my great aunt. She had some kind of history that was deemed inappropriate or shameful. A black sheep, indeed.
We stared at one another longer than was appropriate or polite. My mouth opened more than once, but in the end I couldn’t do it. I couldn’t reveal my secrets. It was as if she knew this, because in the next moment Jeannie leaned over and gave me a tight hug. “I love you, Jane. I see so much of myself in you from your nose, to your long, artistic fingers, to the worry that clouds your eyes. When you’re ready to talk, call me. Anytime. I’m always available to you.”
I nodded, my eyes welling with tears that I wiped away before they could fall. “Thanks.”
She redirected her attention to the photo album, laughing and pointing out pictures that gave her a reason to share a story. From the corner of my eye I saw Evan emerge, taking a position in the shadows, letting me know he was there and I wasn’t alone. Tonight, that meant I not only had the support of my best friend, but from a member of my family, as well.








THE RAIN STARTED AFTER Thanksgiving break, and it continued for weeks. This wasn’t really helping the foul mood I was in as I sat in the counselor’s office at school waiting for my bi-weekly meeting with Mrs. Crawford. While I didn’t exactly hate the meetings—I mean, it did excuse me from class—I felt guilty lying about my progress, which made it a waste of time for both of us.
When I arrived at the office, her door was closed, so I sat on the couch in the small waiting room and took out my book for English. The office door swung open a couple minutes later and I was stunned to see Connor. My stomach flip-flopped.
“Connor, take a seat while I fill out this form,” Mrs. Crawford called from inside her office. He eyed me and then the couch as if assessing his options before sitting at the opposite end, dropping his bag at his feet. Dried droplets of silver paint splattered his shoes and the fraying edges of his jeans. Had he been back to the ruins? I instinctively shifted closer to my side.
Mrs. Crawford called my name. 
“Yes?” I asked, standing up and gathering my bag, skirting around his long legs which occupied the majority of the floor. I poked my head in her door, where I saw the top of her dark hair as she leaned over her desk.
“I need five minutes, okay?” She gestured to a form on her desk. “Wait for me out there.”
“Okay,” I said and turned back to the waiting room. Connor had shifted, taking up the majority of space on the couch. I decided to sit in the chair instead, pulling out my tattered, red-covered book to keep my distance.
“You know, I always thought in today’s world Holden would have been medicated and much less likely to go off the deep end.” His voice was always deeper than I expected, and as I peered at him over the top of my book I noticed again that the hair on his chin was thicker than on most boys my age.
“Excuse me?” Why was he talking to me?
“Holden Caulfield. I wonder what modern-day medication would have done for him.” A frown lingered on his lips, and again I wondered what he was implying. Did he know I’d been medicated? Was he referring to himself? After all, we were both in the counselor’s office.
I stared at him for a moment, trying to discern the meaning in his statement before shrugging, refusing to fall in his trap.
“It’s not easy when you see the world differently from other people. It scares them.” He continued conversationally. My heart started at his words. He was too close—always too close to the sore spot with me. 
“Holden could be scary, and rash. Often, his reactions confused people. Plus, he was kind of a jerk.” I was tense and hostile, spoiling for a fight. “I’m sure you wouldn’t know anything about that, would you?”
Connor stretched and brought his hands behind his head in the appearance of casualness, yet his eyes flashed blue and hot. “So you’ve heard the rumors, then? Which one? Juvie? Boot camp? Mental hospital?” He laughed. “No wonder you’re so skittish around me.”
Busted. I dropped my eyes to my book and pretended to read the swirling words in front of me. After a moment I dropped it to my lap, only to find him watching me, again. “Why did you copy my picture in art?” I asked.
“I didn’t.”
I rolled my eyes. “Of course you did. Why?”
Connor shook his head. “Ms. Anderson said draw a portrait of someone. I drew that guy.”
Dry-mouthed, I swallowed before my next question. “Where did you see him?” I wanted to know. I needed to know. Why was he doing this?
Connor dropped his hands and leaned forward on his knees. In a completely serious voice he said, “With you.”
A clammy sweat coated my hands and made the metal arms on my chair slippery. “No, you didn’t.”
“I did. In the classroom, in the hallway, on your way home from school. He’s probably outside that door. You want me to call him?”
No doubt it was a dare and I wasn’t sure what would happen if he followed through. Evan was around; he was always around, and this was just the kind of thing he would think was amusing.
Thankfully, Mrs. Crawford opened the door to her office, holding a sheet of paper, and stepped into the thick tension of the room, her brown eyes dancing between the two of us.
“Jane, you can go in. I’ll only be a minute.” I stood, my feet twisting in the straps of my backpack, and stumbled. Connor’s hands were on my shoulders before my knees hit the ground and I heard him murmur a low, “Careful,” as he helped me stand. I gave him a quick glance and an even quieter “Thank you,” before going into her office.
Mrs. Crawford walked behind me and repeated, “One minute,” before closing the door, leaving me and my heart alone to calm down. I sat in the chair facing her desk and put my book away. Mrs. Crawford was alright. She didn’t pry much, and we usually ended up talking about movies or books. I leaned over to get a better view of the photo in the frame on her desk of her and her husband. It was a photo of them at her graduation from Spelman College, and he was the definition of tall, dark and handsome.
My eyes flicked to the paperwork on her desk, a thick file—definitely thicker than the one I’d seen with my name on it. Glancing behind me to ensure the door was still closed, I nudged the file so I could see the hand-written name down the side.
Connor Jacobs.
Anxiety rippled through my body, because although I wasn’t the kind of girl that poked her nose into other people’s business, this was too good to pass up. I used my pinky finger to flip the brown folder open and read the first page.
It was a letter. From Brookhaven Hospital in North Carolina. Under the name of the hospital I saw the phrase: Ill-health, of body or of mind, is defeat. Health alone is victory. Let all men, if they can manage it, contrive to be healthy! - Thomas Carlyle
My eyes scanned the rest of the page. It was a letter about Connor’s release from the hospital the month before and some information about medication and required counseling sessions with Mrs. Crawford.
Unwilling to press my luck, I shut the folder and straightened it on her desk before moving back to the chair. I hadn’t heard of Brookhaven Hospital and was intrigued. What had Connor just said about him and rumors? Juvie and mental hospitals? I inched out of my seat to look again but heard the door knob wiggle and sat back down in a rush.
“Sorry about that,” Mrs. Crawford said as she moved around the desk to her own seat. She picked the folder up and opened a drawer in the file cabinet behind her, sliding it in before shutting it and opening another one and extracting what I assumed was my own. “Are you okay?”
“What? Why?” I asked, flustered at her attention.
“You just look a little pale,” she said. “Well, not anymore, now you are red as a beet!” Her comment of course made my face turn even redder.
“Oh,” I said, trying to think of something, “I don’t know, just tired maybe.”
“How was your break?” she asked, while scooting back to face me.
“Good. We went to my grandmother’s.”
I examined Mrs. Crawford and her creamy brown skin and caring dark eyes. She wanted to help, but that question—the simple question about my break—made me think of Aunt Jeannie and her stories. Before I could stop myself, the truth was twisted and I realized once again how alone I really was.

MRS. CRAWFORD RELEASED ME when the bell rang. She thought I’d made progress. No public episodes, my grades were acceptable, and I even had a friend. No one needed to know I still saw Evan. No one did know, except maybe this odd boy Connor, but he saw Evan, too. Which meant I wasn’t crazy. Right? 
The hallways were crowded with students laughing and gossiping. Through the crowd, I saw Connor standing with a group of seniors, near the trophy cases. Two were the boys from the lunch room, Trey and Michael something-or-other, but this time a couple of girls also stood nearby. One of them had wiggled her way close to Connor, and from the look on his face, her advances were welcome. I moved closer and recognized the girl. Allison Morgan. 
Gross. 
He had a shoulder pressed against the case, but his body angled into hers. I looked down, embarrassed that the sight of him, smiling down at this other girl, caused a pang in my chest. It was stupid. I didn’t like him. I couldn’t help but notice he seemed relaxed and happy. The tension from earlier was gone. The sarcastic expression was nowhere to be seen.
Keeping my eyes away from the group, I passed by, feigning disinterest. I was jostled from behind and my gaze moved upward in reaction, meeting Connor’s over the top of Allison’s head, whom he’d been smiling at moments before. I dropped my eyes again and pushed through the crowd, but not before seeing the faint lines of a smirk forming on his lips.

“I LIKE THIS ONE,” I said, pointing to the tall, rusted sculpture.
Ava’s eyes followed my finger and tilted her head to the side. “I’m not sure. Religious themes always make me nervous.”
We moved to the next artist and studied the enormous piece located in the middle of the room. It was a collection of bicycle parts, lawnmower blades, and pieces of rusted, metal shingles that had been painted vivid colors. It was fashioned into a makeshift crucifix, and although it was void of any actual victim, there was a thorny halo of barbed wire at the top and thick metal railroad spikes on the sides and bottom.
I needed a tetanus shot just looking at it.
I bent over to read the small plaque affixed to the stand: Maurice Woods. The artist was an 84-year old steel worker who used his experience as a welder to make art when he retired.
Ava and I spent the afternoon combing the rooms at the museum, looking at the Outsider Art exhibit. All of the pieces in this show were from local artists, primarily in sculpture, paintings, and metalwork.
“So I had this idea, and wanted to see if you would be interested in helping me.” Ava said this while we stood in front of an old gas station sign now decorated with hundreds of bottle caps.
“What kind of idea?”
“Well, my mother does volunteer work at a women’s shelter downtown, and during the holidays the kids aren’t at school and hang around the shelter all day, getting bored or in trouble. I thought maybe we could go down there one day and make Christmas gifts or something with them.”
“The women’s shelter? For homeless women?” I asked.
Ava shook her head. “It’s a battered women’s shelter. But most of them have children also. They stay there while they find jobs and move on with their lives and stuff. I thought it could be fun, and you know we’re required to do ten hours of service work a quarter.”
“No, that sounds really great. I need to ask my mom and dad, but I can’t see that they would say no.” It sounded interesting. “What’s the name of the shelter so I can tell them?”
“Safehaven, down on Third.”
“Jane,” I heard my name and for a moment I forgot myself and my head snapped away from Ava’s. “Look at this one,” Evan said. I focused my attention to where my invisible friend stood pointing at a row of sunflowers made out of saw blades. 
Evan deserved more than this.
I wandered over to be near him, across the room from where Ava studied quilts hanging from the wall. I checked over my shoulder to see if she was watching. She wasn’t. “Having fun?”
Evan laughed. “I am, believe it or not. Although, I may be ready for you to get a boyfriend. I’d much prefer to go watch a baseball game, or maybe a monster-truck rally.”
I scoffed at the thought of Evan and his laid-back, tousled blonde hair at a testosterone-fueled truck rally. I was about to respond when I heard footsteps on the stairs, and I scooted away from Evan, turning my back to him.
He sighed. “The brush-off, again. Someday, I’ll find a girl who’s willing to be seen in public with me.”
His joke was bittersweet, but before I could respond, the couple coming up the stairs arrived at our floor. They never entered our room, but instead went into the children’s wing, an area where local children’s artwork was hung on display. I listened as an excited young girl ran across the hardwood floors. “Look! There it is!”
Heavy footsteps followed hers and a voice responded, too low for me to hear. Again, I heard her speak, “See, here’s the house and the tree, and there’s my room…”
Curiosity took hold, and I peered around the corner to see the artwork under discussion. My breath caught and I moved closer to the wall when I saw the pair talking. Dark hair, wide shoulders under a loose black T-shirt, and long, skinny legs gave him away. I mentally cursed myself for being able to identify his body so easily.
Annoyed with myself, I focused on the girl with him. She was a surprise. Young, maybe ten or so, with long, dark hair like his, worn in a braid down her back. He held her, his wiry arms wrapped around her waist, lifting her so she could see the painting on the wall. Her hands were free, pointing and directing at different things on the canvas. I couldn’t see it well from my vantage point, and he couldn’t see me at all as his back was to me.
His shoulders were lacking that tense feel from school and as he rested his head on the top of hers, I heard him laugh, working a hand free to gesture at the painting. I couldn’t stop myself from watching them. This wasn’t the Connor I had experienced at school, or even the one I had witnessed with his friends or his fan club of girls. He wasn’t hostile and sarcastic or scary or flirty. He was being nice—sweet even—to this younger girl.
I ducked behind the wall as she wiggled out of his arms and dropped to her feet. “Look at this one,” she said and grabbed his willing hand. The younger girl dragged him dramatically over to see a large, framed photograph. I heard him protest, calling her. “Emma.”
“William took it.”
Connor dropped to a crouch, so he was level with the little girl. “William? Is he your boyfriend?”
“Gross, whatever,” she said and rolled her eyes. I could see both of their profiles now. He had the kindest, teasing grin, reminiscent of the snarky ones he gave me at school. 
“Well, when you do get one, make sure I meet him. That’s what big brothers are for.”
Ahh, big brother, of course. She smushed his cheeks together and his lips puckered like a fish.
“Why you—” he started and tossed her over his shoulder, the two of them laughing as he spun her around. I ducked back to the anonymity of the wall because the moment felt intimate.
I noticed Ava walking toward me. “Hey, can we go outside and see the garden before we leave? I know it’s raining, but I have an umbrella,” I said, hoping to lure her in other direction.
“Sure,” Ava said, happy to go down the other set of stairs that led out to the garden. Before my foot touched the first step, though, I took one last look over my shoulder, surprised to see Evan standing where I had just been, close to the wall, spying on Connor and his sister in the other room. He must have sensed me watching him, because at that moment he turned to me, and I was shocked to see the sad expression on his face. He offered a weak smile and turned his back to continue watching the other room.








THE WALK FROM HOME school the next day was rainy and wet…again. “Ugh, I don’t remember it ever raining this much,” I complained. “It’s not like we live in Seattle or something. This is the South, we have droughts, not rain.”
Evan and I walked together, as usual. I was bundled up in a ridiculous raincoat that my mother had graciously purchased for me so I could continue my daily walks to and from school. Thanks, mom. A raincoat is so much more awesome than a car.
A car drove by and sprayed Evan with water. It bypassed him and landed all over my legs and boot-covered feet. “Jerk,” I muttered under my breath, and shot Evan a dirty look since he found all of this hilarious. “I was talking to you, by the way.”
He tossed an arm around me and laughed at my hostility. “You love me,” he said, his mouth close to my ear. Again, I marveled at how he could make physical contact with me but no one else. I assumed it was part of our special arrangement. It took him months to build up to it. I’m not even sure how he managed it. But he could touch me and he could pick up small objects if he concentrated hard enough. The fact I couldn’t touch him back was weird, we didn’t set the parameters of our relationship. 
Today, though, the weight of his arm was different. Things had been tense between us for the last several weeks. I supposed it could be a variety of things causing distance. I had Ava in my life, a girl—a real girl—who I could talk and share with. Then there was the Connor thing, which we had come to a silent truce about agreeing to disagree. Evan still wanted me to approach him and find out what he knew; I wanted nothing to do with his pyromaniac self. He was dangerous and mean. Plus, and I hated to admit it, his eyes were too blue and his hair too messily perfect. The reality was, even though I saw him acting nice to his little sister, it didn’t change the fact he had attempted to burn his family’s home down.
When we returned home from the art museum the day before, I knew something was wrong. Evan had retreated into himself, and when I tried to cajole him out of his funk, it was futile. His depressed moods were more and more common, so the positive attitude today filled me with relief.
“Oh, so Mom was excited about the project at the women’s shelter over the break,” I said, turning my face up to look at Evan around the edge of my hood. His eyes instantly tensed and the laughter from moments before disappeared. “What?” I asked, trying to discern what caused his attitude shift.
He dropped his arm from around my shoulder and shrugged. “Nothing. I didn’t say anything.”
I stopped walking and stared at him hard. “You didn’t say anything, but obviously something is wrong.”
“It’s nothing, Jane, drop it.”
“Come on,” I whispered, “tell me, what’s up?”
Evan’s face twisted in concentration. “I’m just worried about you going to the shelter…but if your mom thinks it’s okay, then who am I to argue?
“Why are you worried about that?” I asked, completely confused.
Again, he shrugged. “I just am. I mean, there are really dangerous people involved with all that.” He paused. “Jane, these women have been abused. What if their abuser finds them? What if you’re there when it happens?”
“Evan, I think you’re overreacting a little. It’s just one day, paint and Play-Doh for the kids.” I smiled in an attempt to lighten his dark mood. “I doubt we’ll even see any adults, and the location is generally kept a secret. Ava says from the outside you can’t even tell it’s a shelter. It’s some kind of warehouse or something.”
He didn’t look appeased, but I wasn’t in the mood to argue, so I changed the subject. “Do you think my Aunt Jeannie saw you?”
“I don’t know. I didn’t have a moment of connection like I have with you, where I knew you could see me and I could see you, but she did seem aware.”
I crammed my hands deeper into my pockets. “She told me all this crazy stuff about how she used to read palms and auras. It was a little disturbing.”
“I heard. Why did it bother you?”
“She was just really on target with some things. And I have this situation, where I can see you. Who knows, maybe it’s some kind of family thing.”
Evan nudged me with his elbow to keep walking and after a couple feet another car flew by causing a gush of water to splash off the wheels. This time I yelled, “Jackass!” over the pouring rain. To my astonishment, the small blue car came to an abrupt stop and shifted into reverse. Horrified, I focused my eyes ahead and picked up my pace. Great, piss off a crazy driver, Jane.

After a couple of feet, Evan tugged on the back of my coat. I realized the car was next to me and when I stopped, it also stopped. The driver rolled down the window.
I should have been surprised when I realized that Connor was the driver, but I wasn’t. I also—sadly—wasn’t surprised that my heart started beating erratically when I saw his blue eyes peering out the window.
“Of course,” I said. Loud music and warm air burst from the car. “Only you would be a big enough jerk to spray me with water.”
I expected a snarky comeback, or even a lame apology, but instead his eyes shifted between me and Evan. “Jane, I need you to get in the car.”
Laughter bubbled from my chest. “No. Freaking. Way. That is not going to happen.” The intensity of his eyes terrified me. He wasn’t angry, more like pleading.
“Jane, go. It’s important,” Evan said.
I turned and looked at him—something I never did in public—but it was too late. Either Connor could see him, or he was as bat-shit crazy as I was and it didn’t really matter. “You’ve got to be kidding!”
He shook his head, the blonde locks shifting as he did so. “Come on, Jane. For me?” He grabbed my arm. “I need you to do this.” I didn’t know what to do. One minute Evan was telling me not to volunteer due to the danger of the situation and the next he was practically forcing me into the car of a known delinquent.
I was literally caught between the two of them: Evan, my best friend, on the sidewalk, and Connor, the beautiful, scary, intense boy I didn’t know or understand, waiting in his car. For a brief moment I considered running and ignoring the pleas of both of them, but instead I turned my back on Connor and looked Evan in the eye and said, “Why? Why is this so important?”
He held my gaze and said, “Trust me. Please?”
I sighed. “Fine, but you owe me an explanation when I get home.” I would have felt better if he would’ve said something, but his expression remained serious. Facing Connor and his small, crappy blue car, I said, “That is, if I make it home,” as I stepped off the curb, into a deep puddle.
“Later,” was his reply and he was gone, leaving me to fend for myself. Annoyed, I moved around to the car and wrenched open the heavy, creaky door and dropped into the seat. As I removed my hood and strapped on my seat belt, Connor’s fingers reduced the volume on the stereo. He shifted into gear and the car let out a loud sputtering noise. Now I knew why he played his music so loud.
His eyes flicked to the mess of CDs and books littering the floor and center console. “Sorry about the mess and the car; it’s crappy.” He shifted his gaze forward again. When I didn’t respond, he spoke again, “This car was my dad’s. He saved it from when he was in high school to give to me. I suspect it was a piece of junk then, too.”
For some reason this struck me as funny; this guy, totally hot and dangerous, basically forced me into his car, and now he’s apologizing for how junky it is. Plus, the irony of his sentimental, thrifty father sounded very familiar. Damn it, I didn’t want things in common with him. Now I sat in Connor-the-fire-starter’s car, laughing uncontrollably because we had things in common. Like cars, and counseling, and seeing ghosts.
“What?” he asked, a smile twitching at his lip. 
I wiped my eyes and exhaled. “Nothing. What do you want? I knew you had a record, but kidnapping?”
His eyes narrowed so tight I couldn’t see the blue. “You don’t know anything about me, Jane.” His voice was harsh and a little hurt. 
I twisted in my seat and face him. “Then why don’t you tell me something that I don’t hear whispered around the hallways at school?”
He took a deep breath and exhaled, tapping his fingers on the steering wheel. “What do you want to know?”
What did I want to know? Who are you? Why are you bothering me? Can you really see my ghost? Did you go to jail? Are you a pyromaniac? Why do you make my stomach twist in knots just thinking about you?
Rubbing my gloved hands over the top of my legs I decided to throw caution to the wind. “Can you really see him?”
Connor’s hand reached to the lever between us and he down shifted as we rounded a curve. With fascination I watched the muscles of his arm clench under the fabric of his shirt. His movements were quick and fluid—easy. “Yeah, I can see him.”
Our dual admission hung in the air and I longed to turn the music back up so there was something between us other than the noisy hum of the car and our breathing. I should have felt scared or weird or possibly exposed but I didn’t, not completely. For the first time in months, I wasn’t alone.
“Is he the only one you see?” I asked, breaking the odd, yet comfortable tension.
He glanced away from the windshield, looking me in the eye. “Now? Yes. But there have been others.”
My stomach dropped. “Others?” I whispered. I didn’t want others. He nodded, his eyes back on the road and he turned into a large parking lot, getting off the road. “What are you doing?”
Connor eased the car into a space, away from any other cars and put it in park, leaving the engine and heat running. “I just need to talk to you. Just for a minute. If you never want to speak to me again, that’s fine and I promise to leave you alone. But we need to discuss this.”
I swallowed. He was right. There were things I needed to understand and I was getting the feeling he needed to as well. “Okay. Talk to me.”
Both of his hands were still on the steering wheel, gripping it so tight his knuckles were white. His eyes were down, staring at his hands, and I studied his profile. His jaw was sharp, and his cheekbones high and prominent. My fingers itched to sketch him. “Nine months ago I tore my house apart and tried to burn it to the ground.”
Wow. I was one second from bolting from the car, but I decided to just listen, to hear him out, so I waited, terrified of what he would say next. 
“I just wanted to make them go away.” His voice was so tight, so tense, as though he fought to get the words out.
“Who? Who did you want to go away?”
He turned his head, away, looking out the driver’s window. “Them. The ghosts or spirits—whatever you want to call them. They wouldn’t leave me alone. It was constant and harassing and I thought I was losing my mind.”
I understood this, some of it. I, too, had thought I’d lost my mind, and Evan’s presence was constant, but it also calmed me –he was my friend. He tried his best from the beginning to respect my space. “How many were there?” I asked, confused by the use of the term ‘they.’
“One at first, then the others came. It’s like they seek me out. They know I can see them and they come to find me.”
My jaw dropped in horror. “They seek you out? What do they want?”
He twisted toward me. “Different things. To pass on messages, to help them find something or someone. To just have someone to talk to. To scare the crap out of me. I don’t know, it’s always different.”
I stared at the boy next to me. He no longer seemed intimidating, although what he said scared me. Instead, he appeared lost, and it was all I could do not to reach out and comfort him. I kept my hands in my lap, though, and said, “That’s horrible.”
“What does yours want?”
“Mine?” I asked. He lifted an eyebrow in question. “Oh, Evan? He doesn’t want anything. He’s just kind of my friend. He helped me out when I first moved and…”
Connor didn’t seem to notice I’d trailed off. “What do you mean he’s your friend?”
I shrugged. “He just is—I’m not explaining it to you.”
“They all want something, Jane. It’s why they’re here.”
I shook my head in denial. Evan was my friend, he was my ‘spirit guide.’ I refused to believe he was using me.
Connor’s long, cold fingers wrapped around my arm. “These ghosts…they’re stuck. They’re stuck in our world because they aren’t finished with something from their days of living. They need to move on, but they can’t. So they roam around until they find some unsuspecting fool like me,” and he scowled, “or you, to help them find their way. Your ghost, Evan, needs something. The sooner he finds it, the sooner he goes away.”
“That’s not true.”
“Yes, it is.” So confident and sure, cocky even. I hated him.
I realized Connor still had his hand on my arm and I yanked it away. “Please take me home,” I said, barely audible, but he heard me and his hand shifted the car in gear. I fought to keep the tears back. Evan was not using me. He volunteered. He showed up in my room and he made me laugh when I wanted to cry and he talked to me about music and art and books. He called the mean girls names and made fun of their clothes and hair.
He wasn’t stuck and I didn’t want him to go away.
Faster than I thought possible, we were in front of my house. I had no idea how he knew where I lived and I didn’t want to know. I’d been right. Connor was a jerk. Maybe he wasn’t making fun of me, but he didn’t know everything. I fumbled with the door and his long arm stretched over my body to the lever, but he didn’t open it, instead he trapped me with his arm. His face was close, and when he spoke I felt his breath on my cheek. “This isn’t over.”
He released the lock and I stumbled getting out of the car into the pouring rain. I flung my bag over my shoulder and flipped my hood up as I ran around the back of the car and up the front steps of my house to safety. I heard his engine flare as he pulled away from the curb, but I never looked back.








I AVOIDED MY ROOM and quiet corners all afternoon and evening. My mother and I prepared dinner together. It was one of those simple things that made her happy. My father and I watched a program about Hitler on the History Channel, and I feigned interest as I watched armies of men raise an arm in honor of a madman. Dad loved the phenomenon of mass behavior and how one man could convince millions that his bizarre attitudes were right. When it was over he patted my head, grabbed the latest edition of This Old House and went to bed. It was nice. And normal. Completely and utterly normal. And a mockery of what was really going on in my life.
Evan was around. I couldn’t see him, but I could feel him. My rain-soaked afternoon encounter with Connor left me raw and suspicious. Part of me knew Connor wasn’t lying. Why would he? The other part was terrified of the possible truths he told.
“Jane, you should head to bed,” my mother called from the living room, where she was immersed in a book.
“I know, I am,” I said, as I wandered around the kitchen searching for anything to delay going upstairs.
I passed by the living room archway. “Are you okay?” she asked, lowering her book and studying me closely.
Instinctively, I plastered a smile on my face. “I’m fine. Maybe a little tired. Exams are next week, you know.”
Mom swung her legs up and gestured to the end of the couch. “Come sit with me?”
Grateful for the distraction, I moved to join her. Once I settled in the cushions she asked again, “Are you sure everything’s okay? School? Friends?” I shrugged at her suggestions but shook my head, until she probed further. “A boy?” I sucked my breath in a little. The corner of her eyes crinkled. “Tell me about him.”
Pushing my back into the cushion, I wondered how I could even explain Connor or my not-relationship with him. “It’s not like that, I promise.”
“Like what?” she asked, her voice sounding sincere.
“It’s just...there is a boy at school. He’s in some of my classes and we’ve spoken a couple of times. But I don’t think he likes me...in fact, I’m more than sure he doesn’t.” I rambled around the truth.
“I’m not sure what any of that means, sweetie.”
I snorted. “I know. I’m not sure, either. It’s just stupid teenager stuff. Ignore me, please!”
“Oh, honey, it’s not stupid. But boys can be hard to read, for sure. They act tough, but usually they’re scared out of their minds when it comes to the opposite sex.”
I wish I could say I didn’t blush when my mom casually said the word ‘sex,’ but I did. A warm blush spread cross my cheeks and up my ears. Out of discomfort I said, “Connor is definitely hard to read.”
“Connor?”
I rolled my eyes. “Yes, his name is Connor.”
“Is he cute?”
As if it was that easy. Connor was definitely cute, better than cute, gorgeous even. Especially after days like today when I was mere inches from his face, his beauty was undeniable. “Mom, I don’t want to talk about it, okay?”
Attempting to stifle a yawn, I covered my mouth with my hand and my mother eyed me warily.
“Okay, honey, I think it’s time for you to go to bed.” 
“Okay.” I gave her a quick hug.
“See you in the morning.” I stretched and adjusted my shirt. Little things that took up seconds of time. “Oh yeah, I forgot to tell you—Aunt Jeannie told me about her escape from small town life and to the big cities of California.”
Mom looked unsurprised and chuckled. “I missed her when she left, but she was destined for bigger things. She was always fearless. It was one of the things I envied about her.”
“Mom! You’re so brave! Quitting your job and opening the shop, moving here. I mean I didn’t want to move but you’ve put yourself out there. Starting the gallery. It’s a big deal.” As I spoke, the smile on her face grew wider. She may have even blushed. “I’m proud of you.”
“Maybe,” she said, pulling on her earring. “But it’s a different kind of bravery. She left on her own with nothing but her suitcase and a wad of cash.”
“She told me how she read palms and stuff to make money out there.”
Again my mother laughed. “Did she practice her voodoo on you?”
I bristled at her comment, feeling it was too close to home. “Yeah, she did.” I stood over my mother, hovering, trying to muster the courage to ask what was on my mind. “Um, mom, what happened to Aunt Jeannie’s mother?”
Her shoulders tensed against the couch cushions and her disposition changed. “I think it’s getting late, and it’s time for you to head up.”
Her words sounded like a reprimand. Why was this topic off limits? “Yeah, okay,” I said, uncomfortable with the shift of emotion in the room.
“Night.”
I walked upstairs and hesitated outside my bedroom door. Evan and I had a lot to talk about, and I wasn’t sure if I was ready. I had the feeling things were about to change, and I’d just gotten used to life as it was. After a couple more minutes of procrastinating I mustered up courage and opened the door. He was waiting.
“Hey,” I said, determined to meet this head-on.
“You’ve been avoiding me.” Okay, I guess he planned to meet this head-on as well.
I dropped on the bed and lay on my back, my eyes on the painted wooden slats of my ceiling. “You’re right. I was avoiding you.”
“Why, what happened?”
I spread my arms to the side, letting my fingers grip the edges of the mattress. I needed something to hold onto. “Connor and I talked like you wanted us to. He told me about his past and how he sees ghosts, also. Not just one, but several. And they aren’t like you. They sound harsh and scary.”
Exhausted, I crawled to the top of my bed and turned off the lamp on the bedside table before curling up on my pillow. I wished he would argue and tell me Connor was crazy and to stay away, but his silence was deafening. Tears burned my eyes.
“He says you need something from me. That you’re stuck and you can’t leave until I help you.” I wiped my nose on the quilt lying underneath me. “But, you’ve been here for months and you told me you were here to help me. Not the other way around, and now this guy—this jacked-up, crazy, house-burning guy—tells me he sees ghosts, too, and that everything I thought about me and you was wrong and I just don’t know what to do.”
I cried harder now, all the anger and frustration pouring out into the dark room. It was quiet, so quiet, that I thought maybe Evan had left—that he had fled to whatever other place it was he went to—but once I calmed down, I heard him. His voice was close and he stroked my hair.
“I don’t know what to do either,” he whispered, causing my heart to clench, because the sincerity was clear in the darkness and if he didn’t know what to do, then we were both lost.

“HOW WAS YOUR final?” Ava asked as we sat in the cafeteria. Math was my weakest subject and I’d been complaining about the upcoming exam since Thanksgiving.
“Meh, sucked,” I said, wrinkling my nose in distaste. “I think I passed, at least. It’s all I can hope for.”
Ava popped open her soda and gestured behind me. “He’s watching you again.”
This had become a daily ritual and I refused to take the bait. Instead I shook my head and blushed. 
The final two weeks before break went by in a blur of exams, holiday activities, and Connor and I ignoring one another at school. To add to the stress, Evan and I tiptoed on eggshells at home. I refused to speak to Connor, which wasn’t a big deal, because other than random stare-down moments in the cafeteria and art class, he pretended that he didn’t know I existed.
“Oh, gross,” Ava said, pulling out her study notes for her next exam. “I think my eyes are burning.”
“What?”
Her eyes flicked over my shoulder again. “Allison Morgan. Yech.”
This of course made me look, and a bad taste I couldn’t identify filled my mouth. If I was honest, I would admit it was jealousy. If not, I would go with disgust. I was surprised to see her sitting at Connor’s table with his friends; they didn’t seem like they would run in the same crowd. I watched her shift her chair closer to his and even brush a strand of hair off his forehead.
“That’s new,” I muttered, turning back to my peanut butter sandwich. I’d seen them that one day in the hall, but other than that—nothing. Certainly not sitting together at lunch.
“It is new,” she said and turned to the girl next to her, Julia, fishing for gossip. Our school definitely divided into cliques, and Connor and Allison were not in the same group.
“What?” Julia asked, causing us to shift our attention.
Julia was short and curvy, with gorgeous, long, red hair. Notorious for knowing all the school gossip, she constantly had her phone out, either texting or checking her email. I had a couple of classes with her, and ever since Ava and I had become friendly she had opened up a bit more with me.
Ava gestured to Connor and Allison across the room. “Oh. That. I saw them in the hallway together after my history class. Normally, I would agree it’s suspicious. Why would she go anywhere near that mess? But I don’t know, have you seen him since he came back? He’s mega hot.”
I didn’t need to look to nod my head in agreement. Any girl in school would want to go out with Connor—well, that is, once they moved past the record and violent behavior. Oh, and you know, the ghost thing.
Julia continued, happy to have something interesting to talk about, “Plus, he’s older and you can tell. He’s bigger than the other guys, and did you notice his beard? I bet his friends are jealous he manages to grow actual facial hair and not the patchy scruff they try to pass off.” She snorted with laughter. It was true. There was an epidemic of spotty beards around the school.
This time, I was dying to look and see his beard. From what I’d seen, he had stopped shaving entirely. Before I gave in to temptation, I asked, “What do you mean he’s older?”
Ava and Julia both shrugged. “He’s at least eighteen, I think,” Ava said, looking at Julia, who nodded in confirmation.
“Eighteen? But he’s in a couple of my classes and seems pretty smart - did he get held back?”
Julia had just popped a chocolate-covered granola bar in her mouth and held a finger up for me to wait while she chewed. She swallowed and then gulped down a swig of juice. “Last year, before he went to boot camp, or wherever, he missed a lot of school. I don’t know if he was skipping or not, but I think he got way behind.”
“So he should be a senior?”
“Yeah, basically he lost a year of school having his ‘breakdown’ or whatever it was.” Julia and I made eye contact on the word ‘breakdown’ and she ducked her head and picked her phone up off the table and moved her fingers across the touch screen.
I considered what Julia said. It made sense that he was older. He seemed older, and not only because of his ability to grow facial hair (although that didn’t hurt). There was an air of seriousness, or maturity that surrounded him even when he looked like he was trying to have fun.
“So,” Ava began, in an obvious attempt to redirect the conversation, “are you guys going to the tree lighting this weekend?” 
“I’m not sure,” I said, unfamiliar with the event. “I’m going to spend some time helping my mom and dad in their shop over break. They’re hoping the holidays will be busy.”
“You should come then! The tree is right there near their shop, in the little square, by the gazebo.”
Never looking away from her phone, Julia jumped in, “It’s slammed—the whole area is just packed with people, but it’s fun. After they light the tree, they have hot chocolate, cookies and stuff. You guys want to meet down there?”
Ava thought this was a great idea. “Let’s meet at your parents’ shop, Jane, then we can go from there. And go ahead and tell your mom you’re spending the night with me. There are several parties that night we can go to.”
“Are you sure?” I asked, surprised they included me so easily.
Both girls rolled their eyes and laughed. “Of course, silly, it will be great.”
Before we could make further plans the bell rang, causing us to jump in our seats. I gathered my things, feeling better and more accepted than I had in a long time.

“JANE, CAN YOU COME here for a minute?”
Ms. Anderson’s voice carried over the low rumble of the class. Assignments were complete and there was little the teachers could do to control the students and their over-excited behavior.
I hopped off of my stool and wove through the tables and students to get to her desk. Halfway there, I heard her voice rise again. “Connor? You, too—come here please.”
Uh-oh.
She held two large pieces of white paper in her hands. I could guess which portraits they were.
“Did you two know you drew the same subject?” she asked, lifting the two papers into the air for us to see. It was definitely the same person, but our approach was very different. Mine had light shading and Evan’s eyes were bright, reflecting a smile on his face. I loved Evan like this. It wasn’t often, recently, and that seemed to encourage me even further to capture this aspect in the drawing. Like I was documenting that he could be happy.
Connor’s portrait was definitely of Evan, but the lines and shading were different. They were dark and angry. He drew Evan’s eyes down and narrowed. Menacing. I couldn’t relate to this person.
Ms. Anderson shook the papers in front of us and said, “Did you? Realize you chose the same subject?”
I didn’t know how to answer. What if she wanted to know who he was or how we knew him? My eyes flicked to Connor’s and I was met with a cold, blue stare. “Of course,” he said, the intensity leaving his eyes as he grinned at Ms. Anderson. He was flirting with her. Wow. “Jane told me she was going to draw him and I wanted to as well, so we thought it would be interesting to see how our techniques would turn out differently.”
She looked at me expectantly, as if waiting for confirmation. “Yes, we thought it would be interesting,” I repeated, realizing too late I sounded a bit robotic. Why did he do this to me? Why did he make me act like an idiot? I ground my teeth to keep from screaming.
Our teacher reacted with more enthusiasm than I expected. “You definitely accomplished that.” Her quick fingers pointed out some differences in the drawings. “You’re both talented, although your styles are different. It’s a perfect example of artist perspective. Okay, that’s all, I was just wondering.”
She placed the papers on the large stack by her desk and dismissed us with a wave of her hand.
I brushed past him on my way back to my desk, but I could feel him on my heels. No one noticed us. The entire class was busy talking or laughing, discussing plans for the holidays. I was about to move around to my seat when I felt a tug at the back of my shirt, yanking me to a stop. I spun, knowing it was him and braced myself for the hard, annoyed look he constantly gave me and whatever else it was he wanted to say.
“What?”
Instead of hostility though, I caught a glimpse of that other Connor, the one I’d seen at the museum. His eyes and jaw softened. “If I don’t see you again, have a nice holiday. And if you need someone to talk to, you can always call me, okay?” 
His voice was low and quiet under the noisy students. Paranoia flared again, but I swallowed it back. “Thanks,” I said, trying to keep my voice even.
The truce between us was shattered, though, when Connor’s name was called by a friend and his caring, friendly expression was replaced by his trademark smirk and he sauntered off, leaving me breathless and wondering what had just occurred.








“TURN LEFT AT THE stoplight,” Evan directed, while I drove my mother’s car down the street. He wouldn’t tell me exactly where we were going. We were still in the city, but farther downtown.
“Okay, once we turn, then you’ll need to find a parking place on the street.” I did as I was told, completely unfamiliar with the area. School was out, and that morning when I got up Evan told me to ask my mom for the car to run some errands. He had a surprise.
I found a spot and after three tries, managed to parallel park. We both laughed when I hit the curb and the car bounced unevenly. “I’m so bad at this,” I said, finally shifting the car in park.
“You really are.”
“Shut up.”
But we both smiled for the first time in days. I stepped out of the car and onto the sidewalk and zipped up my jacket and secured my hat over my hair. It wasn’t too cold, but cold enough. It was good just to spend time alone with him. He rummaged under the seat for something, pulling out a bag that he then handed to me.
I peeked inside. “Bread?”
“For the ducks.”
“We’re going to feed ducks?” I kind of wanted to jump up and down little-girl style. This should be fun.
“Yes, the park is down the street.”
At the end of the street there was a path that cut between some houses, and when we came out the other side, we were in the park. Sprawling grass and biking trails in the middle of tall buildings and traffic. Private yet public. Perfect for me and Evan.
“The lake’s this way.” He turned down one of the side paths, taking us past the old bath house and a little dock where people fished.
“How did you know I have a bizarre fascination with feeding ducks?” I asked. 
“You may have mentioned it, once or twice.”
I followed Evan to a wall made of large, granite squares. I dug into the bag of bread and picked off small pieces and threw them in the water. The ducks, which were watching and waiting, swam right over and fought over the floating pieces.
I said, “My mom is going to be so confused when she looks for the bread tomorrow.”
“Just tell her I took it.”
Smartass.
“Ha, ha. Yeah, okay.” I rolled my eyes.
While feeding the ducks Evan said, “My mother used to bring my sisters and me out here on her day off from work.”
I stiffened. Evan never spoke of his family. I had a million questions, but was afraid to push.
“Even when I was older,” he found a rock and tossed it in the water. It landed with a loud plop. “We came here every week.”
“That’s nice.”
“She would pack a lunch and we would sit over there.” He pointed to a grassy spot near the beach. “The girls would play in the sand and I would read or bring my football.”
“We never really went to the park,” I said. 
“No?”
 “No, not at our old house. If we came to the city, my mom preferred museums and stuff. Like now.”
Evan crossed his legs under his body and leaned his elbows on his legs. “My mom was a good mom.”
That was an odd thing to say. “I’m sure she was.”
“She made us cookies and cakes on our birthdays. She took care of us after our dad was gone. It was just hard for her.”
Evan’s eyes focused on the small beach across the lake, where kids were playing. There was one little girl with wild blonde hair flying around her head. She was drawing in the sand with a large stick. It was too cold to get in the water but the others were on the edge, throwing sticks and rocks. Two moms talked on a bench and another sat alone on a blanket reading a book. It was all very serene.
“I can see why you liked coming here,” I said.
I threw the last pieces of bread in the water and watched the ducks fight and fuss over it. I hoped Evan would say more but he remained quiet.
“You ready?” I asked, standing up to get away from the ducks, who clamored for more.
He pulled his eyes from the lake. “Yeah.”
We took the trail back, but just before we transitioned from the park to the street I stopped him and looked up into his sad, gray eyes. “Thanks for taking me there. I love to hear about you and your family.”
He looked away, breaking eye contact. I moved back in his line of vision. “You can tell me anything. You know that, right?”
He agreed, but it was forced. For the first time I thought Connor may be right. That Evan was hiding something from me and there was more to our relationship than I thought. 

RELIEVED THE SEMESTER was behind me, I helped my parents at their shop. The entire place was decorated with bright, retro holiday decorations. Silver and blue crystals dangled from the ceiling and there were lights wrapped around every surface my mother could find. I always knew she was artistic, like Aunt Jeannie, but it was still surprising for someone who spent the first half of her career as a lawyer. I was impressed.
“Do we have any more of the large boxes?” I asked my mother as she helped a customer. It was Saturday night, and the store was packed with shoppers out for the tree lighting later in the evening. As tired as we were, mom had a bright smile on her face and bounced in time to the music playing throughout the store.
“Excuse me,” she said to the man, handing back his credit card. He made a large purchase, a large collage painting by one of her best-selling artists. It needed wrapping. “In the back room, under the table.”
I skirted past her and passed through the door leading to the back storage room and office area. It was a total disaster and part of my holiday job would, unfortunately, be helping my parents with inventory and organization. I got paid, though, ten bucks an hour, so I tried not to complain.
Working for them was definitely better than finding a “real job” at minimum wage. 
Evan waited for me in the room, next to the table where the boxes were held. “Having fun?” The playful smirk was enough for me to make a face.
“It’s okay. What’s going on?” I asked, which was stupid because he was a ghost and ghosts don’t really do anything.
“I don’t know.” he said, watching me as I struggled to get the box out of the plastic straps holding them together in a bundle. “You’re busy all the time. I’m bored.”
I offered a sympathetic grin. “I know. You know how the holidays are. Things get busy.” I regretted the words immediately. Of course he knew. And of course he was bored. And lonely. “I’m sor—”
“Jane?” my mother called from up front. “Did you find the box?”
“I have to run, but we’ll talk later, okay?
“Okay.” He was unable to hide the hurt from his face.
Emerging from the back, I handed my mother the box and saw the store had filled with more customers, including Ava and Julia. Ava had her long hair tucked into a rainbow-striped knit hat and wore matching gloves. Julia checked her phone. I waved from behind the counter.
“Are those your friends?” my mom asked.
“Yeah.” I called them over and made introductions.
“I love your store, Mrs. Watts,” Ava said. 
“Thank you.” This made my mother beam. She was so proud of her store. “It’s been hard work, but worth it.”
“Mom, the tree lighting starts soon, so I’m going out with the girls, okay?”
“Sounds good—and you’re spending the night afterward? With Ava?”
“Yes, I live on Church Street, just a couple blocks away.” 
“How will you get there?” Here we go—my mother the lawyer. She couldn’t help but to go into inquisitor mode.
Ava spoke up, “Oh, I have a car. It’s over in the lot by the park. We’ll just stay for a while at the tree lighting and then for refreshments. We’ll go right home after that.”
Luckily my mother was asked a question by a customer, who took her off to another part of the store. I went to get my bag and whispered goodbye while she explained the details of the one-of-a-kind piece of artwork the woman was interested in.
After stashing my bag in the car I retrieved my own stocking cap out of my purse and tugged on my gloves. It was cold, not freezing, but perfect for the tree lighting and working up some holiday spirit. We walked down to the tree and watched the children’s choirs sing carols and the mayor flipping the switch to ignite the hundreds of twinkling lights. Once they were lit, Julia asked, “Where should we go from here? Your house or over to Brennan’s?”
Ava and I shared a look. Julia was definitely crushing on Brennan, a senior on the baseball team. Crushing hard.
“Shut up,” she said, but a guilty smile twitched at her lip.
“Let’s go to the party, things are winding down here anyway.” I rubbed my gloved hands together. “Plus my hands are freezing!”
The three of us piled into Ava’s SUV and she cranked the heat. It only took us a couple of minutes to get to Brennan’s house. 
“Wow, he lives here?” I asked, peering out the window at the enormous historic home. It definitely qualified as a mansion. I knew some of my classmates came from wealthy families, but this was extreme. The house was a dark red brick, with a huge wraparound porch. The upper floor was framed by two rounded rooms that peaked at the top. Wreaths and an enormous tree filled every window.
Julia began fixing her hair in the rear view mirror. “Yeah, it’s pretty amazing. His dad is like an internet genius or something. And his mom is some kind of author,” Ava said, pulling out her lip gloss and rolling it across her lips. She saw me watching and handed it over. “You can never be too prepared. Here.”
“Unlikely.” But I accepted the thin pink and green tube anyway, and rubbed it across my lips. It tasted like mint. “Thanks.”
“Ready?” Julia asked, opening her door. I followed, but fighting my nerves. I wondered what waited inside. Mean girls or cute boys? Keg stands and Jell-O shots? The possibilities were endless.
Ava seemed to understand my apprehension. “Come on, I won’t leave your side, I promise.” She hooked her arm with mine and we navigated the imposing steps to the huge porch.
Once inside, I forced myself not to over-analyze anyone’s reaction to our arrival. I convinced myself that if someone noticed me, it wasn’t in judgment. The scene was like every other high school party I’d been to at my old school or had even seen on television. Kids everywhere, trash strewn about. Boys were acting like dorks and girls eyeing them like they were prime material for possible dates to prom. Who were they to judge?
I shuddered as I watched one kid in the kitchen actually attempt to drink an entire bottle of hot sauce and wash it down with beer. Some girl from my Spanish class was encouraging him and rubbing his back. “Yeah, he’s a keeper. Gross,” I said to Ava. The boy bent over the sink, on the verge of puking.
We moved through the house and stood by the huge stone fireplace, away from the crowd in the kitchen, watching some kids play video games. Festive red plastic party cups in hand, we sipped the murky concoction that we’d found in a huge vat on the kitchen counter. It tasted like a disgusting mixture of fruit punch and cough syrup. At this point I didn’t really care. I just hoped to settle my nerves. 
“This stuff tastes horrible,” I said to Ava, after taking a gulp and wincing at the flavor.
Julia ditched us the minute we got our drinks and was currently perched on the couch, watching the games. Her eyes were glued to Brennan. 
Ava gestured to Brennan. “Notice how he keeps talking to that guy, George? He talks to him, but keeps looking at Julia. George, on the other hand, isn’t afraid to sit next to her.”
I watched the scenario in front of me unfold. George was next to Julia on the couch and Brennan came to sit down to talk. Well, not so much talk as harass. “I think he’ll talk to her in the next thirty seconds. He just made an excuse to move closer to her.”
“I’ll take that bet,” Ava said. “No way he talks to her yet. Look at him, he’s about to bust out of his skin. I think the two guys will be in a full-out wrestling match on the ground within a minute.”
“Deal. If I win, you have to go talk to Christian over there.” I pointed to the slim boy sitting on the floor watching the game. “Don’t think I haven’t been watching you two make eyes at one another all month in Art.”
Ava’s eyes widened. She didn’t know how obvious the two of them were. “Fine,” she retorted, pretending to be offended, “but if I win you have to talk to Connor.”
“What?” I asked, searching the room. I hadn’t seen him at the party. “He’s here?” My heart kick-started and my palms became damp with sweat. Crap.
“He’s on the back porch. Allison Morgan is out there, too. Blech.”
My face flushed, even though Ava couldn’t begin to comprehend the extent of our relationship with one another. 
“Deal.” 
Ava checked her watch and said, “Go.” At the twenty-second mark Brennan had made no moves to speak to Julia at all, even though it was clear he was aware of her. 
“You’re losing,” Ava announced and pointed at them. “Watch.” Julia said something to the both of the boys fifteen seconds later and with one look in her direction they flew over the couch and began tussling on the hardwoods.
I watched the two idiots rolling on the floor in astonishment. “Okay! You win! But really, how did you know they were going to start wrestling?” I asked, amazed by her accuracy.
“I have two older brothers, and have watched them circle around girls for years. One thing I learned is that once they hit thirteen or so, all the blood in their body travels directly to their…” She gestured with her hands toward her pelvis and quirked an eyebrow. “Well, you know. They also basically want to touch any girl near them, all the time, yet they do have enough brain cells left to understand this is not socially appropriate. So instead they run around to get that blood flowing and touch each other instead. It’s ridiculous, but true. I swear.”
My mouth hung open in disbelief. “Are you serious?” I had no older brothers. I only had Evan who, as far as I knew, no longer had hormones. 
I thought about him in my room at night.
I hoped he no longer had hormones.
“Absolutely. See, they got it out of their systems and can now function properly.” We assessed the boys who helped each other off the floor, and this time Brennan sat next to Julia and even spoke to her.
“Huh,” I said.
“Oh! She just made a move. Subtle, yet there,” Ava said, and I held my cup to my mouth to hide my laughter.
“Noted. It’s the patented, ‘Oh, you have something on your shoulder, I need to brush it off’ move.”
“Well, it is a classic.” She nodded her approval.
“I can’t tell what he’s going to do, though. He seems conflicted. His eyes are on the TV but his body…well, he appears to be moving closer. I could be wrong, though.”
We continued watching for a couple minutes, mocking the couple in front of us, and I didn’t notice we were no longer alone. Someone knocked my elbow, jostling my drink.
“Hi.”
“Um…” Yes. Um. 
“Hey, Connor, what’s up?” Ava, of course, had no problem with his presence.
“Not much. Just coming to see what you two are smiling about.” I kept my eyes focused on the crowd but, as usual, it was too hard to resist looking at him for long. I glanced in his direction and took him in. Increasingly unkempt hair, dark, olive-green sweater with a wide stripe across the chest and faded, worn jeans. He looked good. Really good, and I tried not to embarrass myself, but I doubted it was possible.
“Just watching the love connection on the couch. Your boy Brennan decided to finally make a move on Julia,” Ava said, pointing to the couch.
Connor’s intense blue eyes studied the pair. “It’s about time.”
“You missed the wrestling match,” she said. I was envious of Ava’s ability to speak to him so casually. But of course, she didn’t know everything I did.
“What match?”
I waited for Ava to respond but I realized he was staring at me. “Um…Ava was just telling me her opinion about how George and Brennan wrestling on the ground like a pair of monkeys really has to do with a girl.”
Connor’s lip quirked at the corner of his mouth. “Really? I’d love to hear more about that.”
“Um…well.” I looked behind me for help from Ava but blanched when I realized she was involved in a conversation with another girl. Damn her. “You know, I’m gonna call girl code on that one. Sorry.”
“Girl code?”
“Yeah, you know, things just between girls, about boys, that we can’t share. I’m sure you and your group of delinquents have a similar system.” And there we go. Out of one sticky situation and directly into another.
Connor stared at me for a moment, the smirk still on his face. StopbeingsohotSTOPBEINGSOHOT. “You keep bringing up my past, Jane. It makes me wonder if you have a thing for guys like me.”
“Like you,” I repeated, trying to control my breathing.
He leaned against the wall, crossing his arms over his chest and said, “Yep.” Smug jerk.
“I don’t. Don’t worry.”
“Are you sure? Because, I’m okay with it if you do. I can keep up that image if you find it attractive.” He’d dipped his head low, so that only I could hear him. His body was so close I could feel his knees as they knocked into my legs.
“Stop it. Stop playing games with me Connor Jacobs.” Lowering my voice I said, “You and I have something in common, right?” He waited, eyes narrowed. “Well, I never tore up my house or skipped school or had to go to a hospital to deal with it. I’m managing my problem, and trying to function appropriately. Stop trying to drag me down to your level.”
The words came out harsh and ugly. I didn’t even mean them—I just couldn’t handle my reaction to him. My stupid crush, one that he would never return. No one paid attention to me at this school, and he was the last one I wanted it from, yet at the same time I craved him. 
My fist was balled at my side, bracing myself for his retaliation, and I gasped when he took the drink away from me and wrapped one of his large hands around my wrist and tugged me out of the room. In a heartbeat we were down the hall, slipping into the butler’s pantry near the kitchen. The room was dark and empty and he set my drink down on the counter top. I could barely make out Connor’s features from the light that spilled in from the hallway, but from what I could see, he wasn’t angry.
He dropped my hand and ran it over his face. “I’m not playing games with you, Jane. I don’t know what you’re so scared of, but it shouldn’t be me. I’ve tried being nice. I’ve tried ignoring you. I’ve followed you home. Made your ghost force you to talk to me. I’ve asked you to call. I’ve done everything I can to open the lines of communication here because…” His words dropped, and he turned away from me, banging his fist so hard on the countertop that I jumped.
“Because what?” I whispered, feeling horrible.
“Because, I,” he stopped, and I moved closer to hear him, “I need you. I need someone to talk to, who understands.” He spun around, facing me. His eyes were glassy and pained. “Those guys don’t get it,” he said, waving to the doorway. “And my family? I’m not allowed to talk about it. All the things I’ve seen. I just need someone to share this with and I suspect you do as well.”
Taking a deep breath, I stared at my feet. “Okay.”
“Okay?”
I glanced at his face and if I thought he looked good smirky and hostile, I was wrong. Hopeful was even more appealing. “Yeah, okay.”








THE MOMENT WE SHARED in the pantry was tense and definitely awkward. Connor laid himself bare for me—again. I was willing to give this a try, but I already knew trusting him would be difficult. 
“So, friends?” he asked, with the hint of a relief on his face.
I sighed and took a couple steps back. Things had gotten a little too close for comfort for a moment. “We’ll see. I’m willing to try this, but—”
“I know. I understand. I promise I won’t betray you.” His jaw was tense and serious. “Because that’s what this is about, right? You’re afraid I’m going to use this against you? Because I won’t. I can’t. You were right; I have to start dealing with this and begin functioning like a normal person.” 
“You are a normal person.” I said with my eyes on the floor, unable to maintain eye contact for more than a second. “And thank you. You can trust me, too. And I’ll stop with the delinquent jokes,” I glanced upward, “maybe.”
Connor reached for the cup on the counter and I watched, shocked, as he poured it down the drain. He crushed the plastic between his fingers and tossed it in the sink. “You don’t need to drink that crap. Trust me, it makes things worse.”
I had a hard time believing that. “So you don’t drink?”
He shook his head. “It, um…” he shoved his hands in his pockets, “doesn’t really work with my meds.”
“Oh.”
“The meds I take are supposed to make the voices go away.”
“Does it work?” I asked.
“Sometimes, but not with all of the ‘voices.’” He accentuated the word ‘voices’ with finger quotations. “It makes me less angry and a little more even-tempered, which helps to deal with everything.”
We stared at one another for a moment, fully aware that he had just revealed something very personal about himself, something I doubted any of his other friends knew. It was an offering.
“I’ll remember that,” I said, twisting the cuff of my shirt in my hands. I glanced at the door. “Ava’s probably wondering where I’ve been.”
“Yeah.”
“I’m sure your girlfriend is looking for you, too.” I think if I had a super power it would be to make an awkward situation more awkward. My ability to ruin a moment really was a curse.
His expression twisted in curiosity, but I used the opportunity to slip out of the room. I wasn’t ready to talk to him anymore, so I made my way back down the hallway. I did peek back to see him exit the room a couple of intentional seconds after I had. He didn’t follow me; instead he turned toward the kitchen. I couldn’t help but watch him go. His posture was tall and confident. There was no betrayal of the vulnerability he had just shown me.
As soon as I entered the room I found Ava, who beamed as she walked away from Christian. The older boy watched her walk toward me. Definitely interested. Go Ava. 
“So you talked to him anyway?” I asked, knowing she’d won the bet and didn’t have to.
Her grin was wide enough to see almost all her teeth. “He came over to me! Oh my God, he’s so cute,” she snuck a look over her shoulder, “don’t you think?”
I caught myself giggling with her. “Yes, absolutely. He has the prettiest hands of any boy I’ve ever seen.”
“I know! He plays guitar.” She sighed, swoony and silly. Ava’s crush made me feel a little better about the talk Connor and I had just had in the pantry. “Of course I would fall for a musician. Typical.”
I could relate.
“So, how was Connor?”
Grimacing and punching her in the arm I whispered, “Thanks a lot. Leaving me stranded with him!” 
“Like you would have done it on your own. What did he say?”
What did he say? That we formed a truce and a tentative friendship? That he needed me? My brain was still reeling around those words.
I shrugged. “Not much. He was okay.” I was such a liar.
Ava bumped my shoulder with hers. “I told you he liked you.”
“Whatever.”
She tossed her hair over her shoulder and placed her hands on her hips. “Jane! You’ve got to be kidding me. He’s definitely into you. I don’t know him well, but I do know he doesn’t waste time on girls he doesn’t like.” 
“So how long are we going to stay?” I asked, not even pretending I wasn’t changing the subject.
“Fine. Ignore me. I talked to my boy. You talked to yours. And, well,” she gestured to the combined bodies of Julia and Brennan on the couch, “I think we should take her home before she finds photos of herself online in the morning.”
“Yes,” I said, enjoying the lightness of the party and feeling relieved that Connor and I had now agreed to play nice. “I think our work here is done.” 

“WHAT’S YOUR NAME?” I asked the little girl standing next to me. Her hands were covered in gold paint and she had clumps of glitter in her dark hair.
“Jasmine,” she said, her brown eyes shining. She was adorable. The minute Ava and I walked in the door with our bags of art supplies, she had attached herself to my leg.
I smiled down at her, wishing we’d met under better circumstances. If she lived here then her life had to be difficult. “Jasmine? Like in the movie Aladdin?”
Pretty white teeth were exposed when she grinned. I assessed her project. “Do you think you covered it with enough paint?” I asked, touching the side of her star with my finger. “You missed a tiny spot right there.”
Jasmine bent her head down and smeared paint on the wooden star. We were making ornaments for the shelter Christmas tree, which was shoved in a corner of the main room. From what the shelter manager, Stephanie, told us, it was donated by a local church, but they needed ornaments for decoration.
I was in charge of the ornament table while Ava helped the children make cards for their mothers. She sat across the room with a small group of children on the floor with a pile of construction paper, markers, stickers, and glue. There were a total of fourteen children here, ranging from babies to around fifteen. After Jasmine completed her star, I helped several other children with theirs, and then sent them over to Ava to work on their cards.
“Excuse me,” I said to Stephanie, who carried a large load of laundry in her arms. “Can you tell me where I can wash out these brushes?” It was time to clean up and I figured I would get a head start while Ava finished with the children.
“Sure, follow me to the laundry room, there’s a work sink you can use.”
 With my hands full of dirty brushes and the water cups we’d used during the project, I followed the large woman down the hallway to a small room. There were three washers and dryers, a work sink and a large table for folding and ironing clothes. She gestured to the sink and I poured the dirty water down the drain and turned on the faucet. Testing the water first to make sure it wasn’t too hot or cold, I cleaned the paint off the brushes. Feeling the need to break the silence I said, “Thanks for letting us come today—the kids were great.”
She turned and gave me an amused look. She probably thought I was just a kid, too—which I guess I was. “No, thank you girls for coming. It’s hard to find activities for the children to do over the holiday. Their moms need to work and they aren’t allowed to leave the grounds. We become babysitters.”
I stuck a brush under the rushing water and watched the gold paint wash out of the bristles. “That’s too bad. Do most of the families spend the entire holiday here?”
Stephanie poured a large scoop of white detergent into the washing machine and set the dials. They clicked loudly as she found the right setting. “They do. It’s not safe for them to go home right now.”
I considered Evan’s words from before, that coming here was dangerous. I asked Stephanie a couple more questions, but she wasn’t very forthcoming and I felt like I was being nosy. I stopped my line of questioning once the washers filled with water since it became too loud to talk to each other anyway. Plus, my brushes were clean. As I gathered my supplies I said, “We need to get a form signed for school. Can we bring it to you before we leave?”
“Sure, hon,” she said, and told me to meet her in her office off the main room before we left.
I went to find Ava and the two of us packed up the rest of our supplies before giving the children their ornaments to hang on the tree. The kids ran to the tree, fighting for the best spot to place their ornament. “They’re so cute. Thanks for asking me to do this.”
Ava gave a thumbs up to a little boy hanging his star. “It was a lot of fun.”
“It was, but it was also sad. I hate seeing all these kids without a home. I don’t know how they do it.”
We stood beside a huge bulletin board covered in photographs. “There’s Jasmine,” Ava said, pointing at her picture.
I spotted some of the other children currently in the room pinned to the board. So many of the children and their mothers looked scared and so small in these pictures. There were blank stares and angry frowns. It was hard to look at, and I wondered why they were even posted.
An older girl walked over and pointed to her photo. “That’s me.”
“I can tell,” I said kindly. “Does everyone here have a photo on the wall?”
The girl, a year or so younger than me, although taller, said, “Yeah, once you check in Miss Stephanie takes your photo and hangs it up. These are all the different families that have come through here.”
My eyes scanned the wall, taking in child after child, and mother after mother, not realizing the impact of battered women and children until that moment. All of these were people on the run from someone who abused them. I fought to suppress a shudder, but it was useless.
Ava was now next to us, examining the wall of photos when she stopped and pointed to a picture. “Jane, isn’t that the guy from your drawing?”
“Who?” I asked, but there was only one guy in my life that Ava could know about and only one drawing she had seen. My stomach dropped and I instinctively wrapped an arm around my waist.
She made a face. “The guy, from your portrait, he looks just like this kid in this picture. Come here.”
I stared at the picture. It was glossy and rectangular like all the others. It was a photo of four people. A woman with dark blonde hair, tied back at her neck. Purple bags hung under her eyes and her hair was a mess. There were two girls, elementary school-aged, one with dark hair, cut short, and another with a curly mass of blonde hair framing her face.
And then there was the boy. Evan.
I blinked, thinking if I looked away it wouldn’t be true but it was him. There was nothing different; his hair and face, even the jeans he wore were the same as the ones I had seen him in right before Ava picked me up. I stared at his holey knee.
“That’s him, right?” Ava asked, interrupting my thoughts.
I couldn’t stop staring at the photograph. “No. Weird, huh?” I said. “I mean…it looks like him, doesn’t it? But no. That’s not him.”
My hands were clammy and I was hot—like I needed to take off my coat. What was he doing in that picture? Why was he here? 
“Are you okay?”
“Yes. No. I, um…” I felt light-headed and my eyes kept returning to the photos and the picture of Evan…at the shelter. “I’m just feeling a little strange, you know? I forgot to eat lunch.” I held up my volunteer form. “Can we just get these signed and go?”
Ava took the form from my hand and went into the office, leaving me standing next to the wall of photos. I didn’t even try to follow her. After only a minute Ava returned and handed me the signed form which I folded and shoved in my pocket. “Let’s go,” I said, already halfway across the room to the door.
“Are you sure you’re okay?” Ava asked as I walked to the car door, and slipped inside.
“I think that picture freaked me out,” I admitted.
I pressed my head to the window, letting the glass cool off my forehead. I wasn’t okay. I didn’t know what was going on. Or who Evan really was, or who he was before he died. It made sense now why Evan fought me about coming to the shelter. He didn’t want me to know. What I did know was that Connor was right—Evan needed something from me. I ignored Ava’s questions and comments as she exited the parking lot. My mind tried to wrap around how to handle this and how to confront Evan about the truth. I also knew, as much as I feared it, there was only one person who could help me.
Connor.








AVA DROPPED ME OFF at the curb with wishes for a merry Christmas. Somehow, I found the words to offer her the same, even though every time I opened my mouth I wanted to vomit. The last thing I wanted to do at this point was alienate the one friend I had managed to make in the last six months.
Well, the only one that didn’t involve an uneasy truce.
I ran up the stairs to the porch, ignoring the cheery signs of my mother’s holiday decorations as I passed. Evan surely knew what happened at the shelter. I could barely breathe without him commenting on it some days, and I was well aware that even though I couldn’t always see him, that didn’t mean he couldn’t see me. He didn’t want me to go to that shelter for a reason, and now I knew why.
My room was empty, as I had hoped, and it only took me a moment to find Connor’s number. I dialed the number on my cell with shaky hands before I lost my nerve. I sat at my desk chair and waited for him to pick up.
“Hello.” Loud noise filled the background—a TV or radio, making it hard to hear him.
“Connor?”
“Yes?”
“Hey, um, it’s Jane.”
I heard some shuffling in the background and the noise disappeared. “Jane? Is everything okay?”
The simple fact that he asked me caused the tears I’d held back in front of Ava to spill. “No…no. I’m not. Um…I found out something today and I’m freaking out and I don’t know what to do.” He was quiet; I could hear him breathing through the line while someone whispered in the background. “God. I’m sorry, um…I just, I found your number in the directory and you told me to call and I just…sorry—”
I hung up.
“Ugh,” I moaned as I sat back against the chair. What an idiot. Why had I called him? I mean, he said to call but he never actually gave me his number. Plus, there were other people around, he had a life…he was busy. I was sure he didn’t want his friends to know about our ‘relationship.’ The feeling was mutual.
Restless and embarrassed I tidied my room, stashing the paper I’d wrapped gifts in the night before and cleaning off my art table. Anything to distract myself. Evan had never told me that his family was in a shelter or that his mother had been abused. His death had been near the time of the photograph since he was wearing the same pants and he looked about the same age. How did I not know this? Why had I never encouraged him to tell me more? He knew everything about me and it seemed that I knew very little about him in return. 
I rummaged through my drawers and dug out a pair of scissors. With the scissors in one hand and a fistful of hair in the other I leaned into the mirror. One snip and the stress would melt away. Just one, I thought. No one would notice, no one alive that is. Evan would.
“Stupid Evan!” I said out loud. All this time Evan had been my one true confidant and now it seemed that wasn’t entirely true. Why didn’t he just tell me? “Come out, come out, wherever you are…coward,” I said. I shoved the scissors back in the drawer, pushing them under a notebook.
I stole another glance at myself in the mirror. My cheeks were red with tears and I had a smear of gold paint from earlier on my chin. I tugged my sweater over my head, making my hair slip out of the barrette that held it back. Pulling my T-shirt down, I gathered other clothes for a shower to prepare myself for my family for later. I stopped when I heard heavy steps on the stairs. Wiping my face, I ran my fingers though my hair, bracing myself to talk to my mother. My mind raced through cover stories when she knocked.
“Come in.”
In a last-ditch effort to avoid eye contact, I flipped open a magazine on the desk top and pretended to read. The old door opened with a creak and I waited for the onslaught of chatter.
It never came.
Instead, I heard the feet pause in the doorway and I glanced up. Connor stood there, fists shoved deep into his pockets. He was disheveled, as usual, in a ratty thermal shirt and stocking cap. Imposing and large in my small, angled room, he seemed out of place.
“What are you doing here?” I managed to get the question out in a calm voice. In reality I was freaking out at the sight of him in my room, especially when I looked like this.
“You called me.” He arched his eyebrow. “And hung up on me. I was worried.”
Heat flared up my cheeks. “Sorry. You didn’t have to come.”
Connor sighed and closed the door behind him. “Yeah, Jane, I did. What’s going on?”
After a couple of heavy breaths, I told him. I verbally vomited everything that had happened that afternoon at the shelter, including Evan’s weird behavior beforehand and his discouragement of even going in the first place. Connor stood at the door, never fully walking into the room, and listened intently to every word I said, not even interrupting to ask questions. I cried more than once and could only imagine how horrible I looked. I wasn’t a pretty crier. I was one of those blotchy-faced, red-eyed, ugly criers.
“Who let you in?” I asked when I finished.
“Your mom.”
“She told you to come up here?” I was surprised. I’d never had a boy visit before, and I was stunned she would just send him up to my room.
“I can be very charming when I put my mind to it.”
I snorted—I actually snorted. It went along with the tears and the snotty, crying, puffy face. I may as well repulse him all at once.
He didn’t seem repulsed though. He looked amused and worried and definitely a little awkward standing in the doorway, hunched because of the low, slanted ceiling.
I stood up. “Here, sit down,” offering him my desk chair because there was no way I could manage looking at him on my bed. He sat, spreading his long legs across the floor, and picked up a pen from the desk. I watched as he worked it though his fingers.
“What do you think?” he asked.
I still wasn’t sure. I was more hurt than anything else. “Why is Evan doing this to me?” I hoped I didn’t sound as devastated as I was.
Connor rested his elbow on the desk, took his cap off and ran his hand over his forehead and eyes. “I think—like I told you before—your ghost needs something.”
I didn’t like how he wouldn’t call Evan by his name. Even though I’d been the one to call him, I didn’t like how he assumed he knew more than I did. I wrapped my arms around my waist.
“Do you want to hear about my first ghost?” His voice was quiet, the confidence slipping.
“Yes.”
“It was this woman. She was beautiful. She had long, golden hair and the prettiest face.” He stretched his legs out, crossing one over the other. “I thought she was an angel. I really did. She was so beautiful.”
“How old were you?”
“I was fourteen.” Again, he kept his eyes from mine and fingered the pen. I tried to picture Connor at fourteen. Ava and Julia both commented on his growth and changed beauty since he returned. I imagined his long legs and arms on less broad shoulders, gawky and awkward.
“The first time she appeared to me I was in bed—sleeping. I thought she may have been a dream, I mean, I was fourteen and girls were definitely on my mind,” he blushed. “But I saw her again and she was suddenly just…everywhere. At first, she didn’t speak to me. I’m not sure if she knew she could, but one day I was alone in the kitchen and she just walked in and sat at the table and began talking.” I watched as Connor’s thumb traced over the edge of the desk, following the sharp edge from one side to the other.
“What did she say?”
“She said that she was lost and that they were searching, but not in the right place. And that she needed my help to get her back home.”
I had no idea what I was expecting, but that wasn’t so bad. Did Evan need my help finding something or someone? I could do that. “Did you help her?”
Hair flopped in his eyes as he shook it. “Not at first,” he looked at me expectantly, “I was only fourteen. I had no idea what she was talking about, in fact, my dad chose that moment to walk in and I asked him who the woman was at the table.”
My eyes widened in horror and my hand moved to my mouth. “You didn’t!”
“I did. Of course, he couldn’t see anything and I was so freaked out I just insisted she was there, over and over. Eventually, I broke down. I was so angry and confused. My parents put me to bed. They were worried. That prompted my first trip to the doctor.”
“Yeah, that sucks.”
He laughed, a genuine laugh that traveled to his eyes. “They thought…well, it doesn’t matter what they thought. She came back again asking for help. I remember lying on my bed, the desk lamp was on because I no longer could sleep with the lights off, and I saw her in my room. Standing by the window. Still beautiful, but so scary. I closed my eyes and asked her what she wanted, how could I make her go away. She told me what to do and I stopped fighting.”
I noticed that Connor’s shoulders slumped a little and he appeared almost guilty. “Did it work? How did you do it?” I wasn’t entirely sure I wanted to know, because I definitely knew I didn’t want Evan to leave.
“She told me her name. I snuck down to the family room and got on the computer and Googled her,” he said with a shrug. “It was easy.”
I stared at him. It had never even occurred to me to find out more about Evan. Truthfully, I had become so dependent on him so quickly. He was insistent this was a mutual relationship. I’d never even considered looking into his past beyond what he told me; until now I’d had no reason to doubt what he said, that it was an accident. A horrible accident.
“So you Googled her and found out what?” I asked, a little confused.
“I found out she had been missing for a couple weeks. That she had been last seen hiking on some trails outside of the city and that everyone was searching for her—her roommate and family.”
“Oh my God, what happened to her?”
“After I found this out, I went to her and explained this. She said she had fallen on the trail and hit her head. That she just wanted to go back home.” He leaned back in the chair, causing it to creak under his weight. “I don’t think she knew she was dead. Not really. So I had her explain to me where she was and how to find her. Then I looked up her family and found their information. They had been all over the news, searching for her. I called and told them how to find her.”
“And they did?” I asked. He was a tough kid. I doubted I would have made that call.
“Yeah, they found her—right where I told them to. Of course, the police and the family were sure I was involved.” He rubbed his hand on his beard, causing it to make scratchy noises in the otherwise quiet room. “There was no way I could have done it. I was too young, and the accident happened too far away from my house. My whereabouts were accounted for. I think in the end, the police and doctors and my family all just thought it was one of those random, unexplained things. But I felt bitter and angry that there was doubt, that I was somehow a liar.”
I could relate. You tell the truth and are punished. You tell a lie and everyone feels better but yourself. It was horrible. “So she went away?” I asked, wanting him to finish the story.
He chuckled darkly. “Yeah, she went away, but then the next one came. And he wasn’t as pretty or nice. And I was definitely on my own—I couldn’t tell anyone. Once he left there was another and then one day there were two at once and I just lost it, Jane. I totally and completely lost my shit.”
I leaned forward. “What? What did you do?” I knew what I had done and it was under less extreme circumstances. I glanced at the drawer holding the scissors.
“I started using drugs to dull everything. Weed made everything less of a hassle. The ghosts seemed to have a hard time getting through the haze. When they started following me to school I just ditched and stayed home to get high. My parents thought I was becoming a stoner, a dropout, and to them this was better than me being a kid who saw things.” Connor shrugged. “A druggie is better than crazy, I guess.”
“Is that when you started the fire?”
A look of pain crossed his face. “Later?”
I bit my bottom lip. “Okay.” I got off the bed, the springs creaking as I stood, and walked over to my dresser, pulling open the top drawer. Underwear and a purple bra fell out of the overstuffed drawer. Awesome.
To his credit, he kept his mouth shut and I focused on what I was looking for, not the fact I had just opened my underwear drawer in front of him. I needed a better hiding place.
I unearthed a wooden box, long and slender, and closed the drawer. I held it out to Connor, trying to steady my shaking hand.
“Open it.” 
He took the box from my hands. “What is it?” 
I sat back down and took a deep breath. “After I broke down the first time, the time it all hit the fan, I came home and cut off all my hair.”
His eyes flicked to my head, but otherwise he kept his emotions in check. “All of it?”
“Not all of it, I guess, but most of it.” I waited for him to open it and then I shut my eyes. I heard the soft creak of the metal hinges as it opened. “Evan and I got in a fight at school-a loud, public one. Mrs. Crawford was making referrals, my parents were in denial, and I just picked up the scissors and started hacking. With every piece that hit the floor, I relaxed.”
Connor was silent for a minute, staring into the box, until I heard the top close with a sharp snap.
“Jane…”
“Don’t say anything,” I interrupted. “Just understand that although sometimes I act like I’m strong and brave and better than you, I’m not. From what you’re telling me, I’ve had it way easier and I still cracked.”
“If it matters, I like your hair.”
Instead of responding, I redirected our topic. “Okay, well…what do you think I should do about Evan?”
“Jane, I don’t know how many ways to say it. You have to figure out what he wants.”
“But, what if he doesn’t want anything? What if he’s happy?”
“Would you be happy like that? Living between two worlds? Unable to touch and feel…stuck?”
“He’s not unhappy and he can touch me.”
Confusion filled his eyes. “Why, though? He shouldn’t be able to. They can’t touch.”
Ignoring him, I said it again. “He can touch me. It took awhile, but he can.”
“Can you touch him?” 
I shook my head.
“Can he touch anything else?” 
“Objects. Mostly small ones.”
“I don’t know if that’s good. That seems to break some kind of cosmic rule.” He stood up and began pacing across the small space. “He’s never hurt you, has he?”
“No! No.” I stood up now, too, irritated and annoyed at his questions. The peaceful moment we had just shared was gone. “Evan has never hurt me. He takes care of me. And you’re not being helpful at all.” We faced one another. He was so tall, he towered over me. 
Connor moved his hand to the back of his neck and scowled. “I’m trying. Let me talk to him. Maybe he’ll tell me. We can figure this out together.” He reached for my arm but I twisted away.
“Forget it,” I said, panic twisting in my stomach. 
He threw his hands in the air. “What? What are you talking about?”
“This.” I gestured between us. “This thing between us isn’t going to work. I’m sorry you had such a crappy situation. Seeing all the ghosts and you were so…” I paused, feeling horrible for him. “You were so young. But that’s not how it is for me. Evan obviously didn’t tell me about the shelter for a reason. I think I overreacted and he was just trying to protect me.” My eyes were focused on the ground because I couldn’t look at him. “I think you should go, and I promise I won’t tell anyone you were here or anything you said today.”
Connor stepped back—moving toward the door, his fingers gripped the edge of the wood. The muscles in his neck and jaw tightened. “Something’s off here and you know it. I won’t push, but don’t shut me out.” 
“Bye, Connor,” I said, gesturing to the door. He walked backward, never taking his pleading eyes off my own, but I held my ground until I heard his feet on the steps and the front door shut.








MY MOTHER BARELY LET me enter the kitchen before the questions started. Is that him? Connor? You didn’t tell me he’s older. He is older, right?
Boys didn’t look like that when I was in school—I think his beard may be thicker than your father’s. I hoped my face wasn’t too red, and gave one word responses to the barrage of questions while stirring the large crock of stew on the counter.
“So why did he come over?” she asked. My mother—always direct.
I wasn’t exactly sure how to answer that one, but I noticed her studying my blotchy eyes and red nose and knew I needed to come up with an answer fast before she got the wrong idea. 
“Volunteering at the shelter was hard today. Those kids are in a crappy situation.” I turned my back, breaking eye contact. “He called me and I told him I was upset and he just came over.” When I was finished lying I looked at her again. “I didn’t invite him. He just showed up.”
“Hmm,” was all she said, but by the way her nose wrinkled as she tossed the salad I could tell she had much more on her mind.
“It’s not like that.”
“Like what?” I fought the urge to roll my eyes at her coy, innocent-sounding questions.
“He doesn’t like me like that. We just…” I struggled for the words, “…we have things in common, but at the same time, we don’t really run in the same groups at school.”
She handed me the large wooden bowl and gestured for me to put it on the table. I moved the large, red poinsettia to the opposite end of the table and put the bowl in its place. “So he’s in your class?”
“He’s in my grade, but yes, I think he’s a year older,” I explained, concerned about how much to reveal about Connor and his past. She didn’t respond, though, and instead busied herself getting bread out of the oven and placing the steaming rolls in a basket on the counter. I decided to go for it. “I met him in Art class and then later, I saw him in the counselor’s office. I think maybe he’s had some…” I paused, searching for the right word, “problems like I did.”
This comment got my mother’s undivided attention and her eyes shot up to meet mine. “Problems?”
Unable to hold back, I sighed in frustration. “Yeah, he also meets with Mrs. Crawford. It’s nice to know someone else at school isn’t perfect.” And sees dead people, I wanted to add, but I clamped my mouth shut.
My mother strode toward me and engulfed me in a hug. I wasn’t surprised; she was an affectionate person, but this one was tight and a little desperate. We rarely spoke about my counseling and whenever we did, it was emotional. 
She stepped back but kept her hands on my shoulders. “You know you can always talk to me, right?” she asked, believing her own words. I knew better, though. She didn’t want to hear the truth. She thought Evan was gone—a bizarre manifestation of my rebellion.
I played along, though, because I loved my mother and she meant well. “I know. It’s different to have someone my age to talk to—someone at school who understands.” As I said the words, I acknowledged the power behind them. It was different, and I realized why Connor continued seeking me out, and why he showed up today. We needed each other. We needed living, breathing people to be with and talk to who understood.
Tears welled up again and she noticed, moving her thumbs up to wipe them away. “Okay. I understand,” she said. “Go upstairs and wipe your face. Dad will be home in a minute and we can eat. He’s closing up the shop for the holidays. We’re taking a couple days off.”
I smiled, thankful she understood, and happy that she didn’t push for once. I needed to talk to Evan, and then I had to talk to Connor and get this straightened out. We didn’t have to agree but we did need to support one another. There was no other way.

AFTER DINNER, I WALKED into my room and found Evan waiting for me. He was in his corner, quiet, yet offered a wry grin as I entered.
“Hi,” I said, dropping on my bed, causing the springs to squeak beneath my weight.
“Hey.”
I stared at his shirt and the jeans and his wavy blonde hair that all was exactly the same as in the photograph at the shelter. It struck me—harder than ever before—how young he had been when he died.
“Why didn’t you just tell me?” I asked finally, hating the rift between us, hoping that whatever he told me would make it go away.
Evan took a step out of the shadows. “I didn’t want you tainted by what happened to me. It was horrible. Someone like you should never have to know about something like that.”
I stared at him, annoyed at his protectiveness. Evan was technically younger than I was, frozen in time. “That’s not fair. You can’t infiltrate my life, know my secrets, but not share your own. It’s not how friendship works.”
Again, Evan moved closer until he stood right in front of me. “My secrets are scary and ugly. They’re dangerous. I don’t want you to know about them.” His eyes were tense and his jaw was tight. “Before, when I lived with…” He swallowed the words and started over. “Even at the shelter, where everyone knew where I came from, what I endured, I felt their pity. You never pitied me. You were the first person to accept me for me.”
I focused on my hands, using a nail to scrape paint from earlier off my fingers. He was right. I never pitied him. I was only happy he was here with me. “Please just tell me about yourself and who you were.” 
Evan moved back to the shadows and I thought he was leaving. Before I could protest, though, he spoke in hard, clipped words. “When I was eight, my father moved out of the house. He left us with my mother when my youngest sister was only a baby. My mom,” he paused to take a deep breath, “my mom took care of us alone until I was fifteen. Then she met him.”
I searched the dark corner to see his face. “Who? Who did she meet?”
“A guy. A jerk,” he said, his voice turning angry. “She met this guy at work and they started dating. I knew it though, from the very beginning, I knew he was trouble.”
“So he hurt your mom? He was abusive?”
“Yes,” he said, his hands balled into fists. “She just took it, time after time. I don’t know why.”
“Did he hurt you?”
Evan looked to the side and said, “Eventually my mother realized we had to get away from him and she moved us to the shelter. We stayed there for a couple months and my mom got a better job, and counseling, and eventually we moved back into our house. She kicked him out.”
He never answered my question, which scared me. I scrambled off the bed and stood before him. “Did he hurt you?”
“Not like that. Not like he hurt her.”
My stomach twisted in repulsion. “What does that mean?”
Again, he refused to look me in the eye, instead focusing somewhere over my shoulder. “It means that even though he never laid a hand on me, he is the one that did this.”
I put my hands on my head to control the spinning. What he said didn’t make sense. Evan died in a car accident. “But the car…”
“He did it. He came after us and he caused the accident.” He fought to keep his voice calm, but the rage was evident. “We thought we were safe, but he knew all along that he wouldn’t let her go. He wanted her back, and he would do it by any means necessary.”
I wiped my eyes and nose with my shirt. Why didn’t I know this from the beginning? How could we even talk about this? He was dead. He’d just described his death—his murder.
“Geez, Jane. God, don’t cry,” he muttered and took a step closer, reaching for my hand. “It’s okay. It’s done.”
“Okay. It’s done,” I repeated, trying to absorb his confidence, wiping my face again. “And your mom, she’s okay, right? That guy, he went to jail or whatever?”
Evan’s fingers tensed against mine, subtly, but it was there. “Right?”
 “No. She’s not okay and neither are the girls. And no, he didn’t go to jail.”
“What? How? Where are they?”
“They’re with him.”
I gasped, my hand moving over my mouth in surprise. “But why?”
Evan shrugged and dropped my hand, moving backward again into the shadows. His safe place.
“I wish I understood, Jane. I do. But my mother makes bad choices and I’m so worried about the girls.” He shoved his hands into his jean pockets and looked at me from under his lashes. “Connor’s right. I’m here for a reason.”
“What?” I whispered, clamping a hand around my churning stomach. 
“He was right. I should have left before when I had my chance, but I didn’t. I stayed, roaming, searching for my family, trying to find a way to make sure they were safe. But instead I found you, or was directed toward you by the forces that manage this world I’m in.”
“Forces?”
Evan sighed. “There are forces that guide us, trying to get us where we belong. I was directed to you. Obviously others are directed to Connor, and so on.”
“So, like Connor said, I’m supposed to help you?”
He shook his head and hands. “No! No. Just because I was sent to you doesn’t mean you’re supposed to help. I’m fine. I’m waiting and watching. It’s where I want to be.” I must have looked skeptical because he added, “I promise.”
I moved back over to my bed and sat down. “You’ll tell me though, right? If you need me?”
“Of course,” he assured, giving me a half smile that was supposed to make me feel better, but didn’t. “But it’s Christmas, and nothing between us has changed, and I want to make the best of it, okay?”
“Okay,” I said, getting up and going to my dresser and rummaging through the drawer for some clothes. I glanced in the mirror hanging on the wall and saw his reflection. Catching his eye, I asked, “Is that where you go? When you’re not here? To them?”
“I try. It’s not always easy to navigate and I have to use a lot of focus to find them. When I’m looking for someone else I tend to lose track of you for a minute, otherwise I can find you every time. It’s like there’s a homing device between me and you. You’re my anchor. But anyone else I have to search for, and often times it doesn’t work.”
I turned, holding my pajamas in hand and walked to the door. I paused with my hand on the knob and said, “I know what you mean.”
“What?”
“You’re my anchor, too. I feel it also. When you hurt, I hurt. Remember that. Don’t shut me out.” The irony of that statement wasn’t lost on me. I slipped out the door before he could respond.
I lingered in the bathroom, tying up my hair and washing my face. The hard tiles were cold under my feet, giving me a chill, but I knew that this wasn’t what was causing my unease. The story Evan had just shared was devastating and I didn’t know how to react. I stared at my red eyes in the mirror, pressing a cool cloth against them to lessen the swelling. 
“Ugh, I look like crap,” I said to myself, again a little horrified Connor had seen me this way.
I needed sleep. I changed clothes and returned to the room, ready for this horrible day to end. Before I even looked, I knew he was gone; his absence was evident in my heart. Now though, I knew where he was—which before tonight I would have found comforting. That was no longer the case. I climbed into bed and pulled the covers over my legs, exhausted mentally and physically from the long day. My chest hurt, knowing that he and I were bound, and knowing that it was wrong. I had a job to do and I needed to find the courage to do it.








“JANE, DEAR, COULD YOU go grab that plate of desserts and put it on the table?” my mother asked as she whirled through the room, energized by her party and guests.
Yep, New Year’s Eve and I was at home with my parents and their friends. It was so pathetic I wasn’t even embarrassed anymore, just resigned to it. I grabbed the tray of chocolate and fruit pastries from the kitchen counter and made my way through the men and women socializing in the house and placed it on the dining room table.
“Those look wonderful,” a woman with short brown hair said from her position next to the table. I think she owned a shop in the retail area near my parents’ gallery.
“They do, don’t they?” I said, not wanting to explain I had nothing to do with them, other than taking them out of the bakery box and arranging them on a plate.
“I’m Camille,” she said, offering me her hand. “I own the book store three doors down from your parents’ shop.”
“Oh! I’ve been in your shop. I bought several books there last fall.”
Did I ever say I was horrible at small talk with adults? In an attempt to not make further eye contact, I looked around the room, trying to formulate the words for a conversation before I escaped. Nothing came, so I settled on a weak grin. Camille, tall and curvy, with the brightest green eyes I’d ever seen, appeared unfazed by my social awkwardness.
“I love your shirt,” she said, eyeing the retro, red velvet shirt I’d paired with dark jeans and boots.
I tugged at my sleeves. “Thanks.”
More awkward silence filled the air between us before she spoke again. “So, what’s a girl your age doing here with us old folks?” she asked, popping a white glazed tart in her mouth.
Did she think I wanted to be here? I swallowed back the sarcasm that threatened to explode from my mouth. Instead I said, “I just thought I’d stick close to home—that’s all.”
Truth was I’d tried to make other plans. I called Ava to see if she wanted to do something, but her family was on their annual ski trip. After that I even nervously called Julia, but she was on a date with Brennan. About three blocks over was a party hosted by a girl in my class, and though it was open to everyone (even I got a message on Facebook), I wasn’t comfortable going alone. To be fair, I’d also received an invitation to visit and party with friends from my old school. Grace (former BFF and current complicated-friend situation) called and practically begged me to go, but as I listened to her talk about boys I didn’t know and gossip I didn’t care about, I declined, pretending I had obligations here. I stared at this normal, middle-aged woman attempting to make small talk with me, and realized anything would have been better than this.
I waited for Camille to respond with sympathy about my lack of social life, but instead her focus seemed to be on something over my shoulder. I turned, expecting to find Evan, but instead she stared at a painting from Jeannie propped over the fireplace. 
“That’s gorgeous,” she said, taking a step closer and looked between the painting and myself. “Oh! That’s you!”
“My aunt sent it to me for Christmas. She’s the artist.”
“She’s wonderful,” she exclaimed and studied me again. “She captured your spirit.”
The large package arrived on Christmas Eve, addressed to me. Inside was a collage, abstract of course, but it was me. There was no mistaking it. Jeannie had not only captured my spirit, but Evan’s as well. Bright colors of red surrounded the primary figure, followed by black. Each a piece of paper with one word written over and over again in heavy script.
I picked up a thick, iced brownie and said, “She’s very talented.”
Camille moved closer to the painting and up on her tiptoes. “What does that say?”
I shrugged. “I’m not sure. I couldn’t make out the word.”
She reached in her pocket and found a small pair of glasses and slipped them on. Smiling back at me she sighed and said, “When you get old your eyes fail,” which caused me to laugh a little because she looked far from old to me. She continued to examine the words, her eyes narrowed and tight.
“Oh, I see…”
“You do?”
“I think it’s just one word, written in different script, torn out of pieces of paper,” she replied, her finger hovering respectfully over the canvas.
“Really?” I asked, surprised. “What do you think it says?”
“It’s an odd word,” she said, worry lines appearing at the edges of her eyes. “I have no idea why she would use it.”
Fear tightened in my chest. What had my aunt seen? “What is it?”
Again, she pointed to the scattered letters. “It says ‘wraith.’”
Wraith. I’d never heard of this word. I shook my head in confusion. “I don’t…what does that mean?”
Camille took off her glasses, slipping them back in her pocket, and frowned a little. “I wouldn’t know either, but I’m a big reader. You don’t own a bookstore without a drastic love of books, but unless I’m mistaken it means, ‘ghost’. I have quite a large section on the occult at the store.” She glanced curiously at me and confessed, “A guilty pleasure.”
My heart lunged into my chest. “Ghost?”
 “Yes, or a variation of. Ghost, guardian…spiritual protector of sorts. Strange, don’t you think? Your aunt must be very creative.”
Awesome Jeannie—thanks for the heads up.”Yes, she is. She’s…eccentric. Always creating things that make little sense to anyone else.” My eyes swept the room and I saw several abandoned plates and cups on nearby surfaces. “Excuse me while I clean up a bit; my mother wanted me to keep this room tidy. It was nice meeting you.”
I grabbed the trash and dumped it in the can in the kitchen. Placing my hands on the counter, my eye caught the clock on the microwave and I saw it was 11:30 p.m. The last thing I wanted to experience was a room full of old people locking lips and ringing in the New Year, or even worse, talking to Camille about the painting. Before my mother could put me to work again, I escaped to the front hallway and grabbed my coat, gloves and hat before escaping to the front porch. Outside, I took a huge gulp of air, trying to swallow back the irritation and awkwardness of that moment with Camille. Wraith? I supposed I shouldn’t be surprised Jeannie knew more about my secret than I realized.
Tiny, white Christmas lights wound around the porch columns and a big, multi-pointed star hung at the top of the steps. The cooler air was a relief and I sat down on the wooden porch swing and tugged on my hat and gloves. I wrapped the long tails of my scarf around my neck and fought off a shiver from the cold. The swing creaked with the weight of my body, but I didn’t care; everyone else was inside and I just needed a moment to escape. I leaned back into the bench and tried to let the rocking motion soothe me.
I could hear the music drifting from inside and the occasional loud laughter of my father as he told stories to his friends. It was on nights like tonight that I missed the ease of my old friends and I wondered if I should have made more of an effort to reconnect with them. I missed Grace; it wasn’t that I didn’t like them anymore, but my life now was a million miles away from what it used to be.
Over the music, I heard the distinct sound of a heavy shuffle coming up the steps. A loud thud and a mumbled curse announced the late party-goer and I pushed my feet into the porch floor to still the swing, hoping maybe I would go unnoticed.
The figure ascended the top step and lumbered into the dimly lit porch and I realized with absolute surprise it was Connor. Butterflies exploded in my stomach. The swing jerked with my shock, which was enough to betray my whereabouts. He stood, tall and imposing, in a heavy wool coat that came below his waist and a dark cap over his ever-growing hair. Connor’s eyes met mine and a glimmer of a smile ghosted over his lips.
“Hey.”
“Hi?”
He loped in my direction, his hips loose and his feet dragging. Without asking, he landed on the swing, causing the springs to bounce and groan in protest.
I stared at him as he adjusted his black cap over his ears and asked, “Are you drunk?”
He leaned back on the swing and shrugged. “Yeah. I think so.”
I frowned. “What happened to not drinking alcohol while taking medication?”
Again he shrugged. “I’m eighteen. I’m allowed to make shitty decisions every once in a while.”
He rocked his knees, making the swing sway under his weight and his eyes were unfocused and halfway closed. I wanted to be annoyed that he showed up drunk and uninvited but I wasn’t. I found him comforting. Weird, but comforting. I knew it was wrong, because he made my chest hurt and my stomach roll, and we weren’t like that. But instead of arguing for once, I settled in next to him.
The music changed inside, to something slower. Between it and the gliding of the swing, I relaxed. Connor shifted and cleared his throat, his voice slicing through the night. “I was at that party—over on Sycamore. I wasn’t going to drink, you know, I just went to have a good time. Just to celebrate New Year’s Eve. Just be normal.” He paused, again fidgeting with the edge of his cap, tucking loose hairs under the fabric. “It was loud and Allison was there, and…and I just couldn’t take it anymore.”
Bitterness crept up my throat at the thought of Connor with Allison. I had no claim on him. None whatsoever, but I hurt just the same. “So, what? You just came here?”
“Yeah, I came here.”
“Am I that lame that you knew I’d be alone on New Year’s Eve?” I tried to keep the stink of pathetic-ness out of my voice. I failed.
“Nah. I just hoped you’d be here.”
“Why?” It was my turn to fidget as I pinched the gloved tips of my fingers.
Connor exhaled, causing fog to puff from his lips. “It’s minutes before the New Year, Jane. I didn’t want to spend it there. Not with them.”
If the implication behind his words wasn’t heavy enough, the look in his eyes spoke volumes.
“Oh.” I turned my head toward the road. Loud pops of fireworks echoed against the houses, followed by whoops from kids down the street.
I felt a tug on the end of my scarf. “Is that okay?”
Deliberately swallowing to buy time, I nodded. “Yes.”
The music died down completely inside the house and the party-goers grew louder and
it became clear we neared midnight. I stiffened next to Connor, caught in one of those awkward moments for a boy and girl next to one another, like standing under mistletoe or catching the bouquet at a wedding.
The voices inside became clearer as they counted down the seconds to the New Year, and I wrapped my fingers around the wooden seat of the bench because even though I wanted a kiss from Connor, I didn’t want it like this—out of obligation and under less-than-sober conditions.
There were loud cheers and laughter and the thunder of low-grade fireworks as the moment came. We heard the unmistakable pop of champagne corks as they loosened. Connor giggled drunkenly next to me and said, “God, this is awkward.”
My face flushed warm. “It is. It’s horrible.”
“What would you do if I kissed you?”
Yes! Please! Now? Sure! I shrugged, keeping my thoughts to myself. Connor pulled the tails of my scarf again so that I had to face him. Damn him and his cute drunken self. “Not now.”
“Not now,” he said. “Another day, then?”
I wanted to say yes, so badly. But I didn’t. “Maybe.”
He stared at me for a minute, his eyes shifting between my lips and my eyes. For a minute I thought he may do it anyway—and I would let him—but instead, he dropped the tails of my scarf and leaned back into the seat with a loud creak. The fireworks continued down the street, and they provided a distraction from the strangeness of the moment. Connor pulled off his hat, ran a hand though his hair, and tugged it back on. “So tell me, what are your resolutions for the year?”
I thought for a moment about how things had changed so much in my life. I wanted to move past this, grow stronger and accept this life that had chosen me. I tucked a wayward lock of hair under his cap, earning me a smile. “Owning it.”
“Good one,” he said, with a lazy nod. His meds and the alcohol must have merged, making him sleepy. I could see the edges of his nails rimmed in black paint when he rested his hands on his lap.
“You?”
He swung back and forth for a moment and then stood and stretched, running a hand over the thick, curling hair on his face. “Shaving. At least once a week.”
I couldn’t help but laugh. “That’s your resolution?”
“Yeah.” He laughed with me. “My mom hates it. I thought maybe I would do something for someone else.”
I stood next to him and narrowed my eyes as I considered his scruffy jaw.
“What?” he asked.
“Will it be gone next time I see you?” I asked.
“Yes. Tomorrow…well, today. It’ll be gone today.”
Courageous under the dim porch lights I removed my glove and tentatively motioned to his face. He granted permission by jutting his chin forward and I cupped the bottom of his jaw, stroking the fine hairs covering his face with my thumb.
“It’s softer than I thought,” I said, dropping my hand like it was on fire.
His hand caught mine and he squeezed. “Happy New Year, Jane.”
“Happy New Year.” 








WHEN I WAS THREE years old, my mother and I went to the grocery store. I don’t have many memories from that age, but I do recall standing in the middle of the automatic doors on a hot summer day, feeling the air conditioning pour out while my mom talked to another woman. She also made a big deal of pointing out the little girl with this woman who wore a shimmery Cinderella costume, including glittery blue shoes. I remember looking at my own shoes, dingy plastic flip flops, and coveting hers immediately. The first thing she said to me was, “I have more princess shoes at home. Do you want to come over and see them? I have yellow Belle ones, and green Tinkerbell ones, and red for Snow White and…” 
 I remember gaping at her, fascinated by the sheer amount of words that left her mouth in such a rush. That girl’s name was Grace and we would be in pre-school together. Little did I know, she would end up being my best friend.  
That was 14 years ago, and now Grace and I were sitting on my bed. Well, I was sitting, she was stretched across the bed, pajama-clad legs dangling off the side, ignoring the fact she was lying on candy bar wrappers and at least two magazines.
“Get off the potato chips!” I said, tugging the bag from under her elbow.
She moved just enough to release it, but was too busy flipping the pages of my yearbook to care.
“What about him?” she asked, pointing to picture of a kid in my geometry class.
“Um…no.”
“Why?”
“Because I’m pretty sure he’s gay.”
“What? Why?” she asked.
“Because,” I took the book from her and flipped two pages further and pointed at a kid in the third row of photos, “this is his boyfriend.”
Grace peered at the picture. “No. Way.”
I heaved off the bed and crossed the room. “I hate this song,” I said, thumbing through my iPod to change the music. I walked past the corner Evan usually occupied and wondered where he went after I banished him for the night.
Grace had come down for the weekend to visit. We’d spent the day shopping in the area near my parents’ gallery before eating out at a tapas restaurant. Luckily, her parents had no issues with her having a car, and she had been driving a small Toyota for the last year. At home, it didn’t take her long to find the yearbook on my bookshelf. The heavy book was from the year before—I wasn’t even in it since I missed picture day at the beginning of the year.
“How about this guy? He’s cute.”
I dropped back on the bed, bouncing the mattress under my weight. Holy crap. It was Connor. He must have taken the picture before he left school last fall. I snorted. “Yeah, that’s a no, also.”
“Why? He’s really cute.” She actually stroked his picture.
Yes, he was. “Yeah.”
I picked up a magazine. “So, how’s Drew?”
Grace looked up with a dreamy expression. Drew was her boyfriend, and they had been together for two years. They were joined at the hip. He was out of town with family for the holidays, which was the only way I got her to come for the entire weekend.
“He’s good.” Her freckled nose wrinkled when she said it and her neck turned a little pink. 
I’d noticed the ring on her finger earlier, but hadn’t said anything. “Is that new?”
She held out her hand and I analyzed the ring. It was made of silver and wrapped around her finger like a vine.
“He gave it to me for Christmas.”
I fingered it, pushing it around to see all sides. “It’s really pretty.” 
“Thanks,” she said withdrawing her hand. She settled her brown eyes on mine. “Come on, you have to like someone at school. Tell me.”
I blinked, breaking contact. I felt guilty keeping secrets from Grace. We’d been best friends since that day in the grocery store, but I couldn’t tell her about Evan. No one could know. I’d learned from that mistake, but there was no reason not to confess my crush on Connor.
“Well, there is a guy…” I lingered, going for dramatic effect.
“Shut up! I knew it. Who?” She shoved the yearbook at me.
“Believe it or not it was bachelor number two.” I turned the page and pointed my finger at a younger, much less serious-looking Connor in the book. I studied the picture closer. He may have been stoned.
“Oh! Yeah, not surprised. Like I said, he’s hot.” She inspected the photograph for a second longer. “So what’s going on with him? Have you made a move?”
“No!” I said, louder than necessary. Grace was fearless. Drew was two years older than us, but she was the one who asked him out in the first place. “We are friends, though,” I confessed. “And he’s a year older now. He looks better than that, believe it or not.”
“Are you regular ‘friends’ or are you we-really-want-to-hump-each-other-with abandon ‘friends’? There’s a difference and I need to know.”
My face burned and I punched her in the arm. “Grace!”
She shoved me back. “Ow! That’s gonna bruise, and oh my god! You totally want to hump him!”
“Shut up!” I said, faking my rage because I definitely wanted more than friendship but less than, well, humping. For now. “He kind of almost kissed me the other night. On New Year’s Eve.” 
“Almost? What does that even mean?”
I sighed. “He was drunk. And I was afraid he didn’t mean it.” I examined my hands. “I kinda freaked out, but it was still good.”
“So you chickened out.”
“I did not.”
“You did.”
I tried to act offended, but it didn’t work. She knew me too well. “Yeah, I chickened out.”
“He likes you back.”
“Maybe.” I twisted the thin flannel of my plaid pajama pants between my fingers. “I don’t know.” And I didn’t. He seemed like he liked me, but what did I know? He could just be a major flirt. I’d seen him with Allison, but when he was with me it was different. I rolled my eyes at myself. I’m sure Allison thought it was different with her, too.
“Guys suck. You should just ask him.” She pulled her hair out of the elastic band. I walked over to the dresser and picked up my hair brush, handing it to her before I sat back on the bed.
“No. It’s just…it’s complicated.”
She rolled her eyes. “Whatever. You know I don’t believe in wasting time. If you like him, go for it. Who can it hurt?”
I knew the answer. I could get hurt. But Grace didn’t know how vulnerable I was these days. I wasn’t the strong girl she knew from before. I was the girl who saw things, and cut off all my hair, and was attracted to boys who vandalized property. “I’m playing it by ear for now. Okay?”
She stared at me for a moment, but her face softened and she backed down. “Okay, but I expect updates.”
“Updates…yeah I can do updates.” But it was a lie, one more to go on top of all the other lies. Connor and I were too twisted—too meshed. There was no way to tell if he liked me for me or if he just wanted someone to confide in. Plus, there were other girls, like Allison, vying for his attention, and there was no way I could compete with that.
I reached for the bag of chips and shoved a handful in my mouth before swallowing it all down with soda. “So what did you get Drew for Christmas?”
“Oh, my god! You won’t believe it!” Grace started, and I lay back on my bed listening to my best—living—friend talk about the boy she loved.
 

SKIRTING AROUND THE GUY in front of me, I dropped my brushes into the sink and washed them carefully. Winter term had started, and in Art we had moved from drawing to painting, which was awesome, but required a bit more prep and clean up during class.
I felt a nudge on my shoulder, and looked up to see the profile of Connor’s face. His clean-shaven, smooth, angular face. A smile crept across my lips, but I didn’t speak. I wasn’t exactly sure of the protocol here.
We’d been back at school for three days, and this was the closest he had come to acknowledging me. He hadn’t stopped his staring, although now it wasn’t filled with hostility as much as amusement or interest perhaps, but we hadn’t spoken since New Year’s Eve. I could have been angry or upset, but I wasn’t. I hadn’t decided how I wanted to handle this, either. The two of us publicly announcing a friendship or anything else at school would have been certain drama, and neither of us wanted the attention. 
I definitely didn’t. Being a freak was bad enough. Being a freak with a psychopathic, albeit hot, friend was beyond social suicide.
So for now, we stood side by side, running our brushes under the stream of water for a couple of minutes before he shook off the excess water into the sink and returned the brushes into their container on the counter. I swear there was an intentional foot graze. By him, not me. Ducking my head, I bit my lip to keep hidden the wide grin threatening to rip across my face.
The water turned scalding and I jumped, rushing to make it cooler. Another classmate took Connor’s place, and I too squeezed the remaining water from my brushes and put them away before walking back to my seat.
Regardless of the circumstances of my new relationship with Connor, having another friend was a welcome change. I climbed onto my stool next to Ava, who gawked at me in shock.
“What was that all about?” she whispered, inclining her head toward Connor.
A small laugh escaped. “I have no idea—but I promise I’ll let you know when I do.”

THE FOLLOWING DAY, I was finishing up an assignment in English when a finger trailed across my desk. Connor walked through the row of desks and over to the teacher’s, where he placed his paper. He turned and arched an eyebrow in my direction. I tried to keep my internal swooning to a minimum.
“He likes you.” The cool rush of air that followed Evan, blew by my seat. I hadn’t seen him in days. Well, that wasn’t true. I’d seen him but hadn’t spoken to him. He lurked around the edges, always when someone else was around, and made his presence known without actually being available.
I tried not to take it personally. I was aware now of some of his hardships and where he went when he wasn’t with me. Plus, there was the simple fact I had two new things on my mind. Helping Evan, and this thing between me and Connor. I was looking at them both in a different light.
“Maybe,” I said.
“He does. And even though I admit it makes me a little jealous—for you to spend time with someone else,” he clarified, “I think it’s good. It’s a good thing.”
Connor walked back in my direction, taking the long way around, and as he neared my desk his eyes were glued behind me. Goosebumps rose on my arm in reaction to the fact he and Evan could see each other. It was weird and uncomfortable and I bent my head over my paper, focusing on my work instead of the strange scenario around me.
A folded, square piece of paper dropped on my desk. Before anyone else could see I knocked the paper into my lap. Holding onto it, I finished my work and got up to turn it in. Connor had returned to his seat—his feet were propped on the empty desk in front of him while he sketched. Before I returned to my own desk I wandered over to the trashcan and unfolded the paper he’d dropped. I read the messy script:
Meet me after 6th period in the library computer section.
My eyes flashed to Connor, who paid me no attention, and then to Evan, who was no longer there. Tearing the paper into small pieces, I dropped them into the trash and walked back to my seat, curious about the note and this boy and how everything in my life was changing again.

Library after school. Class project.
Be home ASAP.
This was the text I sent to my mother before I stepped into the library. I’d done nothing wrong, but I still felt guilty. I didn’t even know what we were doing here—if anything at all. Maybe Connor just wanted to talk to me without prying eyes. Maybe he needed to show me something for class. I suspected it was neither of those, but further thinking caused monster-sized butterflies to rumble through my stomach, so I kept my mind closed to other possibilities.
My phone vibrated my mother’s response—non-committal for the most part, other than directions to be home by dinner. I opened the wide, glass door and entered the library alone. Evan disappeared after Connor dropped me the note in English class. Now that I had his “blessing” of sorts, I felt a little better about spending time with Connor alone. Weird.
I passed the main desk and grinned politely to the librarian. The computers lined the back wall of the library, away from the floor-to-ceiling windows on the opposite side that over looked the athletic fields. Connor sat at one of the flat screens, rummaging through his dingy red backpack. He had a pen clamped between his teeth and with one fast glance over his features I noted how his hair was longer. It was more noticeable now that his beard was gone. The ends curled on his forehead and over his ears. The hair on his face grew fast, and I could already see dark shadows creeping under his jaw and chin.
As though he sensed me crossing the room, his eyes popped up and landed on mine, and he extracted the pen from his mouth, gracing me with a smile. A real one, not the smug kind he usually offered throughout the day. I gave him one back and stopped in front of him.
“So, what’s going on?” I asked, clueless about this meeting.
“Here.” He used his foot to push a chair out and placed a notebook in front of him. “Sit down.”
I sat, dropping my bag to the floor and faced him, waiting for him to explain.
He used the back of his hand to rub his forehead, causing his hair to ruffle and stick up. “After the other night, you know, on New Year’s Eve, I thought about your resolution.” He paused.
So, he remembered that. “Okay…what about it?”
His eyes darted down to his lap and then back to mine. “I want to help you. I want you to do what you said. I want you to ‘own it.’”
“Alright,” I said, unsure of what this meant or what he was saying. And unsure of how exactly a guy like Connor could make this happen for me, when I didn’t think he totally owned it himself.
“So, let’s do it.”
“Do what?”
“We’re going to find out what happened to Evan. We’re going to face this head-on—find out what he needs so he can go.”
My stomach lurched at his words, but this time I didn’t fight it. He was right. “What’s first?”
Connor leaned back in his seat. “First, tell me everything Evan’s told you about his family or himself.”
My first reaction was to balk. I worried about betraying him. Talking about him behind his back seemed wrong. But Connor’s actions seemed sincere, and I knew I had to do something. I took a deep breath and told him. Everything. I spoke and he took notes, scribbling down information about Evan and his sisters, his mother and the boyfriend, and living at the shelter. I told him everything I could remember and when I finished, he looked at me and muttered something under his breath.
“What?” I asked.
His fingers were already poised on the keyboard. “I said ‘no wonder.’”
“What does that mean?”
“I just…I had no idea. And it’s horrible. No one I’ve helped needed much more help than passing on a message. Jane, this is bad…really bad. I don’t blame him for trying to protect you.”
My inner feminist reared its head. “I don’t need protecting.” He ignored me typed words and phrases into Google. “I don’t, you know. I can handle this,” I said, pushing the topic.
“You can handle what? Psychos who beat their girlfriends and kids? Possible murderers?” He rubbed his eyes. “I think we’re both a little out of our league here.”
I hated him for being so rational. I blamed the meds. Stupid, making-your-brain-rational meds. My eyes flicked to the screen. “Just type in, ‘car accident kills boy, three survivors.’”
Connor’s slender fingers moved deftly over the keys and he pressed enter, allowing the long row of hits to line down the page. He moved the mouse, trailing the cursor down the screen, but I was ahead of him and said, “That one!” too loudly, causing some of the other students to look our way.
“Sorry,” I mouthed to the people closest to us, holding my hands up in apology. My face flamed in embarrassment, and to my shock, Connor moved the back of his hand and placed it against my cheek.
“That’s kind of amazing,” he said.
I jerked my head away. “What?”
A playful grin appeared. “I’ve never seen someone quite so red.”
“Shut up,” I said, and punched his shoulder. I wanted to disappear into the floor. “I don’t really like it when people look at me.” 
Connor studied me for a minute. “Ever?” 
“Not really, no.”
 “Interesting.”
 Connor turned back to the screen and clicked on the link. I leaned closer to read, practically hovering over his lap, trying to get a better view.
Connor read: 
A 16-year-old boy was fatally injured in a hit-and-run accident this afternoon on Arbor Street and Decatur Highway. The boy’s mother, Ellen Chambers, was driving her three children when she was hit from the side and forced off the road. The car then rolled off the side and the front passenger door hit a tree, causing severe damage to the front end. Police say Ms. Chambers never saw the car that hit her. A witness claims to have seen a silver truck, a Ford F150, involved and fleeing from the accident. The truck is the only lead the police have at this time. Ms. Chambers and her two daughters were taken to the hospital for minor injuries and have been released. The family will hold a memorial at Ashford and Sons funeral home on Saturday at 3:00 P.M. 
I grabbed the mouse, scrolling up and read it again. Connor leaned back to give me some space.
“Do you think that’s him?” he asked from behind me.
“Yeah, I think it might be. The date and the mention of two girls, it all lines up with what he told me.” I moved back into my own seat. “So I guess we have a start.”
“What?” He frowned. “What do you plan on doing?”
“I think we need to find his mother and sisters—see if we can help.”
“No,” he said, laughing humorlessly. “I don’t think so.”
“What do you mean ‘no?’” I said, again too loud, gaining a loud ‘shhhhh’ from the librarian’s desk. I lowered my voice. “Why not?”
“Because, Jane, all we need to do now that we’ve confirmed Evan’s story is find out what he wants us to do to help him and then do it.”
I shook my head with force. “That won’t work, he doesn’t want our help. He just wants to stay here forever and keep watch.”
Connor sighed and ran a hand through his hair. “So you want to just go find them and say what? Your son haunts me? And now he’s stalking you from beyond the grave? And oh yeah, your boyfriend is a murderer?”
“No. I don’t know what I’m going to do or say, but I’m not just sitting on this information. And you don’t have to come with me anyway. I can do this on my own.” I stood, grabbed the notepad off the desk and ripped the sheet of information out of the binder. Folding the paper, I stashed it in my bag and swung it over my shoulder. “Thanks for helping, though.”
I turned and walked past the other students and the clerk and out the door and into the lobby. I wasn’t angry, just determined, and now that I had made up my mind to do something about this, I wasn’t going to let Connor try to talk me out of it. Pushing through the heavy doors to go outside, I descended the steps to the street to start walking home. Before I reached the bottom, I heard him calling my name.
“Jane, wait!”
I stopped and leaned against the railing. A gust of wind blew past us and I tightened my coat around me.
“What the hell—why’d you walk out on me like that?”
“I just, ugh!” I didn’t know how to tell him that when it came to Evan, I had to do this my way. I took a deep breath. “I’m sorry, but I’ve made a decision and I appreciate you helping me. I do. But I have to do this. It’s not your choice. You have your own,” I lowered my voice, “issues to deal with.”
He stood on the step below me so our faces were even. The blue of his eyes intimidated me. They were so intense and deep. Heavy lines creased his forehead and he shifted back and forth on his feet, but eventually he said, “Okay.”
“Okay?” I asked, confused.
“Yeah,” he said, tugging my sleeve. “We’ll do it your way—for now.”
I felt like a dork, but I had to ask. “We?”
A hint of red flared up his neck. “Yeah. If that’s okay?”
“It’s okay.” I would have done it on my own, but I also knew I wanted him with me. 
He followed to the parking lot and when we reached the cars he asked, “You want a ride?”
“Umm…” I looked around for Evan but he wasn’t there—no one was. The parking lot was empty, except for some cars near the gym. “Sure? If it’s no problem, that is.”
He walked down the row to his craptastic blue car. “It’s not locked,” he said, opening his door with a loud creak. “I keep hoping someone will steal it and then my dad will get me a new one, but it never happens.”
My hand went to my mouth as I laughed at him. “You’re such a dork.”
“Just practical. There’s no other way I’m getting another car.”
“At least you have one, I guess. Mine are adamantly against it. I’m not even sure why.” I grumbled while fastening my seat belt.
He cranked the car, and it flared to life with a loud rumble. He his phone chimed and he checked the screen. “Crap,” he muttered, before checking the rearview mirror and backing out of the spot. “Do you mind going with me to pick up my sister? I’m late as it is.”
“You’re driving—let’s go.”








THE MOOD SHIFTED BETWEEN us as we drove to pick up his sister. His quiet made me nervous, so I naturally tried to fill it.
“Sister, huh?”
“Yeah, her name is Emma—she’s ten.” It was all he offered and it was enough, I supposed. For anyone but me.
“Any other siblings I should know about?”
Connor shifted gears as we stopped at a red light. “No, just the two of us.”
My fingers found a crease near the hem of my shirt and I smoothed it. “Does she know about…everything?”
He shook his head and grunted a low, “No.”
Okay. Hint taken—no discussing the sister. “Look, if you’d rather me not meet her, that’s fine. You can drop me off here and I’ll walk home like I’d planned.”
He shot me a dirty look. “I’m not dropping you off, Jane. It’s no big deal.”
I sighed and stared out the window. “This is weird. I mean, we’re not friends at school or anything…I doubt you want your sister to know we hang out after school. No one needs to get the wrong impression.”
That seemed to get his attention. “What the hell are you talking about?” He fumbled with the gear shift and the car jerked in revolt. “Shit,” he said as he struggled to get it back in the right slot.
“It’s just…” I ignored his erratic movements to right the car. “I’m uncomfortable about categorizing our relationship so soon. You have your friends at school and I have mine.” That was a stretch, but no need in pointing out my social outcast status. “People will talk if they see us together. The crazy girl and the delinquent. I can see how you would want to avoid that. Especially at home.”
I peeked at him and saw his hand move to clench the short curling hair on his neck. His irritation was evident, and I decided to keep my mouth shut for the remainder of the ride. Eventually, the car lurched to a stop and I realized we were in front of the community center. I could see Emma sitting near the door on a bench.
He opened his door, releasing a string of profanities as he got out of the car, and I heard him call her name. I watched through my window as her face lit up by his arrival. I couldn’t help but warm at the sight.
I turned to see Connor’s face dip into the open door. “I’m not avoiding anything. You’re the one that doesn’t speak to me at school. You’re the one that shies away from me in class and constantly calls herself crazy and me other names. Do I think it’s anyone’s business? No, but I’m ready to tell everyone anything they want to know about the two of us. I want you to tell Ava and I’ll happily tell the guys. You’re the one holding back.”
His eyes blazed with hurt. He stood again, and I watched through the window as he ruffled Emma’s hair and took her backpack. “Hop in the back,” he said, adjusting the seat forward.
I waved to the girl squeezing into the tiny back seat. Her hair was in two braids this time, long and hanging over her shoulders. She had on a hot-pink shirt with rainbow-colored striped pants. There was a smear of paint on her wrist. I wanted to laugh at the similarities between the two, but the tension in the car was thick. Connor was right. This was my problem and not his.
“Who are you?” Emma asked while she openly gawked at me from the back seat.
“I’m Jane. Painting today?” I asked, pointing to her arm.
Emma rubbed her arm. “Yes, landscapes.”
“You take an art class at the community center?”
“Yes,” she said and Connor tossed her backpack on the seat next to her. He pushed his seat back into position and sat in the front. 
“Emma,” he said, cranking the car, “this is Jane. A friend of mine from school.” He exaggerated the word ‘friend’. “We’ll drop her off before we go home, okay?”
The ride home was quick. Connor asked Emma about her day and her class. His attentiveness was endearing and if I wasn’t already falling for him, this would have won me over for sure. More than once, I caught his lips curling in an obnoxious smile. He totally knew what he was doing. Punk.
After he stopped at my curb, I gathered my bag. “Nice to meet you,” I said to Emma, who had taken out her sketch pad and was busy in her own mind. “Thanks for the ride.”
I leveraged myself out of the low-riding car and slammed the door shut, louder than I intended. I turned to apologize and saw Connor was out of his door, leaning over the roof of the car.
“You want me to pick you up for school tomorrow?”
He looked hopeful, but unsure, and his hands tapped on the blue metal roof. The words I wanted to say were stuck in my throat like molasses. Arriving at school together would definitely spark gossip and talk. After finally removing myself from the center of it, I was afraid to put myself back—even if it was what I wanted.
“Thanks, but I’m okay. I’ll see you in English, though?” I said it as a question even though it was obvious I would see him, but after this, would he want to see me?
His face fell a bit and I saw his jaw tighten. “Yeah, okay, English.”
I heard his door slam and hoped it was unintentional like mine had been, but I doubted it. His engine flared, sending a loud pop into the air. He sped off down the street and I leaving me alone in the street. Horrible and weak and scared. That’s how I would describe my behavior. I trudged up the steps only to find Evan waiting for me at the top with a look of confusion on his face.
“Not. Now.” I said, passing him and leaving the chill of January behind me as I entered the warmth of my home.

“WHAT ARE YOU DOING?” I asked Evan as I entered the room. He lingered near my desk.
“What’s this?” He pointed to my backpack sitting on the desk chair.
“What are you talking about?”
“This,” he rummaged through the open zipper on my bag and dropped a folded piece of paper on the desk.
I walked closer and saw he was talking about the information Connor had written down earlier. My back stiffened at the intrusion.
“What? You’re going through my things now?” I asked.
Evan’s eyes narrowed. “You’re looking me up? Checking me out online?” he said—his tone, however, wasn’t as much angry as it was hurt.
I snatched the paper off the desk and shoved it in my back pocket. “You wouldn’t tell me anything. I was worried!”
“Didn’t you hear what I told you? This isn’t a game. I’m dead. That bastard murdered me and not only that, he was trying to kill all of us! You need to stay out of this before you get hurt.”
Evan ran his fingers through his hair and pressed his balled fists to his eyes. I should have listened. I should have, but he was hurt and it was time for this to end. It was time for Evan to let it go and move past the bad stuff. We stared hard at one another, an unspoken lack of willingness to compromise.
I didn’t want to lie, but I wasn’t sure he could handle the truth, so instead of speaking, I went to door. He wouldn’t follow me downstairs. I took one look back in his direction. His eyes were sad and his body tense. He was small, like a shadow. Before closing the door behind me, I softly said, “Later,” and then left the room.

MS. BATES EXPLAINED THE benefits of a good biography. She droned on and on about pertinent facts and researching your subject for nearly half the class. I should have seen it coming.
“Okay, everyone find a partner—” She was cut off as half the class groaned, and the other half scurried to secure friends. “And,” she continued, raising her voice over the class, “write down ten facts about your partner that you can use to write a biography about them. Due tomorrow.”
I tried to keep the bubbling panic low in my chest. I hated assignments like this. There were two ways this would end. One, I would end up alone, writing an autobiography about how much of a loser I was since I didn’t even have a partner for a stupid homework assignment. Or, two, Ms. Bates would pair me with the foreign kid who didn’t speak any English.
I kept my eyes down. I would rather be a loser.
The desk next to me scraped across the floor until it touched mine. “Hey, partner.”
I’d be lying if said I wasn’t pleased to hear his voice. Connor dropped into the seat next to me. His long legs bunched next to mine and he searched through his backpack.
 ”Hey,” I returned, waving my fingers. I kept my legs close in an attempt not to touch his. It was impossible due to the fact they were huge, and frankly, I kind of liked touching them.
He leaned his knee into mine and grinned into his bag, finally fishing a pen from the bottom. Why did he have to be so obnoxiously cute? It had been hard enough to pass him up on his offer to drive me to school. I’d resisted—wanting to give him an out. But here he was again, doing whatever he could to link us together at school.
Connor dropped his notebook on the desk and clicked his pen. “Okay, who’s first?”
“You?” I tried.
“Sure.”
I flipped over to a clean sheet. “Name?”
“Connor Aaron Jacobs.”
“Birthday?”
“September 4.”
I scribbled down his answers while thinking of new ones to ask. “Have you lived here your whole life?”
“Yes…” He let the ‘s’ drag. “Other than—you know.”
The hospital.
I nodded and wrote down ‘yes.’ 
Taking a quick glance around me to see if anyone was listening I asked, “What was it like?”
“Shitty.”
I watched as he spread his palm flat over his notebook. They were big, taking up most of the page, yet slender and graceful. Artistic, like my own. He tapped the back of his other hand against mine. “Hey, it wasn’t that bad. Not really.”
“No? I don’t know if I would survive.”
“Nah. It was a bunch of guys living on a campus of sorts. We stayed in little cottages.” He lowered his voice and his eyes darted to the side, also checking for any outside listeners. “Plus there were girls there too.”
Of course. “Did you go to school while you were there?”
“We had class, but everyone was in the same room doing the same work. We weren’t split up by grade or anything. That’s when I got so behind. Most of the kids there were pretty sick. I just, you know, had my own issues.” 
This could have been my life if things had been different. If Evan had been different and I hadn’t kept it together. “What was the worst part?”
“Being away from my family and Emma. Missing stuff at home or school. My friends.” He wrinkled his nose and grimaced.
“What?” 
Connor raked a hand through his hair. “They cut my hair—shaved it.”
“I bet you hated that.”
“It sucked. I was so mad.” He didn’t look mad right now. He was relaxed and his knee was touching mine and his fingers tapped on his notebook in an easy rhythm.
 I inhaled and said, “My parents took me to the doctor and then to a psychiatrist.”
His eyes widened a bit, but he didn’t say anything so I continued. “They thought I was schizophrenic or something. The voices I guess. It was horrible—not like your horrible,” I clarified, “but, I could tell something was wrong. The minute I confessed, I wished I could have taken it back.”
“What did you say?”
“One day right after we moved in and I had seen Evan, I asked my mother if she had ever seen a ghost.” I sighed. “Of course, she said no.” 
I picked up my pen and drew the outline of a dragonfly on the edge of my paper. “When she did, I played it off like it was no big deal. Just the excitement of living in an old house or something.”
“So what finally happened?”
For some stupid reason, my emotions decided to betray me right then and a wicked blush ran up my neck. “I’m quite sure you’ve heard.”
His dark blue eyes locked with mine. “True. I’ve heard some things about you, but I’d rather hear your story.”
I broke eye contact and ducked my head, unable to look him straight on. “Evan had taken to following me to school. He was trying to be supportive since I was alone so much. Only a few people paid me any attention when I first got here. He would sit near me in class and say funny things. I didn’t respond back—I knew better. But after so many days of no one talking to me and feeling ostracized, I just broke down in the hallway. It was the first time Evan touched me—he was trying to be nice, but it freaked me out and we began arguing. It was stupid, but people saw us—me. A lot of people.”
I took another deep breath before saying, “I was in hysterics once I realized what I had done, but at the same time I didn’t care who knew at that point. I was so tired of keeping this secret and being alone. In Mrs. Crawford’s office I told her everything. I just had to tell someone. I was terrified I was crazy. And then I cut my hair.” I ran my hand around my neck, trying to feel the hair that was no longer there.
“I guess we have that in common,” he said running his hand through the mess of hair growing out on top of his head.
“I think at first they were hoping, well not hoping, but thought maybe I was sick. The doctor said I was physically fine, so he referred me to the psychiatrist. It was there, after I had calmed down, I realized I needed to keep my mouth shut and get my act together.”
He leaned forward and rested his head on his palm, again his other hand grazed the back of mine, causing a chill to run up my spine. “What did you do?”
“I told them I was angry about moving and trying to get attention. I said that I thought maybe they would let us move back if I was sick. It was lame, but there was nothing wrong with me so they gave me some anti-depressants and let me leave. I had to see the psychiatrist monthly for about six months and then Mrs. Crawford, here, as well.”
“They were happy to have an explanation,” he confirmed.
“Pretty much.”
A wave of bravery took over and I said, “What would you tell them?”
“Tell who?” 
“Your friends and family. The other day you said you would tell them about us at any time. That I was the one holding back.”
Connor’s eyes dropped and a blush ran up his neck. His fingers gripped his pencil and he pressed the point into the soft, white paper in his notebook. “The truth.”
“What—”
“How are you two coming along?” Ms. Bates interrupted, standing over our desks. I looked down at my paper, realizing I only had a couple of facts down.
Connor held up his notebook and said, “Just fine.”
“What do you have so far?”
I started to speak since I took notes first, but Connor jumped in. “Jane is seventeen, her birthday is in October. She moved here last spring from Grayson.” He tapped at his paper like the words were written there but I knew they weren’t. He continued, keeping his eyes on the notebook in front of him. “Her favorite painter is Mondrian.”
He was right. How was he right?
“Her favorite color is—”
The bell rang, cutting the moment, and Ms. Bates dismissed us and went back to her desk. 
“How did you know all that?” I asked, not even trying to hide my suspicious tone.
He shrugged, and closed the notebook.
“Have you been stalking me?”
Connor rolled his eyes, but the tips of his ears turned a brighter red. “Can I email you later to finish these questions?”
“Sure, let me give you my address.” I snatched his notebook away and wrote it on the top of the page.
Connor stood and loaded his books in his bag before moving the desk back to its original position.
We were the last to leave the room. Connor gestured for me to go first and as he did, he said, “Pink.”
“What?”
“Your favorite color is pink. Even though that’s girly and weird and stuff.”
“Shut up.” He was right. On every count. He had been paying a lot more attention than I gave him credit for. 
“Thanks for telling me all that—you know, about what happened.”
This time I was the one to shrug. He knew I had little choice. Neither of us did. As we entered the hall I saw Evan, standing with his back against the far wall. I wanted to reach out and say hello. To tell him I missed him. But I couldn’t. Not here—not now. 

“JANE! WAIT UP!”
I turned to find Ava swerve around a girl to catch up with me in the hallway. I slowed my pace the best I could in the throng of people trying to get to various classes. Right before she caught up, someone shoved me from behind and my books scattered across the floor.
“Ugh!” I dropped to my knees to pick them up. I scrambled and a body crouched next to mine. Seeing the tell-tale smudges of paint beneath his nails, I stiffened.
I offered a fast, “Thanks.” His hands moved faster than mine, stacking them in a pile. Connor and I had spent the last couple of days rotating around one another as we often tended to do. It was clear we were bound—that was a given, but even after our talk in English and some subsequent emails, I was still uneasy about our friendship. Although he seemed to accept my need for space at school, he hadn’t completely given up. Obvious stares and casual touches when we passed in the hall became our norm, but this was the first time we had interacted directly with one another.
“You’re welcome.” When he stood he offered his hand to help me off the ground. I allowed him to lace his fingers through mine and tug me up. 
“Hey, Connor,” Ava said as she approached us and eyed our linked hands.
Our still linked hands.
I twisted my hand, trying to slip it out but his grip was tight.
“Ava, what’s up?” he asked.
“Not much,” she said, before turning to me. “The shelter called my mom and they would like us to come to this little ‘thank you’ thing they planned for us. Stephanie appreciated our coming in.”
“Oh, that’s cool.” I lied. It wasn’t cool. I never wanted to step foot in there again. I ignored Connor’s thumb as it ran across the edge of my palm, even though the soothing motion made my heart seize. God he was so good. Damn him. “When?”
Ava brushed her long, curly hair over her shoulder and made a face at a smaller boy who bumped into her. “Saturday—in the afternoon. They want us to come before any of the kids who stayed there over the holidays leave.”
I tried to think of an excuse to get out of going again. My concentration wasn’t helped by Connor’s warm hand in mine. “I, um…I’m sure it’s fine, but let me—”
“Saturday?” Connor interrupted.
“Yes,” Ava answered, shifting her attention to him. 
“We’re going out on Saturday,” he said, nudging me with his shoulder. No. No, we weren’t. “But maybe we can go to the shelter and then go out afterward, and maybe, Christian can go with us.”
Seriously. Smoothest boy ever.
Ava’s eyes brightened. I could see the hope behind her little hipster glasses. “Are you sure?” she asked.
“Yeah, definitely. I’ll set it up, you just tell us where to meet you—maybe we can give you a ride to your thing and we’ll go from there.”
I tried not to roll my eyes at his obvious attempts to get involved with this situation. My situation. He had the most self-righteous smirk on his face and when I glanced at Ava she beamed also. I was the only one displeased.
The hallway cleared and Ava ran off to her next class, leaving us alone. Today was my counselor meeting. I had no idea where he was supposed to be.
“What are you doing?” I asked, snatching my hand away. “I don’t want to go back there.”
He shrugged. “I wanted to see for myself.”
“I’m not even sure they’ll let you in—it’s a women’s shelter.” I held my hands out for my books since he still had them. He moved them by his side and gestured toward the office. I had no idea where his next class was but he knew my schedule to a T. Again, maybe I was misunderstanding what was going on between us.
“I’ll figure something out.” He kept pace with me, making no effort to go to his own class even though the halls were now basically empty. “Plus, I do want to go out with you. You would have said no, otherwise.”
I stopped at the door and faced him. All of this would be easier if he wasn’t so hot. His hair was more disheveled by the day, giving him an increasingly boyish look despite his sharp jawline and the wide shoulders under his gray t-shirt. “You’re right. I probably would’ve. I’m still not sure this is a good idea.”
“What?”
He leaned against the door, effectively keeping me outside the office. “This is social suicide. I don’t really want that on my hands.”
Connor laughed and tugged on my sleeve. “I don’t care.”
“And going back to the shelter. Evan’s going to be upset.”
“True. But you wanted to see this through…maybe we can find out some more information if we go back. This is the perfect excuse.”
I placed my hand on his chest and curled my fingers under and sighed, pushing him out of my way. I could see there was little use in arguing with him.
“I’ll talk to Christian. He likes her. Don’t worry, it’ll be okay.”
I opened the door and wondered if this was just a date of convenience. I was never sure where I stood with Connor, which was stupid because he had always been honest. All of this was new to me and if the date wasn’t stressful enough, going back to the shelter truly terrified me. I didn’t want to see Evan’s face on that wall again.
“Saturday?” he asked, as I slipped through the door.
“Yeah, Saturday.”

THAT NIGHT, I SAT at my desk attempting to focus on my geometry homework. I was failing. Miserably. I had this sudden urge to do something—anything—about the issue at hand. I wanted to do something for Evan. I hadn’t seen him all day and I was sure he was avoiding me. At least, I hoped he was. The more time he spent away from me, the more depressed he seemed. I was worried about his family. This is what finally spurred me into action.
My parents still believed in the shared computer. I was forced to use the one in the family room, which was why I often chose to stay after school to work in the library. There were filters at school, but since I wasn’t searching for porn anyway, I felt a bit less observed than I was at home. It was a rule they were unwilling to back down on.
I unfolded and flattened the sheet of paper Connor had written information about Evan on and slipped it into my history book. Minutes later, I entered the family room where my mom and dad watched TV together on the couch. They twisted and leaned on each other—which was nice, I supposed, since they were parents and it could be gross but it wasn’t. They made me think of Connor (well, to be fair, everything made me think of Connor), which then caused my face to heat. I needed help.
Taking advantage of the distraction of the TV, I slid into the leather-cushioned desk chair and opened my accounts.
“Homework?” my mom asked from across the room.
I glanced in her direction and saw her peering over the back of the couch. “Yeah, just a little research for history.” I laid my book out on the table and found the information I needed on the paper.
I entered in the name Ellen Chambers and entered in our city, hoping to focus the search. A list of options popped up, and I clicked on a few before I found one or two that seemed most likely.
The shelter was downtown, but I had the impression from my day volunteering there that most of the residents were local. I went back and entered in Evan’s name and found that it directed me to a listing for a neighboring school. Evan’s name was included from his participation on the baseball team. I moved the mouse and clicked back on the addresses I’d found for his mother. One was in the same school district. Evan said his mother had moved back to their home after they left the shelter.
The ease in which I found all this information was disturbing. Regardless, it seemed like a good direction to start. I copied the information down and then closed out the pages. For good measure I spent the next thirty minutes researching information about my upcoming history paper, dutifully taking notes and printing out the content I needed, before shutting down the computer.
“All done?” my mom asked when I got up from the chair.
“For the night, yeah.”
She waved me over and I went, carrying my books close to my chest.
“Long day?” she asked.
Ha. Make that a long couple of years and a longer couple of weeks.
“Yep. Just a lot of school work and stuff.”
“You should go to bed.”
“I am.”
She rubbed my arm and I told my father, who was fully enraptured in one of the formulaic crime dramas he loved, “Good night.”
“Night, honey,” he called, never taking his eyes off the screen.
I climbed the steps to my room, trying to shake the feeling of guilt from my stomach. I hadn’t done anything wrong, I tried to convince myself. Which was true, I hadn’t. But I knew I was on the verge of crossing that line and once I did, I could never go back.








THE NEXT MORNING I went about my morning preparations as usual: waking groggily, showering, and dressing. I shared coffee and bagels with my dad while he read the paper and I checked my emails. My mother was unbearable in the mornings. It was better for everyone if we left her alone, snug and tight in her bed. My entire morning was normal.
Normalcy was exactly what I aimed for.
After I went to bed the night before, I decided it was time to do something about the information I had gathered. I tossed and turned for hours trying to figure out the best way to do it, and by three a.m. I had come up with a fairly solid plan, or so it seemed at least. It was three a.m. Anything would seem like a good idea at that time of night. But I managed to set a goal and was determined to follow through, even if I got in trouble. Instead of going to school today, I was going to try to find Evan’s mother.
“Have a good day,” my father called while I put on my coat and gloves in the foyer. I double checked my bag for the paper I had printed out at midnight when I snuck back down to use the computer after my parents went to bed. My fingers brushed against the folded paper tucked in my inside pocket. It was there.
“Thanks, you too. Bye!”
When I hit the bottom step and looked around, Evan was nowhere to be found. I had mixed feelings over this, because I missed him. He may have been the only one to talk me out of this foolish endeavor. Regardless of missing him and our routine, I didn’t want someone to stop me and I didn’t want Evan to know what I was doing.
The walk to school seemed longer than normal, but most likely that was due to the fact my stomach hurt and I wanted to puke. I’d never skipped school or a class.
Lying to my parents and teachers had never really been my ‘thing.’ I thought about all the stories I heard about Connor and his behavior last year, maybe hanging out with him had turned me into a juvenile delinquent as well.
The idea made me laugh out loud, as I passed through the front doors and into the school. At least one person in the hallway looked in my direction.
“What?” I said to the gawker, feeling especially daring, and giggling again.
The kid’s eyes widened and he shrugged. “Nothing.” He turned back to his locker, but I heard him mutter “weirdo” under his breath.
This only made me laugh harder. God, I’d lost my mind.
I entered my geometry class and slipped into my seat, laying my assignment on my desk. I was thankful for once that no one spoke to me in class. It made it easier for me to blend in and remain unnoticed.
We had first period class, then homeroom where attendance was taken. My plan was to slip out between homeroom and English. I sat though class, taking notes and pretending to listen. I wasn’t sure what I would do when I encountered Evan’s mother. 
‘Hi, Ms. Chambers. I’m here about your son.’ Or perhaps, ‘Ms. Chambers, that man you’re living with is a murderer.
Maybe you should leave.’ 
I sighed and doodled on the side of my paper, waiting for the bell to ring. With every minute that passed, my heart rate picked up a notch. I knew my plan was silly and impulsive, but regardless, I had to do it. I had to see her.
Realistically, she might not even be home. Evan said his mother worked. Deep down, I think I knew this was a possibility and it was why I risked going on a school day. I could say I’d tried, and if I failed, it wasn’t entirely my fault.
The bell rang and the quiet of the room filled with loud voices, scraping chairs and zipping backpacks as everyone filed down the hall toward their respective homerooms. Mine was on the other side of school and typically I saw Ava in the hallway and caught a glimpse of Connor at his locker. Today though, I ducked when Ava passed, deep in conversation with Julia. I figured if she thought I was absent she wouldn’t question me missing in class later.
I breathed a sigh of relief when she didn’t see me and I continued to slink down the hallway, hoping the same would be true for Connor. As I rounded the corner, I found him. He was all shoulders and messy hair, standing by his locker talking to Allison.
Seeing them together was always a punch to the gut, and I literally recoiled. It wasn’t him so much, but her. The way she looked at him and touched him. It was clear she was into him and the part of me that drove him away time and time again knew Allison was a better, more normal choice. Just seeing them together made sense. Even to me. The handsome boy with the pretty, undamaged girl. Why would I ever even think I had a place in that world? We were only brought together out of bizarre circumstances. It wasn’t anything more than that.
Unfortunately, seeing them together made me to forget my stealth ways and I gaped openly at them in the hallway. Connor’s eyes flashed to mine and for some, ridiculous reason I held his gaze strong. Exactly the opposite of my intention.
Allison chose that moment to place her hand on his shoulder, vying for his attention. Today was a day of bravery and stupidity and I should have backed down or away to keep my plans intact. He looked at me—not her—and I couldn’t help the rush of satisfaction. To my pleasure, he offered me coy smile, ignoring Allison completely.
I almost wavered and went to him, before I regained focus. I dropped my eyes and merged with the crowd of students.
“Smooth, Jane,” I said as I entered the classroom. The point was to not draw his attention.
In my seat, I found the sheet of paper I’d printed the night before and studied it for the hundredth time.
I checked the route number and stops. I calculated the transfer at the subway station downtown and fingered the money I had put in my pocket before I left home. Exact change.
It would take me three times as long to go alone, by bus and train,
but I didn’t want to involve Ava and there was no way Connor would agree to this idea. When the homeroom teacher called my name I answered and made eye contact so she would know I was here. 
The bell rang and I gathered my coat and bag and slipped out the side door, no one the wiser.
 

 IT TOOK ME NEARLY an hour to get to the train by bus. I could have walked faster. I’d never taken the city bus before and the one I was on wasn’t crowded, thankfully, even though I was pretty sure I needed a vat of hand sanitizer once I sat in my seat. I kept my eyes on the scenery out the window and tried to get my nerves under control.
More than once, I caught my reflection in the wide, glass windows. My hair was in a ponytail, the short, loose pieces flying around my face and the tiny silver hoops hanging
from my ears glinting in the sunlight. I ran my fingers under my eyes, trying to press the purplish bags
from my night of little sleep away.
After an eternity, the bus slowed to a labored halt and I got off at the train station. I was a little more familiar here, my family having used it often before we moved to go to special events in the city. With only minor confusion, I found my track and waited to get on the empty car.
My phone rang the minute the doors shut. I almost didn’t check it—I was beyond terrified of being caught. Curiosity won, but I didn’t recognize the number. Sliding the screen I answered, “Hello,” over the rumbling of the train.
“Where are you?”
Connor.
Crap.
“I had an appointment.” It seemed like a valid answer.
“Is everything okay?” I could hear the concern in his voice and guilt coiled in my chest.
The train hit a bump of some kind and clanged. “Yeah, I’m fine. Just…you know…” I looked around for some kind of excuse and saw an ad on the wall. “Just going to the dentist.”
“The dentist.” He sounded relieved, but something about the phone call was off.
“How did you get my number?”
There was a definitive pause so I asked again. “Connor, who gave you my number?”
“I’ve got to go,” I heard the bell ring in the background, lunch would just be ending. “I’ll tell you about it later.”
Since I wasn’t really in the position to push, I let it go and hung up. I figured he could have gotten the number from Ava. It wasn’t a big deal. Not really.
The automated voice on the train and the screeching wheels announced my stop and I stood, forgetting about Connor and school and all the lies I had told to get to this place. From here on out, my focus was on Evan and finding the truth.

 THE HOUSE IN FRONT of me was well maintained. I don’t know what I expected—abandoned cars, stacks of old tires, rotted-out screens in the front porch. That was not what stood before me. Instead, it was probably the most well kept house on the street. I check and rechecked the scribbled down address on the sheet of paper in my hand wondering if I was confused or wrong, but the two little girls’ bicycles leaning against the garage made me feel like I was in the right place. Now I just had to do something about it.
“Just knock on the door, Jane,” I said under my breath in an attempt to bolster my courage.
The driveway held two cars, one a large silver, four door truck that took up more than half the space, the other, a rundown minivan. Maybe someone was home. I wasn’t sure if that was good or not.
I took a final look at the modest one story home, with the large picture window across the front and a small porch at the door. Pushing the gate open,
I strode up the brick lined walkway. The grass was brown, dormant for the winter, but still neat. I paused once I approached the front door, shifting on my feet. My body wanted to run but my mind held me in place. All I had to do was knock on the door. The rest would come. Or, so I hoped.
I mounted the last step and I pushed the round button next to the door. I could hear it echo though the house. Noises from inside followed, including loud footsteps that preceded the door opening. As it swung open, I came face to face with a man. Well, not face to face, as he was very tall and had to look down to see me. I felt ridiculous. Like a little girl playing Nancy Drew.
“Yeah?” he asked, one hand holding the door so I couldn’t see past him. Not that I tried. He was incredibly intimidating.
“I’m…” I stuttered, which was ridiculous and unlike me. He frowned and the annoyance was clear on his face. He was beyond creepy. Part of what made him creepy was his appearance. He was attractive, with graying brown hair and a good-looking face, yet his eyes were dark and beady. Untrusting.
“Whatever it is, Girl Scout cookies, cheerleading fundraiser—not interested.” He was curt and closed the door in my face.
“Wait!” I said, finding my voice.
The door swung back open and he glared down at me—his irritation more prevalent than ever. His hand gripped the frame of the door.
“Yes?” he said with mock sincerity.
Bracing myself, I said, “I’m looking for Ellen Chambers. Is this where she lives?”
Creepy guy narrowed his eyes, “Why?”
“I know…I knew her son…Evan? And I just wanted to talk with her.”
“You knew Evan?”
“Yes, can I speak to his mom? Is she here?”
“Sorry, but you walking up like this to talk about her son will upset her. I don’t think it’s a good idea.”
He took a step back, but I wasn’t ready for him to close the door. “Please? I just need to talk with her. It will only be a minute.”
“What do you want to say to her that’s so important?” The way he spoke made me feel trivial and weak. My skin crawled with discomfort.
My mind started racing. Why wouldn’t this guy just let me in? Why did he care? Clearly Evan’s mother was in the house, but what could I tell him? I hadn’t been prepared for this man to answer the door and it was quickly becoming apparent.
I tugged on the hem of my coat. “We were friends. And he really loved his mother. I just wanted her to know that. And regardless of what happened, he’s okay now.”
As soon as the words left my mouth, I knew it had been the wrong thing to say. His face twisted and he took a large step forward, toppling me off the step and onto the sidewalk.
“What do you mean regardless of what happened? What does that even mean?” His voice was laced with venom. Anger rolled off his body in waves.
My hands became clammy and I wanted to run—but where? I was trapped in this man’s yard. “I didn’t mean anything.”
“John?” A soft voice called and we both looked over his shoulder to see a woman with blonde hair standing in the doorway. Her gray eyes met mine and it was as if Evan was in front of me.
He didn’t respond but instead returned his focus on me. I could see the woman, Ellen, standing on the small porch and I could see the fear and worry on her face—she shook her head at me—in warning.
“You need to leave and never come back.” His tone was hard and frightening.
I crossed the yard as fast as I could, never taking my eyes from John. My hands searched for the gate. I was afraid to turn my back to him. My backside bumped into the fence and I jiggled the lock—this guy had gone from creepy to scary in seconds. I fumbled with the lock, keeping my eyes on him. The latch lifted but slipped, clamping down hard on my finger.
“Ahh!” I wailed, my finger trapped between the hard pieces of metal. Without speaking John’s large hand reached down and unlatched the mechanism and released my finger.
He leveled a cold, hard glare at me. Before he could say anything, a loud rattling barreled down the street and a flash of blue stopped at the curb.
Thank. God.
I had never been happier to see anyone in my life, even though the expression on Connor’s face was beyond murderous.
John looked at Connor, who climbed out of his still-idling car. With a glance back at me the man said, “Go,” and opened the gate, freeing me from the yard. I scurried past a furious Connor, and jumped into the warmth of his car. 
I thought Connor would follow me, but he didn’t, he took a step toward the older man. The fence was between them and I could see Evan’s mother standing on the porch—her face creased with worry. Unsure what to do, but wanting to get out of there more than anything else, I pressed my hand flat against the pad in the middle of the steering wheel. A loud bleat sounded, causing Connor to jump and both him and the man to look at the car.
Frantically, I gestured with my hands.
He really needed to get in the car.
Our eyes connected through the glass windows and he left the older, still furious man in the yard and got back in the car.
Connor shifted gears and we flew down the road, leaving Evan’s family behind. My nerves were completely shot. I dropped my face to my hands and burst into tears.
We were silent as he took the curves of the neighborhood streets too fast. Veering left and right—clearly taking his anger out on the car. On one particularly sharp curve I was jarred out of my seat and had to steady myself on the dashboard.
“Connor!” I yelled when his wheels squealed on the asphalt.
“What the hell were you thinking?”
“I…” I choked on an explanation. “I’ll tell you. Just take me somewhere we can talk, okay?”
He sighed and ran his hand over his chin, like I was forcing him to do something terrible. He eased his foot off the gas pedal and said, “Hold on tight,” and my fingers gripped the edges of the cracked leather seats for stability.
Without warning he turned the car into a sharp u-turn, spinning us in the other direction to an unknown destination.








CONNOR DIDN’T SPEAK AGAIN as he drove through the city. Nor when he rested at a stop light, his jaw clenched and his hands gripping the steering wheel so tightly I thought it might break. He didn’t say anything as he entered the large parking lot next to the museum, only nodding to the attendant as he retrieved his parking stub. The only noise I heard him make was a low grunt as he slammed his door and stalked toward the pristine white building. I followed him. Inside, he handed a card to the woman at the front desk, who in return gave him a map and two stickers—one he gave to me unceremoniously.
He was pissed. Epically pissed.
I would have preferred to go back to the quiet of the car. Although, in public he couldn’t get too angry. I hoped.
The museum was nearly empty. It was mid-afternoon and the school groups were gone for the day,
so
our footsteps echoed on the marble floors. Again, I followed Connor up the winding staircase toward the upper rooms, close enough but keeping my distance—wary of the anger rolling off his body. At the top of the stairs, he turned into the small room that held the children’s exhibits, the same one I had seen Connor and Emma in that first day.
“I’m sorry. It was stupid and dumb and I’m a total idiot,” I admitted. I apologized from behind him, so I wouldn’t have to look him in the eye.
Connor didn’t reply. His footsteps were loud as he continued to cross the room and stood in front of a painting. Her painting. He lifted a finger and tapped it.
“Emma painted this.”
I opened my mouth but didn’t speak. I was afraid to tell him I knew this already, so I didn’t.
“It’s our house. The one I tried to burn down.” He moved his finger. “This is my room and hers is the one next to it. With the pink curtains.”
The painting was good. This was the first time I saw it up close. Emma was talented.
“I tried to burn the whole house down. This painting would have been there. I could’ve destroyed this if I’d been successful.” His hands tightened into fists by his side. “I could have hurt her. What if she’d been there? Or any of them?”
“Connor,” I said, reaching for his arm. “They weren’t there.”
“But they could have been, Jane! It was so stupid. So, so dumb.”
My hand slid down his arm, anchoring on his wrist. He looked at me under his lashes, tears brimming at the edges and my heart broke. “You shouldn’t have gone there. Not alone. Not ever.” His voice was deep and rough.
“I’m sorry, but I needed to do something. I can’t sit back anymore when I know Evan’s mom and sisters need help.”
“Not that,” he said, shaking his head and capturing my hand with his. “This guy is dangerous! I understand wanting it to go away—risking it all for the voices and images to stop. Trust me, I know, but what were you trying to accomplish?”
I shuddered, thinking about Ellen’s boyfriend. He was dangerous. “I just wanted to talk to Evan’s mother. To make sure she was okay. I’m trying to do what you told me to! I’m trying to help him and let him go!”
I yelled, my wavering voice echoing off the high ceilings. Connor’s eyes grew wide at my outburst, but he reacted by dropping my hand and wrapping his arms around my shoulders.
“I know,” he said, his own voice shaking. His arms tightened and I buried my face in his chest, inhaling his warmth and scent.
“I’m sorry.”
I felt his head nod over mine. “I know.”
Tightening my arms around his waist I wanted to feel him and nothing else. I wanted to forget that scary moment at the house. We were crossing a line here, but I wanted to. I was ready.
After a minute, Connor stepped back and lifted my head up. “No more solo work, okay?”
Yeah, no. That would not happen again. ”I won’t. Trust me.”
With regret, I dropped my arms from around his back and stepped away from his protective arms and warm body.
“How did you find me?”
I asked, pretending I wasn’t just huffing his shirt in public. Pretending I didn’t love the weight of his arms around my shoulders. Frightening experiences must make me pathetic.
“Evan.”
“Evan?” I wasn’t sure how I felt about that; my two worlds colliding. 
“He found me after I called you. He showed up in my Spanish class and wouldn’t leave until I got a pass and met him outside.
That’s one persistent ghost you got there.”
I couldn’t help but laugh. It was true. “So he knew where I was?”
“Yeah, he knew. I don’t think he was aware ahead of time, though. He seemed distracted, but yeah, he told me how to find you. He was worried.” He gave me a hard stare. “As he should’ve been.”
I grimaced at the thought of everyone messing up their day to come and save me. I was a bit shocked Evan had gone to him. The idea he could go around me and through Connor was intriguing. What else could he do?
“So you didn’t know when you called me?” I wondered.
“No. I was just worried when you weren’t in class.”
My heart and face warmed. “Did Evan say anything else?”
The corner of his eyes tightened. “No. Not really. He just told me how important it was to get here. That his mother’s boyfriend wasn’t someone to play around with.” His comment made me feel stupid and immature. Going off on my own and having to be saved by the two—apparently more capable—boys around me.
What a moron.
“He cares for you. It’s the total opposite of any experience I’ve had. All mine have wanted something specific and harassed me to no end to get it.
Evan just wants the best for you,” he said, his tone thoughtful. “He’s very protective of you.”
“Is he still the only ghost you can see right now?” I lowered my voice on the word ‘ghost.’
“Yeah. I think it’s the meds. It seems weird that we can both see him, but maybe Evan’s problem is big enough for the two of us.”
I considered this. It could be true. I hadn’t done well on my own. Either by passively letting Evan exist around me or diving in head deep, endangering myself.
I hated to admit it, but I needed help.
“I think I should get home now. It’s getting late.” I knew I should call or text my mom and reached into my bag for my phone.
“Ouch.” I withdrew my hand and inspecting my bruised finger.
“You okay?”
I held it up to show him and ignored the way my stomach tightened when he touched the swollen spot where the skin had been mashed between the metal latch on the fence. “It’s okay, just bruised I think.”
Anger flashed on his face and he opened his mouth to speak, but shut it again abruptly. Instead he wove his fingers through mine carefully and directed me down the stairs and out into the cool afternoon air. 

 ON THE LESS AGGRESSIVE drive home, we talked about what happened at Evan’s mother’s house. We both agreed to no more Nancy Drew or Hardy Boy moments, especially not without telling the other first.
It was dark when Connor drove his car up to my curb. I knew I was in trouble at home. I’d never gone all afternoon without calling and I’d forgotten back at the museum. Plus, I didn’t want to get into a fight with my mom while Connor stood by. Thanks, but no thanks.
Sure enough, when I looked up to the porch through the car window, my mother had already opened the door and was waiting for me. If looks could kill, I would be dead already.
“You want me to come with you?”
I laughed darkly and shook my head. “No.”
He offered me a sympathetic smile. “Sure?”
“Positive.” I gathered my things and unlatched the door. “See you tomorrow. And thanks.”
He gave me a little wave and waited until I got to the top of the steps before he drove off. There was a loud screech of tires and I looked back to see Connor slam on his breaks in an effort not to hit a truck barreling down the street. Once clear, he pulled out and I turned to face my mother who stood in the open door.
“I’m sorry.” It was all I could offer, and at this point all I knew was that she was mad about me not calling—not about skipping school.
“You’re late. Is your phone working?” she asked, her steel gray eyes were narrowed and tight. I did not want to cross my mother when she was angry.
“Yes. I just…I lost track of time,” I said, feeling safe that she didn’t know about school. It would have been the first thing she said.
She crossed her arms over her chest and stared at me in response. Crap. She wanted a full confession.
As I dropped my bag and hung up my coat, I concocted a believable story. “Connor asked me to the museum.” I peeled the sticker off my chest as evidence. In an attempt for honesty, I added, “I was excited and forgot everything else.”
The lines on the side of her eyes softened a bit. “Connor, huh?”
I blushed at her tone, and wished I could melt into the floor. “Yeah.”
Her arms were crossed over her chest, but I could see the curiosity brimming under the anger. “Are you two dating? Because if you are, you know the rules—he needs to meet me and Dad.”
“No. It’s not like that.” 
Another stare. I groaned at her ability to read me. “It’s not. We’re friends and he’s in my art class and he has a pass to the museum. He offered to take me—that’s all.” That wasn’t it by a long shot, but I didn’t know how to define it and I wasn’t about to try.
She studied me for a long moment, I guess trying to decide where to go next. I prayed it wasn’t a repeat of the sex education speech she gave me and Grace when we were ten. PleaseGodno.
My mother touched my hand. “What happened to your finger?”
I allowed her to look at it. “I smashed it. In Connor’s door.” I rolled my eyes playfully. “You saw how beat up that thing is, right?”
Concern flashed on her face. “I don’t want you riding with him if it’s not safe.”
“No, he’s a safe driver.” The lie rolled easily off my lips. Connor was, in fact, a terrifying driver. “It was my fault, being clumsy.”
She seemed satisfied. “We’ll talk about this more later, but right now I need help with dinner.”
Relieved I had not been caught skipping and across town on my own, I agreed and followed her into the kitchen, glad this day was coming to an end.

I MANAGED TO SURVIVE a very awkward and quiet family dinner before I escaped to my room. My parents, not in the mood to be around me either, suggested I go
right up and start my homework—they’d do the dishes alone. My father turned on the radio, which is essentially code in our house for, ‘we want to talk about Jane, but don’t want her to hear’. I had no interest in what they had to say under the loud music either, so I ran as fast as I could up to my room and closed the door tight behind me.
If I could, I’d possibly stay in here forever.
The instant the door clicked, I heard my name and turned to see Evan in the corner. I walked past him and dropped my stuff on the desk.
“Hey.”
He didn’t reply I glanced at him and saw the anger and hurt visible on his face. I could handle my mom being upset and even Connor, but not this. Not Evan.
“I’m sorry.” I pressed my fingers into my eyes, trying to keep the tears back. I needed to stop crying. I was such a girl.
“Why?”
“What?”
“Why’d you do it? I told you he was dangerous.” His voice was clipped and angry.
I sighed and sat in the desk chair. “Because this isn’t right, Evan. You, me…this can’t go on forever. I thought maybe if I found your mom and told you she was okay or helped her or something you could move on.”
We sat in heavy silence. The tension grew between us as time passed. If he wasn’t going to change his position on this, I had nothing else to say. Picking up my book, I flipped it open to my assignment.
Three passages into the Korean War, he broke the silence. “Did you see her?”
“I did.”
“How did she look?” His concern was palpable. “Was she okay?”
“I guess, I mean, nothing was wrong that I could see. He wouldn’t let me talk to her.” I suppressed a shiver at the thought of him. “I tried.”
Something flashed behind Evan’s eyes and he muttered under his breath so low I couldn’t make out the words. “Were the girls there?”
I shook my head. “Not that I could see. But it was a school day.”
“Good. I’m glad they’re still in school. Things can’t be that bad if he’s letting them go.” 
He didn’t sound convinced.
I swallowed and tapped my pen on the desk. “Thanks for sending Connor after me.”
He looked surprised. “He told you?”
“Yeah, after I asked how he found me.”
“He’s a good guy, Jane,” he said.
“I know.” 
“Can you tell me about him? John? I’ve never met someone so scary before.”
“Okay,” he said, brushing the hair away from his eyes.
Evan sat down on the floor beneath my chair. He crossed his legs and I could see the frayed edges of his jeans, worn down from use in his past life and the smooth soles of his sneakers. “My dad wasn’t a great guy. He pretty much abandoned us, but my memories of him aren’t bad. He just wasn’t cut out to be a dad, I guess. Three kids and a wife weren’t in his plan. My mother didn’t make the best choice in men, but John,” he said, fingering the peeling leather of his shoes, “he was awful.”
He stopped, gaining courage, I suspected, to continue. He grasped my foot and messed with the laces of my shoe, tying and untying them with precision. It was a difficult task for him. When he was ready he said, “He always made me feel uneasy. It was like there was an unspoken competition between us, like he was challenging me for my mother’s affections. I always knew she loved me and my sisters—that was never the issue. The problem was more how she saw herself. She just seemed to feel like she didn’t deserve better, when really, she did.”
I wanted to touch him and make him feel better, but I couldn’t. Our weird, confusing, double standard of contact was annoying, but there was nothing I could do.
“The last time he beat her…it was horrible,” he said, dropping his head even lower. “I took the girls to their room and we turned up their little kid music and read books. We pretended like we couldn’t hear the noises from the other room. I never, ever want to hear something like that again.”
“What happened? What did you do then?” I asked, feeling horrible for even assuming he should or could do something.
He shrugged. “She was alive, but he crossed a line that time. She had bruises everywhere, all over her face and neck. Later, when he was done, I heard him leave.” Evan looked at me, worry lines around his young eyes. “His truck was always so loud, we could actually hear him blocks away. When I came out and found her, she was just in this heap on the floor. Her lip was cut and swelling. The skin around her eyes…” He winced. “She had horrible bruises for weeks. I wanted to take her to the hospital, she could barely stand, but she just wanted to go to bed.” 
He tied my shoe in a tight knot. “I didn’t see her the next morning. I was so scared but hoped she was okay and asleep or something. There was no way she could go to work. John never came home that night. His truck was gone when we got up the next day. I got the girls to school and halfway through the school day a social worker showed up and took us to her office downtown. This woman kept saying everything was fine and that we would see our mother soon. And we did. Later that day we met up at the shelter.”
“I’m so sorry,” I whispered.
“Jane,” he said, looking up, “I know I keep telling you this, but it’s not sinking in. John is the most dangerous person you or I have ever met. He is calculating and cold. He hurt her in ways people couldn’t see. But that time he lost it. Completely and totally lost it. He doesn’t care about the police—he ended up coming after us anyway.
“Maybe we can call the police? Or the social worker? What about Ms. Crawford?” I tried.
“No,” he said, sounding older than his years. “You don’t get it. If he thinks you know something or have something on him, he won’t stop until it’s resolved. You need to drop this.”
My stomach churned at the thought. “Okay.”
“Don’t go back there again. Promise me.”
“I won’t.”
The tension from earlier dissipated between us and I went back to my homework, pretending everything was okay. It wasn’t, but we spoke a little about the day and school—he even asked me about Connor and our upcoming ‘date’. We avoided the more loaded topics.
Later, I climbed into bed, turning off the lamp and rolled onto my side, settling into the darkness.
Before I drifted off, his hand covered mine. It was cold and smooth.
Out of the dark he asked, “Do you really want me to leave?”
I opened my eyes, but was unable to see anything. “You know that’s not what I want. Not the way you mean it.”
He squeezed my hand. “Later,” he called, the coolness of his presence shifting away from me.
“Later.”








“SO, I HAVE SOME changes in our plans for this weekend,” Ava said, sliding into the seat next to me at our lunch table.
I spoke around a mouthful of peanut butter and jelly sandwich. “Yeah?”
Ava unloaded her lunch bag, methodically organizing her food in front of her. Julia and I shared an amused look. We found this compulsive side of our friend endearing. “The shelter called and they would rather us come on Sunday instead.” She sounded a little defeated. I understood. Without an excuse there was no reason for our double date.
“Okay, what time on Sunday?” I secretly hoped Connor wouldn’t be able to go. I knew I’d promised to keep him in the loop, but I was uncomfortable taking him there for ulterior motives.
“About noon,” she said, opening her yogurt and rummaging in the lunch bag for a spoon.
“Okay.”
We sat together, amid the buzzing crowds in the cafeteria like we did every day. Julia’s nose was in her phone while I worked peanut butter off the roof of my mouth. Ava had a notebook out and read while licking pink yogurt off her spoon.
“What do you think we should do about Saturday?” she asked, looking up from the paper. She said it nonchalantly but I knew better. “You and Connor, you’re going out anyway, right?” Julia put down her phone, a sudden interest in the conversation.
Not really, I wanted to say, but how did I explain that? I couldn’t. Not now. But Ava had a date with Christian on the line, and I knew she was looking forward to it.
“Let me text Connor and see what he says,” I offered.
I tapped out a message:
Shelter meeting mov’d til Sun.
Thoughts 4 Sat? 
I glanced over at his table, where he was surrounded by friends. Allison was there, hovering as usual, and inserting herself in the middle of their group. I fought the coil of jealousy in the pit of my stomach.
From my seat I could see him pull out his phone and check my message—his eyes flicked to mine. His thumbs moved across the keys and in an instant my phone vibrated.
Still on-Pick u up at 5.
I stole another look at him. His lips curved in a smirk, but he kept his eyes on his friends and away from my table. It was his way of giving me space. 
And then it hit me. I didn’t want space today. I wanted him.
K
I didn’t even have time to put my phone down before it buzzed again.
 wanna ride home?
I bit my lip to keep from grinning like an idiot.
Yes
Again, I caught his eye but turned away before I embarrassed myself further.
“What did he say?” Ava asked and I relayed the text. A giddy grin appeared on her face and I couldn’t help but laugh.
“So, what’s going on with you two?” Julia asked, putting her phone on the table. That was a first.
“I don’t know,” I said, somewhat truthfully. “We’ve been hanging out a little. The other day we went to the museum after school.”
“I’ve never seen you talk at school, though. What’s with that?”
Ava leaned her elbows on the table. “They do, too. I have class with them and they talk a lot.” ‘A lot’ was a bit of a stretch, but I appreciated her support. “Just because they don’t mark their territory in the hallway every day doesn’t mean nothing’s going on between them.”
I coughed, almost choking on a pretzel. Thankfully though, this seemed to appease Julia, and she and Ava launched into a full discussion of clothing and hair choices for Saturday. I listened with little interest until they focused on my wardrobe.
“You should wear your hair down, Jane,” Julia said, reaching across the table to tug on my ever-present ponytail.
“You think?” I asked. Ever since it had grown out I wore it back, proud that it was long enough. I fingered the ends and thought about it.
Ava swallowed a gulp of water. “And wear those dark jeans. Those look great on you.”
“Yep,” Julia said. “They make your ass look amazing.”
“What?” I touched my butt. My butt could be described many ways; big, round, curvy, hippy…but not amazing.
“It’s true,” Ava said.
Note to self: Wear Awesomeing Butt Jeans.
The girls continued around me and I couldn't help but forget for a moment all the bad stuff from earlier in the week. Evan's mom and her creepy boyfriend. Connor's anger. It was a bright spot in the middle of a dreary week and I planned to bask in it.

BY THE TIME CONNOR was supposed to pick me up for our date, I’d managed to work myself into quite the typical girl frenzy. I was working at my parents’ shop, wishing the time would go by faster, but instead it just dragged.
I’d dressed before my shift, yet found myself in the bathroom adjusting the shirt and sweater I had chosen. More than once I cursed myself for not bringing an alternative. The truth was, it was a good thing I was at work and not home because I would have changed a dozen times by now. Insecurities kept flooding my mind. My nose was too small, my hips too wide (despite butt-awesomeing jeans), my voice too loud. I was flooded by nerves and so many ridiculous thoughts that I almost called and backed out of this stupid date. Ava would kill me and Connor would have shown up anyway. I had a feeling no one ever told him ‘no.’
As I dusted and rearranged the pottery near a large, over-sized antique mirror, I caught myself checking my reflection more than once. I had redone my hair so many times that my father asked if I had a problem.
Oh, I had a problem all right.
My problem was that at any minute my not-boyfriend was coming to pick me up for some kind of quasi double date and I was freaking out. I’d been on dates before. Grace’s boyfriend Drew set me up more than once with his friends so we could all go places together, but I never cared for them like I did for Connor. Not at all. 
The door opened and my heart seized. I took a deep breath to calm my nerves, but when I looked over, two women browsed near the front of the store.
“Get it together, moron,” I said to myself.
My dad walked out of the back room. “What’s that, honey?”
“Nothing. Just talking to myself.”
He stepped over to the counter top and shuffled through some papers. “When’s your date getting here?”
Oh. God. “Not a date, Dad.” Just a friend. Just. A. Friend. 
Iwantedhimtobemorethanafriend.
He chuckled to himself, causing my defenses to flare, but I knew better than to get into it with him. I was just happy they were letting me go out after getting caught the other afternoon. I started to change the topic when I saw his eyes focus behind me and I turned to see Connor standing a foot away.
“Hi.”
“Hey,” I said, trying not to notice how fantastic he looked. And calm. He looked calm. He always looked calm.
“Hi,” he said again and I ducked my head to hide the goofy grin on my face. Could we be any lamer?
My dad cleared his throat. “I’m Mr. Watts, you must be Connor.”
Connor stepped around me and I watched as he offered his hand to my father. How horrible to be a boy and go through this...this assessment. Connor hadn’t shaved, but I could see that the back of his hair was still damp from showering. I could smell the soap. I wondered if my father noticed these things. Probably not.
“Yes sir,” he said while pumping hands. “Nice to meet you.”
Well, who knew? Connor Jacobs had manners. 
My dad released his hand, pleased.
“Where are you going tonight?” Dad asked, looking between the two of us.
“We’re meeting Ava and Connor’s friend Christian at the Thai place, remember?” I said, trying to keep the annoyance out of my voice. Getting hostile wouldn’t help anyone. I did impatiently begin shuffling my feet in the direction of the door, hoping everyone would take the hint.
“Okay, then. Midnight?” he prompted.
I rolled my eyes and began to protest, but Connor stepped in. “No problem, sir,” he said, those inexplicable manners peeking out from under his typical air of smug overconfidence and bad boy charm. He lifted his chin in my direction and asked, “Ready?”
“Yeah, let me get my stuff.” I moved behind the counter and took my bag off the hook underneath and grabbed my coat.
On the way out of the store I stopped and gave my dad a quick hug so he would know I wasn’t too annoyed. The minute we got outside I said, “Who taught you such fine manners?” I bumped him with my elbow.
He feigned offense, placing a hand over his heart. “My mother, of course. I was raised in the South. It’s in the water. Like sweet tea or grits.”
I hummed. “I suppose it’s true.” There were still certain expectations for a well-raised boy, at least in front of adults.
He led me to his car, taking long strides ahead to open the passenger door for me. I paused before climbing in, pushing my back against the metal frame. “Aren’t you pushing this a little, with the door and everything?”
He shrugged. “No. It’s what I always do when I take a girl on a date.” He emphasized the word.
I tried not to show any emotion to his declaration. I swallowed. “Oh, yeah?”
“Yeah,” he said, resting his arms over the top of the door.
“So what else should I expect?” I asked trying to be brave, yet feeling overwhelmed from his closeness and his words.
His eyes narrowed in thought, but then without warning he leaned in and pressed his lips to mine. His lips moved gently and his mouth was warm and soft. He tasted like mint toothpaste and smelled like detergent and it was nice. Really, really nice.
He pulled away and smiled, slow and lazy. “What was that?” I asked, trying to retain some composure despite the fact that it was impossible.
“You asked what to expect. I was definitely going to do that tonight.”
Speechless at his unwavering confidence, I just turned and sat in the car. I used the time between Connor shutting the door and closing his own to catch my breath and will the redness from my face.
He cranked the car and he fiddled with the radio, eventually stopping on an acceptable station. Without facing me, he asked, “Was that okay?”
Was he crazy? “Yeah.” 
That same slow grin crept across his mouth, and I could feel one on my own. I pretended to act nonchalant when he passed over the gearshift, and I allowed him to lace his fingers with mine.
He looked over and said, “I’ve been wanting to do that since New Year’s Eve.”
Me too, I thought, but I wasn’t brave enough to say it. “Took you long enough.”
He rubbed his thumb across the outside of my hand. “Oh yeah. I’ve regretted it every day since.” He moved his hand to shift gears but immediately came back. “Drunk and stupid. I’m glad you gave me another chance.”
I swallowed hard. “I’m not really sure I had a choice.” 
With his eyes forward and his hand wrapped in mine he said, “Me either.”

“DID YOU JUST HUSTLE me?” he asked, leaning his back against the tiny blue car. We had left the bowling alley an hour ago. Christian and Ava took off in her car to go home, and Connor and I were now outside my house. I checked my watch in the street light. I had eight minutes until curfew.
“No.”
“You just schooled me and everyone else in bowling. How did you do it?”
The truth? I had no idea. I’d only bowled once before in my life but tonight I had kicked bowling butt. A fluke, but I didn’t plan on confessing that. “I’m afraid I can’t share my secret bowling skills.” I offered him a patronizing smile. “Sorry.”
He took a false menacing step forward. “I could make you tell me.” 
I couldn’t even pretend to care. Every time he touched me, the swoony, silly girl in me got worse. I was starting to think he took every opportunity to make contact. I lifted one of my hands, and made a motion. “It’s all in the wrist.”
Connor half-laughed, half-coughed. “All in the wrist, you say?”
“What?” I asked.
His eyebrow arched and caught my hand in his. “Something to remember, I guess.”
Realization dawned on me and I slipped from his grasp. “Are you being perverted?”
Shaking his head, he took another step closer and pushed my hair behind my ear. “I like it when you smile.”
I liked seeing him smile, too, and tonight with Ava and Christian was the most relaxed I’d seen him. Once he’d convinced me, with that very real (and hot) kiss, that we were on a date, I shook off my nerves and had a good time. The boys were goofy and fun to watch and Ava and I always had a good time together. It had been a perfect night.
“I think my time is up,” I said, motioning to the light that flicked on and off once in an upstairs window. Connor followed me up the steps, hands and body hovering close to mine. At the top, I turned so we were eye level. “Thanks for tonight. I needed it.”
His hand moved from the railing to my hip. “Me, too.”
Connor tilted his head, causing his hair to brush across my forehead, and kissed me. It was softer than the first time, although his fingers switched from tentative to firm on my hip. My hands moved around his waist, clasping on his back, and he rested his forehead on mine. He was so close. He smelled so good.
“Are you nervous about tomorrow?”
“A little,” I confessed. “So, Mrs. Crawford gave you a permission slip?”
“Yeah, she called, too. I think they were a little worried about my record but she persuaded them to let me come with you.”
“She likes you.” 
He shrugged. “I told you. I can be charming. Even Mrs. Crawford isn’t immune to my powers.” 
“I’m sure that was it.” What I wouldn’t give for an ounce of his confidence.
“No, I think she likes the idea of me doing community service there and giving back. It’s not such a bad idea, considering.”
“Ava’s picking me up at ten. Meet us there?” I asked, slipping out of his arms. I needed to go in before someone came out and got me. Connor’s fingers grasped one last time at the waist of my jeans, but I tugged out of reach.
“Night,” I said, with my back to the door, fumbling with the knob.
He smiled, cute and confident, the smile of a boy who just scored a kiss. I forced my way inside, and latched the door behind me. My heart pounded wildly in my chest, and I leaned back on the door to catch my breath. In the dark foyer I forced myself to twist the lock before I went back out and gave him another kiss. I wanted to go out there. I wanted to hold on to the moment, the kisses and the laughing and good times with friends. Tomorrow we were going to the shelter, and I was afraid to let him enter that world with me. I wanted us to stay good and not be tainted further by the reality of our situation. Connor’s car started up with its usual commotion and I turned off the porch light before heading upstairs. 
Halfway up to my room my phone vibrated in my pocket. There was no way he had even made it off my street yet.
did u have fun?
 My phone glowed in the dark stairwell as I typed my reply. 
Yes
Is it lame or creepy that I miss you already?
 I sighed with relief. I was glad it wasn’t only me. Creepy? Yes. Lame? Totally.
 Can I pick you up tomorrow?
Yes-I’ll tell Ava
 Goodnight, Jane
 I climbed the final steps to my room and texted my own goodnight, forgetting my worries about the next day.








SITTING IN THE MIDDLE of the utilitarian, lunchroom style table were two giant, handmade cards and a sloppy but endearing cake. Both cards had the words ‘thank you’ emblazoned across the front in glitter and marker, while the cake had thick chocolate icing with rainbow colored sprinkles scattered over the top.
I looked at Ava and smiled. It was too much.
“Everyone! Can I have your attention?” Stephanie commanded from the center of the room. Most of the children and adults quieted and listened to the director. “We wanted to thank Ava and Jane for coming over the holidays to help the kids make crafts.” She gestured in our direction and dozens of eyes landed on us. I hated being recognized.
Safehaven was different than the last time we were here. Last time we came it was a weekday, over school break, so there had only been children and staff around the facility. Today though, it was mid-Sunday afternoon and there were mothers and children filling the game room. More adults prepared snacks for the little party in the kitchen. Connor stood with his back against the far wall next to the door. After last night, I was happy he insisted on coming.
Stephanie said a few more complimentary things about us before she cut into the cake, which prompted squeals of delight from the younger children. She and several other workers doled out hunks on small paper plates for the children to pass around to the adults in the room. Jasmine, the little girl I met the first time, came over and gave me a large piece.
“Thank you!” I said, dropping to one knee. 
“It’s chocolate,” she said, pointing at the cake.
I swiped the icing with my finger and popped it into my mouth. “Yum, I love chocolate! Where’s your cake?”
She whipped her head around, causing her braids to swish across her back. “Over there.”
She pointed to two women at a table with several other children who were already eating cake. I assumed the dark haired woman was Jasmine’s mother, since the other woman had blonde hair pulled back in a ponytail and had two blonde girls next to her.
“Well thank you for bringing me the cake,” I said, tugging on a braid. 
Jasmine giggled, her eyes lit up and she said, “We’re going home tomorrow.”
“Tomorrow? I bet you’re excited.”
“Mama says I can have my own room this time and not share with Xavier.”
“That’s great!” I remembered Evan left the shelter once, too, but maybe things would be better for this little girl. Connor appeared over her shoulder with two bottles of water clutched in one hand. I stood and took one. “Connor, this is Jasmine.”
“Hey, Jasmine,” he said, before twisting off the cap from his water and putting it to his lips. As usual, he was completely at ease in this new, different environment. Nothing seemed to faze him.
She gave him a wide gap-toothed smile. Looking between us she said, “Is he your husband?”
I laughed and Connor choked on the water he was swallowing. “No, we’re not married. I’m only seventeen. I’m too young to have a husband.”
Her tiny dark eyebrows furrowed. “My mama had my brother when she was only fifteen.”
Again, Connor drank from his bottle. Chicken.”You should probably go eat your cake before someone else does, okay?”
Jasmine’s brown eyes grew wide, and she gasped at the thought before running back to the table. I turned to Connor, pretending that horrifying moment hadn’t occurred, and held up my plate. “Cake?”
Connor picked up the fork and stabbed a huge piece, shoving it into his mouth. “At our wedding, can we have vanilla icing? That’s my favorite.” He laughed before the words were all the way out of his mouth.
I rolled my eyes. “Shut it.”
Ava came over and said, “Did you see that little girl who came over to me?” Connor took the empty plates from the two of us and slipped to the trash can. I saw him snag another piece of cake from the table, giving Stephanie a charming grin.
“No.”
“That little girl over there—with the curly hair. She said she missed our last project and wanted to know if we could come back again.”
These kids. They shouldn’t want to be here. This place shouldn’t be better than home. I tried to get a better look, but all I saw was a mass of hair. “That was sweet.”
I did see Connor, though, cramming cake in his mouth. He detoured over to the photos on the wall, licking icing off his fork. I felt a sharp pinch on my arm. “Ouch!”
“Sorry,” Ava said, in a voice that implied anything but. “I was surprised to see Connor with you today.”
I shrugged it off. “He wanted to come.”
“How did he get permission? You know they’re secretive about this location. It’s dangerous for the women.”
“I know. He went to Mrs. Crawford and got a letter from her and clearance to do service hours here with us. I guess they have some arrangement with the school.” I’d wondered this myself and thought it would be close to impossible for him to come with us, but as usual, Connor seemed to have persuasive powers. I suspected it was his eyes. I was pretty sure they could convince me to do anything.
“Plus he wanted to be with you…again.” She winked.
I rolled my eyes. “I doubt it. I think…” I stalled, thinking of something plausible. “I think he feels bad about his behavior last year and all the trouble he got into. He feels guilty, and I told him how great it was here and he wanted to see for himself.” It wasn’t a complete lie. Okay, it was mostly a lie.
Ava seemed to take that in for a moment. “So how did your date end last night?”
“It was good.” I focused on the boy in question. He wore double layers of T-shirts, gray over black, with the sleeves pushed to the elbows. I couldn’t help but notice the way his neck and jaw tensed as his eyes roamed the bulletin board, though. “What about you?”
Ava grinned. “Good.”
“Yeah?” I asked, wondering what good meant to Ava. I knew what it meant for me, but she and I may have a different level of measurement.
“Yeah, he already called me today, and texted me.” She pulled out her phone and checked the screen, turning and waving it in my direction and doing a little dance. “He wants to come over tonight.”
“Sounds like it did go well—for both of you.”
Ava didn’t even try to cover her grin. “How about that one?” She pointed to Connor.
“How about what?”
“I bet he’s a fantastic kisser. You can tell.”
“Ava!” I shouted but recovered, lowering my voice. “You cannot!”
She rolled her eyes. “Whatever. He’s all broody and artistic. Passionate. We already know he has a bad side.” She lifted an eyebrow. “So, how was it?”
I blushed furiously, hating how blunt Ava could be. Regardless, it was nice to have someone to talk to, someone who understood what it was like to be a seventeen year old girl. “He’s good. Too good. A total player. I’m doomed.”
Ava’s frowned. “He’s not playing you. He likes you. Even Christian was impressed, and he doesn’t notice much.”
“I know he likes me, it’s just…” I floundered for words. “He’s just so confident. When I’m around him, I feel all mushy and clumsy and like my tongue is too big or something. I don’t know. It’s ridiculous.”
She giggled, wrapping an arm around my shoulder and squeezed. “It’s not ridiculous and I can relate. I changed outfits six times yesterday before our date. Christian, of course, showed up in dirty jeans and a T-shirt. And looked amazing. They make us stupid.”
I groaned at the absurdity of it all.
“You guys ready to go in a minute?” Ava asked. “I have a paper due tomorrow that I need to work on if Christian comes over tonight.”
“I’ve got a bunch, too.” Connor should have had enough time to look around and check the photos out. “Let me throw this trash away and get him.”
I passed Jasmine and her mother on my way to the trashcan and winked at the little girl. She giggled and waved her spoon at me. I dumped my trash and Stephanie grabbed me by the arm and waved Ava over to the cake table.
“Girls, I want to take your picture before you go.”
Stephanie posed us near one of the large cards the kids made, and I saw Jasmine’s mother and the blonde woman she’d been sitting with earlier. They cleaned the table, stacking plates and napkins to carry back to the kitchen. The blonde turned and I saw the imprints of long fingers wrapped around her neck, deep reddish-purple bruises. Someone had tried to strangle this woman. I attempted to force my eyes away, but Evan’s story was stuck in my head. I’d never seen anything like this up close.
Stephanie’s voice pulled my attention away. “Ready, girls?”
“Yep!” Ava said, slipping her arms around my waist and crushing me into her side. Stephanie took the photo and I pretended my heart wasn’t breaking. How did these women do it? Once again, my visit here became overwhelming and I knew it was time to leave. I scanned the room for Connor but when I found him by the photo board I couldn’t help but notice a deep furrow on his forehead.
“I’ll be right back.”
I walked over to Connor and brushed the back of his hand with my finger. “Hey, what’s wrong?”
“I can’t find the picture.”
“No?” I asked, scanning the board. I moved my finger over the rows of pictures, trying to pinpoint where I had seen it last time. “It was around here.”
“I’ve been searching for Evan but he’s not here. You said he looked about the same?”
I nodded, “Yeah, he died just a little while later. He had on those pants and shoes he wears now.”
Connor rubbed his hand over his head in frustration. “It’s not here.”
“Wait—that one!” I said pointing to a picture. “That’s his…,” I trailed off. “Oh, no!” My hand flew to my mouth.
“What?”
I studied the photograph. “That’s his mother, Ellen, and sisters. This picture is new.” I spun and looked around the room. “I’m such an idiot. I was standing right next to them. Ava was talking to his sister!”
Connor’s hand rested on my arm. “Calm down. Where is she?”
I couldn’t see her. The girls played a game on the floor with some other kids, but Ellen was nowhere to be found. I reached for Connor’s arm and pulled him down so I could whisper. “She was bruised. Badly. I didn’t see her face but I know it was her. There were,” I swallowed and lowered my voice further, “horrible marks on her neck. He did this to her.”
My eyes scanned the room again and I found her walking out of the kitchen. My fingers tightened around the fabric of Connor’s shirt. “Oh, my God.” 
I felt like I’d been punched in the stomach. Ellen’s face was bruised. One of her eyes swollen and discolored. It was definitely the woman I had seen in the doorway behind John, but she didn’t look like that then. He did this to her after my visit. I knew the truth. It happened because of the visit. 
I did this to her.
A surge of vomit rushed up my throat and I tugged out of Connor’s grasp, running down the hall. I barely made it to the bathroom on time, pushing the door open and lunging for the toilet. Holding onto the cool tile walls, I retched twice more while gagging and blinking back tears. Make it stop, make it stop, make it stop. My mind raced. I knew this was my fault. Those bruises were not there four days ago when I went to the house.
I unraveled some tissue from the roll and blew my nose. What a mess. Moving to the sink I turned on the water and looked in the mirror. I needed to go home, to find Evan. How was I going
to get out of here without looking like a total idiot? I splashed water on my face and dried it off with the hem of the T-shirt I was wearing under my sweater. I grimaced at the reflection of my puffy, red eyes in the mirror.
A soft knock tapped against the door. “Jane?”
I pressed my head against the mirror. “I’m okay.”
I heard the door squeak open. “Are you sure?”
Connor’s reflection appeared in the mirror. His blue eyes were filled with worry and I shook my head. “No.”
Connor’s boots shuffled across the tile floor. He hesitated a moment before closing the distance, placing an arm on each side of me and resting his hands on the tile counter. I was effectively trapped between him and the sink. His face peered around my head and we locked eyes in the mirror.
“It’s not your fault.”
“Yes, it is.”
His chest pressed into my back and he sighed into my hair. A thrill passed through me, which was wrong. All of this was wrong. How could I think about Connor in the middle of this mess? “What do you want to do? You want to talk to her?”
“No!” I looked over my shoulder at him. “I can’t. Can we just go? Ava’s ready.”
“Okay.” He lifted his hands and circled them around my waist. Dropping his mouth to my ear he said, “We’ll fix this.” He sounded so sure. So determined, as always, but how could we? What could we do?
I wiped my fingers under my eyes, trying to clean up the mess on my face. Connor tightened his arms. “I’m serious. We’ll make this right.”
I turned and pressed my nose into his chest. “I hope we can.”
 

THE RIDE HOME WAS uncomfortable. Connor was tense and stressed, giving me sympathetic glances every minute or two. His attention made me nervous. Ava was oblivious, other than the fact she knew I felt queasy, so she filled the quiet of the car with chatter about art class and upcoming assignments. I just prayed I wouldn’t puke again.
“Are you sure you’re okay?” Ava asked from the cramped back seat. “You’re a little green. Should we pull over?”
I closed my eyes and took a deep breath. “I’m fine. But thanks for pointing it out.”
Connor’s tiny, but loud, car made my head hurt and all I wanted was to drop Ava off at home and go to bed. Luckily, Ava and her father lived in what used to be a high school that had been converted into lofts and it wasn’t too far away.
“Moron,” Connor said and banged his fist on the steering wheel. Other R-rated words followed.
I opened my eyes, “What?”
He looked into his rearview mirror and jerked a thumb at the back of the car. “This jackass is all up in my tailgate. I don’t know what his issue is.”
I sat up and leaned around the seat to get a better view, and Ava also turned to peek out the window.
“He is really close,” Ava said. All I could see was the front grill of a large truck.
Connor slowed the car at a traffic light and the truck pulled close behind us. His eyes flicked between his mirrors. I touched his arm. “Don’t let him get to you, and don’t drive too fast. Trust me.”
He slackened his grip on the steering wheel under my touch but his jaw remained tight while he waited out the light. When it finally changed, I exhaled, waiting for Connor to move. He didn’t move.
The truck revved its engine behind us and when I turned to question Connor, I saw the shades of a grin lingering on his mouth. Awesome. Connor the troublemaker decided to make an appearance. I sighed and rested my head on my hand. This day would never end. “You’ve got to be kidding me? Drop it.”
“Connor, go—this guy is freaking me out,” Ava said. “He looks pretty pissed.”
I turned again and ducked down to see through the back window. Again, I grabbed Connor by the arm. “Go. Now.”
The smirk faded. “What?”
“It’s him. Go.”
Connor released the brake and floored it, taking the corner faster than he should have. Ava gasped from the back seat, trying to maintain her balance after Connor’s sudden start. My nausea forgotten, I kept my eyes on the truck. The silver truck we’d seen in Ellen’s driveway—John followed us.
“Him? Who’s him?” Ava asked, her voice a little high.
Connor and I made eye contact. What should I tell her? I noticed the smallest shake of his head. “I cut this guy off the other day and he was angry,” he explained. “What’s the chance of me running into him again?”
Ava frowned. “Do you think he’s dangerous?”
I opened my mouth but Connor cut me off. “I don’t know. Tell me the best way to lose him and get to your house.”
Ava leaned up between the seats. “Turn left at the next street.”
Connor accelerated, his tiny car swerving into the turn. My fingers gripped around the edge of the seat and Ava spouted off directions to get us through the neighborhood. We flew past houses and businesses intermixed. Old homes converted into shops, and old warehouses transformed into apartments. I turned, hoping we’d lost him, only to find that he was still a few feet from the car.
“Okay, at the light turn left,” Ava directed, and we reached the light just as it turned yellow. Connor squeezed through the traffic light just as it turned red and we all sighed, thankful we’d made it. “Good.” Ava said, relaxing back in the seat.
“Dammit,” Connor said, banging a fist on the gearshift. Ava and I looked back and the truck had run the light and was making up the distance.
Ava sat up again. “Right! Here! Right!”
Connor barely made the turn, the back tire bounced off the curb, jostling the three of use in the car. I could see the school ahead. “Up there!”
“Okay, see that white mailbox? Turn into that driveway.”
“Ava…” Connor’s voice was wary.
“Trust me.”
Connor sighed but downshifted and turned at the mailbox. Ahead of us was a long, narrow driveway and he had to slow down to make the turn. The truck lurched as it followed us. It would definitely be a tight fit for the truck.
“What now?” Connor asked, his eyes on the road.
“See that break in the bushes over there? Your car should fit.”
Connor had no choice. He slowed further and slid through the overgrown brush. Vines and leaves scraped down the car as we passed through the narrow space. On the other side we found ourselves on a dirt road, littered with debris and trash.
“He won’t make it,” I realized, keeping an eye out the back window.
Ava nodded. “Okay, keep going and loop around to the right.” Connor followed her directions, his small car bobbed up and down the dirt path. When I looked back, the truck was nowhere to be found.
Connor did as Ava said and we found ourselves at her building—in the former back parking lot of the school. He edged the car to the curb and stopped. Facing Ava, he asked, “How did you know that?”
Ava adjusted her glasses and smiled smugly. “I have two brothers. I follow them around a lot. The houses in this neighborhood didn’t have driveways so they used these little alleys behind the houses. My brothers ride their bikes back there.” Her smile turned smug. “Among other things.”
Connor unlatched his door and hopped out, helping Ava from the low seat in the back. “Thanks,” he said.
Before she left she ducked down and cast a worried look me. “Be careful.”
“We will.” I promised.
Ava turned her back and Connor slid back his seat. Without speaking, he shifted in gear and drove out into the streets of the city.








TWENTY MINUTES LATER, AFTER weaving back and forth through the neighborhood, Connor pulled his car into a brick lined driveway. From what I could see through the window, the house was old and huge. The front porch was wide and long, wrapping around the side. A landscaped yard, lush and pristine, surrounded the house and I could only think how it was a far cry from our eclectic wild flowers and yard art. Everything was immaculate, and I’d seen it all before in the painting Emma had displayed at the museum. Connor had taken me to his house. I cocked my head toward him in question as we parked in the back.
He killed the engine. “I’m worried about taking you home right now. I don’t want to risk him following us there.”
“It’s better to have him here? I don’t want to involve your family. It’s not your problem.” I felt sick to my stomach. Again.
Connor brushed a piece of hair over my shoulder, grazing my neck. His warm fingers caused my heart to flutter, which under the circumstances seemed inappropriate. “I’m not talking about this again,” he said, leaning over and opening my door. “Come on, you can meet my mom.”
My mouth dropped. “What?”
“My mom, she’s home.” He pointed to her car poking out of the carriage house across from us. He got out of the car and walked around to my side, offering me a hand.
“Connor, I just puked in a public bathroom and rode along in a high speed chase with an abuser and murderer and you think we should go meet your mom?”
“I think we need to calm down and figure out what we want to do. And we need to be safe. I’m not taking you home yet.” His fingers tightened around mine. “Plus, my mom’s nice.”
All the nerves from the shelter and then being followed by John amplified upon entering Connor’s gorgeous home, not to mention the idea of meeting his mother. I had a feeling he wanted to distract me from the larger issue at hand, and it worked. Had we progressed to the place to meet one another’s family? He had met mine, of course, but that wasn’t intentional. Connor led me up the back steps and into the mudroom where he hung up his coat and took mine.
“Thanks,” I said in a low voice. Maybe he was wrong. Maybe no one was home.
His hand clasped mine and he tugged me into the next room. “You want something to drink?” He asked the minute we entered the kitchen. I nodded, needing something to get the bitter taste out of my mouth. I watched as he opened the large refrigerator door and pulled out two bottles of water.
My head reeled from the events of the afternoon.
“How do you think he found us?” I asked, unscrewing the cap.
Connor shook his head and leaned against the large granite counter top in the middle of the spacious kitchen. “I’m not sure. He may have been following us all along.”
I had a terrifying thought. “Do you think he knows where the shelter is?” Goosebumps rose and I ran my hands up and down my arms. 
Worry creased his forehead. “I don’t know. I hope not.” He opened his mouth to speak again but we heard voices coming down the hallway and he stopped. Butterflies filled my stomach. I smoothed my hair and shirt. I could taste the bitterness from puking earlier and I really didn’t like to meet new people, especially adults.
“Connor, I didn’t hear you come in,” a woman’s voice said, and I saw Connor nod easily as a pretty, dark haired woman appeared around the corner. Her eyes swept between her son and me. “Oh, hello,” she greeted, but looked back at Connor expectantly.
“Um, this is Jane,” he said, a little shy. Oh. This was new, shy Connor. 
I plastered a smile on my face and offered a hello. Emma was hiding behind her, and I gave her a small wave.
“Nice to meet you,” she said. She walked past Connor, tugging on the back of his hair before she put a stack of papers on the desk across the room, but he ducked and swatted her hand. “What have you been up to today?”
Biggest loaded question ever. Nothing much, Jane hurled cake, we got in a high-speed chase with a murderer. Same old shit. This conversation was on him. 
He cleared his throat. “Oh, Jane had to do this service project thing over at the women’s shelter the school works with. I went with her.”
 “Are you a volunteer?”
“Sometimes. Over the holidays my friend and I taught an art class together for the children living there. I enjoyed working with the kids.”
“You’re an artist, also?” she asked. She had on the most beautiful rings made of wide bands of gold and an enormous square diamond was on her left hand. The house, the jewelry…I was seeing a different side of Connor. The scruffy, vandalizing boy I knew seemed out of place. Except his mother had the same dark and wavy hair and they shared the same long, artistic hands. Pieces of the Connor puzzle fit together. He was a square peg. 
“We’re in the same art class,” Connor answered for me. He tapped his fist on the counter and flashed me a grin. “And English.”
Disturbed by the attention, I studied the kitchen, which was a piece of art itself. Modern, yet retaining its historic appeal. My mother would kill for this house. I realized everyone was waiting for me to contribute to the conversation. I blushed. “Your house is beautiful. My mother would love your kitchen.”
“We finished renovating it last year. It was the last room we worked on. Connor still can’t find where everything goes.” She winked at her son. “I would love to have your mother over to see it—anytime. Do you live in the neighborhood?”
“Yes, we moved here last year,” I said. Connor nudged my foot with his and I followed his line of sight. His attention was on Emma, or over her to be exact. Evan hovered in the doorway.
“I, I…” the words clung to my throat. Evan’s expression was desperate. He knew what happened.
“So, yeah, I think we’re going to head upstairs.” Connor jumped in and backed out the door, gesturing for me to follow.
His mother didn’t seem concerned about where we were going, which made me wonder if having girls up to his room was a common occurrence, but before I could dwell on it, Connor waved me over again with a false calm on his face. I passed Emma, who had no idea a dead boy stood behind her. Connor poked her side, gaining a laugh, but it was all muted noise in the background because I couldn’t keep my eyes off Evan. He never appeared like this. And he’d never appeared in front of me and Connor at the same time—not since that first day.
We exited the kitchen and I kept my eyes trained on Evan’s back—he led us down the hallway and spun around the banister leading upstairs. I ducked behind Connor, allowing him to wrap his hand in mine, and we followed Evan up the glossy hardwood stairs to the second floor. Evan stopped outside a door and he and Connor shared some kind of “man” nod. 
I sighed at the absurdity of it all, but continued to follow Connor until he gestured for me to go ahead of him into the room. The manners on this boy were stellar even in a time of pressure. When I stepped over the threshold, I could tell it was his room, and despite the circumstances that brought me here I couldn’t help but be curious.
The sheer and utter destruction that lay before me spoke volumes. In one word, his room could be called a disaster.
My nose wrinkled at the smell. It wasn’t foul, but a familiar chemical odor lingered in the air. Piles of books and papers covered his desk. Posters, paintings, sketches, and photographs lined the walls. I could barely make out the color of the paint underneath everything. One wall was covered in graffiti tags, a paint splattered sheet protecting the floor. Spray paint cans lined the walls, organized by color, explaining the smell.
I glanced around the room, my eyes skimming past the dirty laundry and empty soda bottles and discarded shoes strewn about, until I stopped at his bed. Oh my God, his bed. 
I knew then and there, no self respecting female would set a finger on that, much less the rest of her. Yuck. My concerns about Allison eased… 
The door latched and I spun, facing the two boys. Evan’s shoulders hunched and his fists bulged in the fabric at his thighs. Connor realized the state of his room and began an irrational, half-hearted attempt to tidy up the disaster surrounding us. After a couple seconds he gave up and ran his hands through his hair.
“Sorry about the mess.”
I ignored him. “What do you know?” I asked Evan.
“I saw her and the girls. I saw what he did to her.”
I stepped forward, Connor forgotten. I longed to hug him and willed him to take comfort in hugging me. He kept his distance. “I’m so sorry. It’s my fault. I’m so, so sorry.”
“I told you not to go.” The tone of his voice stunned me. It was hard and cold.
“I know but—”
 He grabbed my shoulders. “There are no ‘buts’ here, Jane. I told you. Not. To. Go.”
I twisted under the pressure of his hands. “Evan…” I tried to apologize but nothing coherent came out. 
“Evan,” Connor jumped in. “Come on, man, don’t do this.” His hand was on my back, warm and firm, pulling me away from Evan’s grip.
Evan’s face twisted in pain. “Do what? Get angry? Upset? Mad? Why not? Your mother is in the kitchen with her fat diamonds and perfect hair. And her mother,” he swung and pointed at me, “she’s there every day, happy and content with her family and life. Mine? She lost me and lives each day in fear. Don’t tell me what to do.”
My heart broke to see Evan crack before me. He was so helpless and so angry. He slumped even more and dropped his head into his hands. “There’s nothing I can do. I can’t help her. Next time, he’ll kill her.”
“Evan,” Connor said “Let us help. Come on. It’s why we’re here.”
Evan looked at me. “What would I do if he hurt you, too? I’d be stuck here forever dealing with the guilt and pain of that as well. I can’t handle any more. I was sent here as punishment for not helping my mom and sisters in the first place. I failed then and I’ll fail now.”
I couldn’t understand why he thought this way. 
“This isn’t your fault. None of it is! You were sent here for me, to help me. Was that a punishment, too?” Once again, I moved toward him, but Connor’s hand stayed firm on my back and he twisted his fingers in my shirt, holding me in place.
I struggled to pull away but he held tight and moved his body in front of mine. “Evan, we’re here for you and we plan on helping you through this when we figure out how to do it safely,” Connor said, and taking time to give me a pointed look. “I know you’re angry and upset but don’t talk to Jane like that—it’s not fair. She doesn’t deserve it.”
Evan’s eyes flashed. “Don’t talk to me about fair, just…” he grappled for words. He took a deep breath, “Just stay away from them and I’ll stay away from you.” With that he disappeared from the room.
What? No, no, no, no. “Evan!” I hoped he would hear me and come back, but after a moment of silence I knew he was gone. Upset, I shoved Connor away from me. “Why’d you push him?”
Connor’s hand moved to the back of his neck, rubbing furiously. “Because I didn’t like him talking to you like that! You have a job to do and his interference will make it impossible. Making you feel guilty was a new low.”
“You don’t understand. He’s my best friend and you just ran him off!” Useless tears rolled down my cheeks. I wiped them off with the back of my hand. “Plus, he’s right. This is my fault.”
The reality of Evan’s accusations sunk in and I searched for a place to sit. It was impossible though, because there was clutter everywhere. Connor caught on to my distress and shoved books and papers and video game controllers off an armchair next to his bed. Connor claimed the seat before I could, wrapping his arm around my waist and pulled me onto his lap.
I landed without grace, heavy and hard, squirming a little as I shifted my legs to hang over the side of his. Connor’s hands moved to my hips and held me still.
“Stop moving around.” His voice was low and right in my ear. I did as he said and he removed his hands from my waist and rubbed my arms instead. His actions met what I wanted from and for Evan, but we couldn’t give it to each other. No matter how hard we tried, we were doomed to fail one another. I sniffed back another wave of tears, but gave up and smashed my face in Connor’s shoulder. “I don’t know what to do.”
“I know.”
“I mean, everything I do seems to make it worse.” I wiped my nose on my sleeve. Disgusting. I didn’t even try to look at his face. I could only imagine what he thought about me sitting on him, blubbering and whining. Again.
“We’re just going about this the wrong way,” he said. So stubborn.
I turned my face back into his shoulder and inhaled his scent. Sweat and boy. His fingers were still on my arm, but the touch was lighter, extending from my shoulder to my fingertips. My stomach tensed every time his skin came in contact with mine. Everything about Connor was so right and also so very, very wrong.
“I’m sorry,” I said, trying to right myself, but his hands held me to his chest.
“About what?”
“This. Whatever this is.” I said the words to his chest, pressing my ear so I could hear his heartbeat. “I know you want to help with Evan and I won’t deny you that, but the rest of it—whatever it is between us? You didn’t ask for the drama.”
Connor laughed and the noise echoed through his chest. I was shocked at the response and sat up in surprise. His blue eyes were dark and tight. “I know you’re having a hard time accepting this, but I’m not going anywhere.” He ran his thumb over the side of my neck. “Trust me.”
I shivered and twisted my neck away from him. “I want to. I just don’t understand why you want to get involved with all this. I mean, normally…” I rolled my eyes, “I don’t cry nearly this much. Or get in this much trouble. Or need saving. It’s not really my thing.”
The boy underneath me pressed his head back into the chair and raised an eyebrow high enough that I couldn’t see it under his too-long hair. “Normally, I get into way more trouble, and smoke and drink too much and fight with my parents, skip school and would never, ever, invite a girl up to my room.” He shrugged, daring me to challenge him. “People change and go through stuff. Right now, I want to go through stuff with you.”
I sifted through his words. “Right now?”
“Today and tomorrow and any day after that.” He pressed his lips to mine as though to seal it.
Such a player.
He leaned back. “I know you think I’m full of crap, Jane, but it’s true. I was in this from the beginning.” He lowered his voice. “Way before you were.”
“What do you mean?”
“It took me a minute to get past Evan and the idea you could see ghosts, too—I admit, it drew me to you in the first place, but that day you told me off in the hallway during art, and every encounter we had after that? I knew.”
I swallowed, needing him to spell it out. “Knew what?”
He focused on my mouth. “That I wanted you to tell me off like that all the time. Everyone is scared of me, but not you. The kids at school either want to be my friend or run in the opposite direction. You were different. And hot. So I pursued you.”
“You were acting like a stalker!”
“Whatever. I knew you would get me and maybe not judge me for all the garbage in my past.”
“I may have judged you a little.” Or a lot.
“Most of all, I knew that we’re not like everyone else.” His forehead pressed into mine. So close, but not close enough.
“Obviously.” I said. “So you knew that day? In the hall? I thought it was New Year’s Eve.”
He scratched his chin. “Nope. Way before that.”
I wanted to hide my face—he was so bold. 
He wove his fingers into mine. “Plus, I think this is bigger than the two of us. Stop over thinking it.”
I stared at this weird boy. Troublesome and poetic—a deadly mix. He had his baggage and wanted mine, too. I had no reason to deny him or resist him any further, so when he placed a hand behind my neck and leaned in, I let him kiss me. And when he pressed his lips harder, with less hesitation, more determination, I closed my eyes and sunk into it, letting him distract me from the day and the pain, for now just being in the moment.








THAT NIGHT, I SKIPPED homework to shower and fall into bed. My entire body ached with exhaustion. The surprise and upset of the shelter was bad enough, but the fallout with Evan set the entire day on a tailspin. Not to mention, John following us and Connor’s declaration in his room.
This was more than a girl could handle.
Even though my body was worn out, my head whirled with information. I arranged my blankets and picked up my book from the bedside table. I allowed myself to sink into the words on the page until my eyes drooped. A tap on the door and an immediate twist of the knob woke me up. 
“You’re in bed kind of early,” my mom said, emerging from the dark hallway.
“It was a long day.” I shifted my legs, making space.
She sat on the edge of the bed. “Did something happen at the shelter?”
“Kind of.”
My mother patted my knee, with one of those touches that made me feel eight years old again. Right now I wished I was eight years old. “Tell me.”
“There was a woman there and she had been badly beaten. It was just hard to see.” I waited for the tears to start, but nothing came. I was dry.
“Oh, honey.”
“It was horrible. Her neck…” 
“I can only imagine. It’s hard to see people in pain like that.”
“It was.” I kept my eyes low.
She ran her hands over the blanket. I made a quick decision before I could change my mind. “I need to tell you something.”
“Anything.” 
“But I need to trust you.”
“Trust me how?” She sounded nervous.
“Just let me tell you this—and just support me, okay? No judgments. No freaking out.”
She paused and I studied her face. She mulled it over. Eventually she said, ”I can’t promise that. I tend to freak. You know that. But I won’t judge.”
It took me a second to get started, my mouth opened and closed more than once. “I’ve still been seeing the…um…ghost.” Her face became ashen. “He never left.”
“So you lied before to the doctors and the counselors?”
I stiffened. A liar. One way or the other it was exactly what I was. “Yes, I did, because I knew that I wasn’t crazy.” The word hung in the air. “I’m not crazy.”
She sighed and rubbed my leg. “I know, honey. It’s just—”
“No! I’m not. I know crazy people never think they’re crazy, but I’m not. I don’t know why I can see him, but I can. I’ve accepted it. I need you to, also.”
Worry lines tugged at her mouth and it made her seem older than she was. I hated that I caused her stress. “I know, Jane. You’re not crazy.” She sighed and smoothed my hair. “I hoped it would go away. I didn’t want this for you.”
“Want what?”
“This. All of it. Jeannie thinks it’s a blessing. I don’t know, though. It always seemed more like a curse.”
I was confused. “Jeannie?”
Conflict showed on her face, primarily in the crease in her forehead. “When we were kids, I thought it was all a game. Pretend and make-believe. Like cops and robbers or cowboys and Indians. Jeannie and I played Gypsies. We would tie our hair back in bright colored scarves and steal Mama’s costume jewelry and tell each other’s fortunes. It was fun.”
My mother sat on the edge of my bed and in that moment, I wasn’t sure if she had turned into a stranger or if everything had just become epically clear. Whichever, I was riveted.
“Jeannie would play the fortune teller and I would round up all the kids in the neighborhood to your grandmother’s house, where we would be set up with a small table and two chairs on the porch. For a nickel she would read their palms and look for their future in her crystal ball. Her ‘ball’ was a small upside down vase she found at the five and dime that had a shimmery blue glaze on the glass.” She smiled briefly at the memory. “Jeannie was a professional, even then. She could convince anyone of anything.”
I imagined them sitting on my grandmother’s porch telling fortunes. It was like an image out of a book.
“Typically, she would tell the girls they were getting married or going to have two girls and no boys. Occasionally she would tell them a tale of adventure or fantasy. She had Catherine Blake convinced she was going to marry Prince Charles. But, one day I recruited Tommy Johnson to come over. His father was in the war—Vietnam,” she clarified. “Tommy was this small kid, really cute. I brought him over to Jeannie. Even before he sat down she started acting strange. Just staring him down. But Jeannie was always dramatic, so again, I thought she was just playing her part. She reached for his hand, but didn’t really look at it, her eyes were glued to Tommy—or around Tommy I should say.”
I was so enthralled by her story I had to force myself to interrupt. “What was she doing?”
 “She saw his aura. She told me later that Tommy was surrounded by a haze of black. She knew nothing about reading auras then. She didn’t even know that was what it was called. But she saw the darkness radiating off of Tommy and she knew what it was. On instinct, I suppose.”
“Death?” I asked, remembering her own words to me and how she saw—or felt—Evan’s presence at Thanksgiving.
My mother nodded. “She gave Tommy his nickel back and never read his palm. She never read any of the kids’ palms again in the neighborhood. Everything clicked for her, though, when days later a man from the army came to Tommy’s house and told them his father was killed in action. She was convinced this was the darkness that had surrounded him.”
I shifted in the bed. “So you’re saying she can read auras and all that, for real.”
My mother grimaced. “Yes, I think she can.”
Butterflies filled my stomach. “And me? What does this have to do with me?”
My mother turned and bent one leg up on the bed, getting comfortable. “I know you know this—because you’ve asked, but Jeannie came to live with us because her mother was sick. That’s what they called it. ‘Sick.’”
My breath caught. “What kind of sick?” 
“Mentally, I guess? But she wasn’t. I know that now. Jeannie knew it, too. Her mother heard things—saw things. Like you, I suppose.”
“Wait, so you knew this? You knew this was a possibility? Seeing ghosts and talking to them is some crazy family trait but you sent me to the doctor anyway?” The realization of what she said hit me full force. “You made me think I was insane when you knew better?”
“Sweetie, I’m so sorry, I just—” she searched for a justification I wasn’t sure I wanted to hear, “I was scared. I was scared for you and for our family. I’d seen it tear apart our own. This thing, I saw how it broke Jeannie away from her mother and even now, my aunt isn’t a well person. I didn’t want that for you.”
Her hand was on my arm and I yanked it away. “I’m not sure if we have a choice.” 
“The ghost you see, it’s the same one? Are there any others?”
I shook my head, unwilling to speak yet. She had betrayed me. She knew—all along, and never told me.
“I’m sorry, Jane,” she said. Her fingers grazed my hair and I twisted a little to get out of her reach. Maybe if I had known, things wouldn’t be like this. Evan was gone. Ellen was hurt. John was stalking me and Connor…
I took a deep breath and leaned over to the lamp on the bedside table, pulling the cord to turn the light off. In the dark I sought the courage to fix the mess we’d gotten into. I had no idea if we could, but I knew I would try.

I SHIVERED AND PUSHED my hands deeper into my coat pockets. I was more than ready for winter to be over, but we were weeks away from even the earliest signs of a Southern spring. I wouldn’t deny the fact I was nervous walking to school alone—Evan’s shadowy presence would have made me feel more comfortable. Images of John’s truck following us through the street yesterday filled my mind, and I was jumpy. The familiar rumble and whine of Connor’s car echoed down the street and he pulled next to me and stopped. 
The door flung open, blasting music into the air. “Get in.”
His tone was harsh and impatient, which normally would have made me stubborn, but I was cold and spooked, so I did as I was told. I did add an eye roll and heavy sigh once I sat down, and slammed the door for good measure.
Connor shifted into gear and rushed down the street. “You can’t walk to school alone right now. You know that.” His voice had taken on a gentler tone, although the tendons in his neck were taut.
Guilt. I was growing used to this feeling. He was only being protective and I was being a brat. “I’m sorry.”
“I’ll pick you up from now on, okay? And take you home.” His eyes flashed to mine. “Unless you have another ride.”
“No, I’ll meet you by the car after school. Thanks.”
“No problem.”
 The tension evaporated and I adjusted the volume on the stereo. “You won’t believe what my mom told me last night.”
“What?”
“This ghost thing? It runs in the family.”
Connor blinked twice before he spoke. “What do you mean ‘runs in the family?’”
“I have a great aunt who’s been mentally ill her whole life. She sees things. People. Dead people. Like me and you.”
The car slowed and Connor entered the parking lot, securing a spot in the junior section. He killed the engine. “So they knew this? They knew you weren’t lying or crazy?”
“Apparently,” I said.
His head dropped against the seat. “Wow.”
“I know. I’m pissed.”
“I can imagine.” He laced his fingers through mine. “How did it come up?”
I told Connor the conversation I had with my mom last night. I was still angry at her for not telling me the truth when it first happened. I felt betrayed. I spent hours with doctors and counselors trying to keep up a facade of sanity when all along my mother knew the truth. It stung.
“Maybe you should talk to your aunt.”
“Maybe.” All this new information definitely put things with Aunt Jeannie in a different perspective. “She knows; between the conversation we had at Thanksgiving and the painting she sent me, it seems pretty obvious.”
“I agree, it does.”
Connor grabbed his school bag, unhooking his iPod from the cord before tucking it inside. His door was halfway open when he leaned back in and grazed my cheek with his lips. “Ready?”
We were going public. Right now. 
“As ready as I’ll ever be.” Ghosts, I could handle. Walking into school with my boyfriend? Not so much. I took a final breath and opened the door. Connor must have run around the car because he was at my side by the time I shut the door. He was just so…so (perfect, charming, endearing?)
and I was so in over my head.
“Let’s do this,” he said and nudged me along a little.
I kept my hands firmly around my stack of books. No dangling appendages. We could walk in together, but I couldn’t quite make myself get to touching yet. Every time Connor’s elbow grazed mine or his hip bumped against my own, I got the feeling he would be pushing my unspoken no-touching rule before the day was over.
We filed up the stairs, mingled with the other students and I hoped my fears were for nothing. Why would anyone notice? Who cared? Maybe it looked like I walked into school near him.
“So, my mom liked you.”
“What?” He wants to talk about his mother? Now?

“She did. She gave you total approval, which never happens, by the way. Of course this means I should run, right?”
I looked around to see if anyone was listening, which of course, no one was. Teenagers were very self absorbed.
“Shut up.” I hissed, annoyed and equally charmed about the news he was sharing. “What do you mean it ‘never happens?’ How many girls have you brought home?” An image of his skanky bed popped in my mind.
The smirk dropped. “Um…a couple. She hated them all.”
I dodged around a couple kissing in the middle of the hallway and a kid tying his shoe. My locker was around the corner, but I was more interested in what Connor had to say about his former girlfriends than anything else.
Tilting my head back I asked, “The other day, what did you mean you’d never invited a girl to your room?”
He shrugged. “My room’s a pigsty—as if you hadn’t noticed.”
“Why me, then? I’m not sure it’s a compliment.” A backhanded one, at best.
“Jane, you know the worst about me. I have nothing to hide.”
“So, no girls in your room?”
“No one other than my mom and Emma. And they try to avoid it.”
“No Allison?”
“Definitely not.”
I pushed ahead to veer to the side of the hall with my locker. Connor grabbed the strap of my bag and tugged me backwards, closer to him.
“I’ll meet you back here before English, okay?”
His warm breath grazed my ear and all I could do was nod before I ducked my head and fumbled with the lock on my locker. I spun it more than once before I got the combination right. Connor made my heart pound and my limbs go numb. This reaction was silly and stupid and completely out of my control.
“Huh.” I didn’t have to look up to see it belonged to the snotty girl next to me. I buried my head in my locker.
“Connor Jacobs?”
After all this time, this girl wants to talk? I can play this. “Excuse me?” I asked, sparing her a glance.
“Connor Jacobs.” She slammed her locker shut, causing the metal to vibrate against its frame.
“What about him?”
“It’s just interesting.”
Against my better judgment I asked, “What exactly, is interesting?”
“He’s gorgeous for sure and I suppose you’re not horrible to look at, but the two of you together?” She sneered as though she was in on the world’s funniest joke. “I mean you’re a freak and he’s a fire-starting delinquent. I can’t imagine a better match.”
My fingers clenched around the edge of my locker door. If I hadn’t had something to hold on to, I might have hit her. She wasn’t afraid of me, though. She stood next to me, cool and confident, daring me to crumble under her bitter stare. A nonverbal challenge for me to say something.
So I did.
“You know nothing about him and less about me. Sure, I may be crazy and he may be on America’s Most Wanted List, but at least neither of us is a raging bitch.” I left her standing by the lockers, surprised that I spoke up for once. I wasn’t going to let this girl ruin the only thing I had going for me right now. She didn’t understand what we had or who we were. In her eyes, we were a ball of trouble and crazy—and she may be right, but I had bigger things on my mind than the trivial mind games of jealous teenage girls.








THE NEXT COUPLE OF days passed in a blurry haze. Connor was by my side more often than not. I reveled in his presence and touch, which warded off the bad vibes from the mean—and now increasingly jealous—girls around me. The shift was interesting, going from social pariah to an object of jealousy. Connor’s reputation from the prior year made him untouchable. He was dangerous and handsome. I was more than happy to slide under the protectiveness of that status.
We discussed Evan and his mother, but neither of us was sure what direction to take. He was wary of going to the police with his background and I was afraid to tell the truth about my ‘visions’. Our impasse was worrisome. Even though I was happy to have a boyfriend, I still missed my best friend.
Every morning and afternoon, I hoped Evan would appear to walk me to and from school. He never showed after the argument at Connor’s house. For the first time in a year, I was without my friend, and I was at a loss. I never told Connor about this, but he knew. He made every effort to fill the gaping spot Evan left in his absence.
Connor Jacobs had worked his way under my skin. 
“I’ll call you later,” he promised when we stood on my porch after school. His fingers touched mine, fingers that were tinged today with red and orange oil paint from the spray cans in his room. It was too cold to paint outside.
“Great.”
He lingered for a second, his feet shuffling but his hands still connected to mine. “Bye.”
I rolled my eyes, but didn’t even try to suppress my grin. “Bye.”
We were like this. One of those stupid couples you wanted to dump a bucket of water over. I knew it was cheesy. Annoying. Offensive even, but I couldn’t stop. Instead I grinned like a moron and thought about kissing him.
The front door opened with a creak. I couldn’t stop the mooning, glassy-eyed girl thing, but my mother was more than willing to step in for my weaknesses. She appeared on the porch with a large watering can, an obvious prop of sorts.
“Oh! I didn’t realize you two were home.” She waved to Connor before watering the topiaries by the front door. “How was school?”
“Hi, Mom. It was good.”
“Hi, Mrs. Watts.”
Connor had dropped my hand and moved a step or two back. I shot him an amused look. After all the crap he gave me at his house it was hard to believe, but Connor Jacobs was afraid of my mother.
“So, I was just leaving,” he announced, already on the stairs.
My mom stopped watering her plants. “Already?”
“Yeah,” he said, his fingers rubbing the fine stubble on his jaw. The same stubble that gave my chin a rash. “Homework and all that.”
“Sure you don’t want to come inside for a minute? I made cookies.”
I bit back a smile. Mom had no shame, pulling out the big guns.
“No, thanks. I should go, my mom’s expecting me.” 
I mouthed the words “chicken” at him when she turned her back. 
“Okay, well, see you soon, then,” she said.
I blushed at my mother’s assumption he would be back again. I knew he would, but to have it so…out there was daunting.
“Bye,” I said as he all but ran down the stairs and hopped in his car.
I turned to find my mother grinning. “Do I make him nervous?”
“Seems like it,” I said, annoyed that she had so much fun at his expense.
“It’s a mother’s job to test the worth of a boyfriend.”
Make it stop. “Isn’t that more like the father’s job?”
“Your father’s too nice. You know that. Boyfriend harassment is left to me.”
I followed her into the house, dropping my bag on the floor and heading into the kitchen. Mom put the watering can in the sink and filled it again. Over the noise she said, “So, you’re no longer disputing the term ‘boyfriend.’”
“I guess not.” I tried to act aloof. I also tried to ignore her all-knowing attitude and busied myself getting a soda from the refrigerator.
 “I like him. You should invite him over for dinner if he’s going to show up on our front porch every afternoon anyway.”
I unscrewed the top and held it carefully as the carbonation released. “Ha, ha. No thanks.”
“How old is he again?”
Here we go. “Eighteen.”
“Hmmm…” She stopped the water and lifted the heavy plastic can onto the counter.
Defensiveness flared. “What does that mean?”
“Honestly,” she said, wiping her hands on a towel hanging by the sink, “he looks older than that. Mature. I don’t remember boys like that when I was your age.”
“Are you talking about dad?” I joked. She had a point, though. Connor’s broad shoulders and world-weary eyes, made him seem more mature. He had experienced more than most boys his age. “He should be a senior.”
“So he’s a year older. Was he held back?”
Stupid big mouth. “Not exactly.”
“Then what exactly?”
“Connor’s—” I started, ready to argue, but the house phone rang from its spot on the wall. I grabbed it. “Hello.”
“Hello?”
I huffed. I wasn’t in the mood for a telemarketer. “Yeah, hello?” I said avoiding the questioning face from my mother.
“I’m calling for Jane Watts.” The voice on the other end was female and a little harsh.
“This is Jane.”
“Jane, this is Stephanie from the shelter.”
“Stephanie?” I said. “I didn’t recognize your voice.”
“I wanted to catch you before I went home. You left your paperwork down here the other day—and your friend left his, too. You guys ran out of here in kind of a hurry.”
“Shoot,” I said. I forgot about our volunteer forms when we rushed out of the shelter. “Yeah, I wasn’t feeling well. Can you fax it to Mrs. Crawford?”
“Sorry, honey, but you gotta turn in the original for credit.”
“Okay, I’ll figure something out and try to get down there today.” I glanced at my mother and her eyebrows rose in question.
I said goodbye and hung up the phone. “I left my service paper work down at the shelter.”
“You need to go this afternoon?”
“Stephanie, the shelter manager, wants me to get it today. I could call Connor for a ride, I guess.” The idea of seeing him again made my heart flutter.
“Why don’t you just take my car? You know how to get there, right?” She opened the kitchen drawer and handed me the spare set of keys.
“I can drive?” I was a little surprised. It’s not like I didn’t drive at all, but she wasn’t always this willing. 
“Sure—it’s a quick trip. Just be back as soon as you can for dinner.”
I clenched the keys in my hand. “Sure. No problem.”
My mother frowned. “No stops along the way, okay?”
By ‘stops’ I heard the implied word: ‘Connor.’ I fought the urge to argue.
“No stops.” 

MY PHONE RANG AS I parked my car in the shelter lot. I dug around my purse trying to find it before it went to voice mail. It was lost in a sea of papers and pens and other random crap that seemed to accumulate in the bottom of a girl’s bag.
“Where are you,” I said to my out-of-reach phone and cheered to myself when my fingers made contact. Connor’s name flashed on the screen.
“Hi.”
“Thought I was going to have to leave a message.”
“I couldn’t find my phone.” I leaned back in the car seat. 
“Busy?” I could hear the hum of his car in the background.
“Actually, I’m at the shelter. Stephanie called and said we left our paperwork here the other day.”
Silence met me on the other end of the phone.
“Hello?” I asked and looked at the screen to make sure I still had service.
“Jane, please tell me you didn’t drive there alone.”
I grimaced and drummed my fingers on the center console. “Um…”
“Dammit,” he said. “You should have called or come by to pick me up before you went down there!”
“Don’t yell at me.” I said, but he was right. The tension—fear—in his voice scared me. “I’m sorry. My mom told me not to stop anywhere. I’ll go right in and out. I’ll call you the minute I get back in the car.”
“All right. Ten minutes or I’m coming down there.”
“Over dramatic much?” I teased.
“With you? Not a chance.”
I said my goodbye and got out of the car, slipping my phone in my back pocket. I walked toward the side of the shelter, to the narrow pathway that led to the entrance in the back.
Get in, get out, call Connor.
Those were the things on my mind. Too much, possibly, because I didn’t hear him coming. I definitely didn’t see him coming. One minute, my feet echoed between the pavement and the house and the next…nothing.

NOISE RUSHED THROUGH MY ears, like the static on a radio. I focused on the sound to figure it out, identify it, but even in my confusion I knew it wasn’t important. A shiver of cold rippled across my skin and my head…ugh. What was wrong with my head? I tried to move. Why couldn’t I move? My body was paralyzed. 
I struggled to open my eyes and when I did, the raging racket in my brain disappeared and my confusion fell away to horror. 
Ohmygodohmygodohmygod.
It was dark. My eyes battled to adjust in the pitch black. The room smelled of gasoline and oil. It was difficult to breathe.
Where was I?
The last thing I remembered was being at the shelter. It had been daylight, but now it was so dark. I shifted my hands and my fingers scratched against the solid, dirty floor. I was inside, that I knew, but it was cold. Was I in a basement? Or a warehouse?
At the far end of the room I saw a faint light, and I turned my head in that direction. A terrifying thought entered my mind. If I was in the basement then there could be mice in here. Or rats? Oh my God, rats. I shivered again, this time not from the cold.
I attempted to move my head. Using my hands for leverage, I grappled on the hard, dirty floor and finally lifted myself.
“Ugh,” I gripped my head, feeling around a little. There was a soft spot at the base of my head, where the ends of my hair met my neck. The spot was tender and swollen and sensitive to touch. “Ouch.” I said to the empty room. Other than stacks of boxes and dark shadows, there wasn’t much to see.
I heard a shuffle in the dark and tensed. Maybe it was a ghost. That I could handle. They can’t touch nor do they have nasty tails and beady eyes. Those were the things I couldn’t handle and I pushed the rest out of my mind.
In the dark I heard a switch flip and a low hum from above and soon fluorescent lights flickered to life. The room filled with a greenish glow and I was finally able to see my surroundings. Tall cardboard boxes lined the walls. Terrified, I looked around and saw a washer and dryer and several other pieces of machinery. A wide, white wall made of inset squares was behind me. Not a wall. A door. A garage door. 
I tried to stand.
“You need to sit still,” came a familiar harsh voice.
I twisted my neck and saw him, but stayed seated. He looked disheveled and mean as he appeared from behind some of the boxes. I would have been scared of him even if I didn’t know he was capable of murder.
“Explain to me how you know my family.”
I gulped. The threat behind his words was unmistakable. “Evan. I know Evan.”
His eyes narrowed. “Know?”
“K…K…knew.” I swallowed. “I knew him.”
“How?”
“School.”
“I found Evan’s year book. You’re not in it, Jane.” My name rolled off his tongue and I recoiled.
“How do you know my name?”
John nudged a large box with his shoe and sat down, using it as a seat. “I followed you and your boyfriend the day you came here. I don’t like people in my business, Jane, and you coming around here asking questions? That didn’t sit right with me.”
The way he said my name was disturbing. Controlling. His tone was clipped and short and I knew I needed to get out of there. Fast. I thought about my phone and touched my back pockets but it wasn’t there. Connor. He was waiting for my call. And my mom, she would come looking for me. Someone would find me.
“So tell me, Jane, how do you know Evan?”
I pushed my back against the objects behind me and pulled in my knees. I was conflicted. Should I tell him and make him just think I was crazy or lie? I studied the weird look on John’s face and decided to go with crazy.
“He visits me.”
“What?” He moved forward. He was so big.
“He visits me—his ghost.”
I said it. It was out there and he would decide I was a lunatic and let me go. What harm could a crazy girl inflict?
John snorted and looked at me sideways. “His ghost.”
I nodded. “He wanted me to tell his mother he was okay. If you let me talk to her he’ll leave, but until then he won’t go.”
“So the little punk haunts you?” I wasn’t sure if he believed me or not. I wasn’t sure if I cared.
“Yes. All the time. I want it to stop. So I came to find his mother, hoping it would be enough for him to go away. If you let me talk to her…”
He eyed me. “What did his ‘ghost’ tell you? About me?”
“Nothing.” I shifted in my seat, the lie obvious to the both of us.
“Something…”
I shook my head. “No…nothing. I promise. I just need him to go.” I lifted my chin in a lame attempt of confidence.
“I don’t care if that little twit is haunting you or not. Dead is dead, but I do care about you lurking around my family, stirring up trouble for the ones still here.” He stood up and then sat back down, his motions erratic. “Why were you at the shelter?”
“For school.”
“School?”
“We volunteer there. It was a coincidence.”
His eyes locked with mine and I wrapped my arms tighter around my legs, drawing them closer. “Coincidence,” he repeated. “Did you talk to her there?”
No need to explain who ‘she’ was. I shook my head.
“I found her. Because of you. You led me right to her.”
Bile ran up my throat. I swallowed the bitter taste. “I didn’t know she was there. It was a c…coincidence.”
“You think you’re smart.” He snarled. His graying, brown hair shone in the light. “So did he. I wanted to take them all out, but I only got him. Didn’t matter. I got her back.”
His words confused me. How could he confess to this crime? That he caused that accident on purpose, and that he had planned to kill them all at the time. I had no idea what to do, and was afraid I would possibly vomit if I said something, but I had to know.
“Why? Why did you do it?”
He stared at me, his expression incredulous. “Why? Because she’s mine. And no one comes between me and Ellen. No one. I knew he was the reason she left. She always worried about him. Such a mama’s boy.” He stood and I scrambled to my feet, afraid of what he would do. He walked to the door that led back to the house. 
“Wait!” I caught his arm. He shrugged me off easily, flinging my arm back. I stepped forward again and this time he blocked me by placing a wide, flat hand across my shoulder. He pushed against me, and I stumbled backwards, hitting the washing machine with my back.
“Ugh.” I heard a pop and a searing pain shot down my arm. 
Closing my eyes in pain, I heard the door shut, followed by a loud lock from the other side. I crawled over a pile of newspapers on the floor to get to the door and pressed my ear to the wood. The only noise I heard was the faint sound of a television or radio. I tried the knob, but it didn’t budge. It was locked tight.
Feeling dizzy from the sudden movement, and the massive pain in my arm, I rested my back on the door, sliding down until my behind hit the floor. The sensitive part of my head touched the door and I winced, stifling a cry at the pain.
There was an admitted abuser and murderer on the other side of the door. I didn’t know how long I had been here or if anyone knew I was missing. Surely Connor was worried. Surely someone would find me.
I was tired and my head hurt. I pushed my fingers under my shirt, grimacing from the pain in my arm. My hands were raw, which was only exasperated by the cold temperatures. Exhausted, I leaned my head back, closed my eyes and wished it away. 








I WOKE TO THE sound of arguing. Loud voices bounced off the door and in my confused state, I tried to understand the words from the other room. It didn’t take long for me to realize from the angry volume it was John. I could also hear a woman’s voice. I could only assume the woman was Ellen. Through choked-up sobs, she pled against his rage. One thing, though, became increasingly clear.
I needed to get out of there.
Pressed against the wall, I cradled my throbbing arm. I tested it and found my arm and hand basically useless and every time I put pressure on it the pain increased. 
“Argh,” I grunted and used my good arm and the door knob to lever myself off the ground. It hurt like hell.
I wandered around the garage with my elbow supported by my hand, searching for a way out of here. There was a box for the door opener, but it was ripped from the wall, its wires poking out uselessly. There was a door to one side, covered with cardboard boxes. I managed to squeeze through and test the knob, but it was locked and needed a key to open. I had to find that key.
The voices rose from the other room and I rushed back over, pressing my ear to the door to hear more of what Ellen and John shouted at one another.
“Why did you bring her here?” Ellen said, her voice muffled.
There was a loud scraping, like a chair across the floor. “You know why.”
“I don’t. I don’t know her.”
John laughed deep and throaty. “Liar. Always such a filthy liar.”
“I’m not lying.” Her voice pitched at the end. “I promise. I’ve never seen her before.”
“She says she knows Evan or something.” I could hear the mocking in his voice. “I think she’s just a nosy little girl with too much time on her hands.”
“Evan?”
 “Yeah, your precious Evan.”
I heard some movement behind the door. “What about him? Did she know him? Can I talk to her?” 
“You wish. He’s gone Ellen, let it go.”
“What will it hurt then?” she said. “John! I need to talk to her! Let me talk to her!”
The response came loud and sharp, flesh against flesh and my stomach lurched when Ellen cried out in pain. “You don’t tell me what to do. Ever. And you’re not talking to anyone. She wants to cause trouble. I don’t need any more trouble.”
“Trouble? You can’t keep her here! They’ll come for her. She was here before and that boy too! She has parents and then the shelter! They’ll look for me…”
“You think anyone cares that you’re gone? They’ll just think that you ran back again. They think you’re weak, Ellen. You are weak. You’re the most pathetic person I’ve ever met. I can’t believe I stuck around this long. I’ll be gone and anyone wondering about you will think you came with me. Again.” There was more shuffling I couldn’t identify and then he said, “Don’t worry about the girl. I’ll take care of her.”
I heard footsteps and a disturbing quiet. After a moment she spoke again. Calmer this time.
“No, no John…we can work this out. We can.” Her voice lowered and I had to press my ear harder against the door to listen. “I love you. I do. And the girls love you. Just…let’s go. Leave this house and go. Let that girl out and go. She won’t tell. I’ll talk to her and tell her not to. Please?” Ellen sounded terrified. I realized with horror that she was bargaining for her life and mine.
There was a scuffle of some kind on the other side of the door and a loud thump against it. I moved as fast as I could on my injured arm and hid behind the tower of boxes. The door opened and Ellen was thrust into view, the bruises from the other day now covered with fresh red welts. Dried blood crusted over her lip and her eyes were wild and frightened, like an animal.
“You know what?” he bellowed from inside the house. “Talk all you want. It doesn’t matter to me. None of this matters.” He slammed the door so hard, the walls shook.
I heard, more than saw, Ellen break down into tears. She dropped to the floor, out of view, but from my hiding spot I could hear her gasping for breath. I peered around the boxes, terrified John would come back and what he might do. But I couldn’t just ignore her. She was Evan’s mother.
“What’s he going to do to us?” I asked, moving into view. I could have asked her if she was okay or if she needed help. All the things I should have said, but the answers were obvious, and it seemed more and more apparent that we were running out of time.
Ellen wiped her face with the back of her hand, flinching when her sleeve touched the wound on her mouth. “I don’t know.”
I took a deep breath and moved closer, dropping down on my knees. “We have to get out of here. Tell me what to do.”
She looked clueless, as though the thought never occurred to her. “We can’t. He’ll catch us.”
I shook my head and winced from pain that shot down my arm. “He might, but we have to do something.” I studied her battered face and body. “Evan doesn’t want this. Please don’t do this to him.”
“Evan?”
I sighed. “Yes, Evan. He…” I looked down, feeling idiotic again, “…he’s been coming to me. I’m supposed to help him, by helping you, I think.”
“He’s dead.”
“I know. John killed him.” I didn’t have time to beat around the bush, and Ellen seemed like someone who needed direct information.
She recoiled, my bluntness alarming her. “I tried to pretend it was an accident.”
“It wasn’t an accident.”
“I know.”
“Neither is this,” I said. She touched her puffy lip and sighed. She had no argument, nothing to say. Anger welled in my chest. “No one knows where I am, which means we have to fix this on our own.” Again, I moved closer, carrying my arm. The pain was searing. I lowered my voice further. “How do we get out of here? Is there a key to that door over there?”
“I don’t know…maybe in the bottom drawer of the tool box. We hid the spare there for a while, but it’s been a long time since I used it.”
I struggled to my feet, off balance and wobbling since I couldn’t use my arm. “Where is it?”
Ellen pointed across the room. “Over there, next to the worktable. He’s going to come back, hurry.”
I ran over to the worktable, pushing junk out of my way and found the tool box. It was large, with a total of six drawers, and I bent down to open the bottom one. The deep drawer was filled with tools, hardware and loose objects. There was no way I could get through this with one hand.
“The bottom drawer?” I called in a half-whisper.
“Yes.”
“Come help me. I’ll never find it.”
I dropped down on my knees again and rummaged through the drawer. It was like searching for a needle in a haystack. Tiny metal nuts and washers, nails and bolts covering the bottom of the drawer. Ellen kneeled and searched next to me. Her hands shook and I noticed smears of blood on her pale skin.
“Why does Evan come to you?” she asked.
“What?” I asked, sorting through the objects as fast as I could. A difficult task since my hands were so cold.
“Evan. Why doesn’t he come to me?”
I glanced up and sighed. “He would if he could. He does even. He comes here, but he can’t communicate with you.”
“But he can talk to you?”
I nodded, focusing back on the drawer.
“What does he say?”
This was painful. But it was my chance, the opportunity I’d been waiting for, regardless of the circumstances. “He loves you and he wants more for you. What John has done to you isn’t okay. Evan is so scared John will kill you or the girls.”
“He told you this?”
“Yeah, after some prompting. He worries about me, too.” I sat back on my heels. “He was so angry that day I came here.” I stared at Ellen and her puffy, swollen face. “He was terrified John would hurt me or you. And he was right. He did hurt you. I’m so sorry. I never should have come.”
“You shouldn’t have, but in a way I’m glad you did. I’d shut that part out—the bad stuff with Evan. We pretended he never existed. Saying his name made John angry so we avoided it. All of us. The girls were forced to pretend they had no brother. I denied him too. It was easier. Safer.” She stopped for a second, catching her breath. “But you came to the door like an angel, reminding us, no, reminding me, of my loss. His death was the worst thing I’ve ever been involved in. I can’t believe I ever let it go so far. I can’t believe I let him take Evan from me.” She choked back a sob. “I deserve this.”
I took her hand. “No, Ellen. No one deserves this. But don’t make it worse.”
She nodded, tears filling her swollen eyes. “It’s why I came back after the car accident. If I let this happen to him, then I shouldn’t be happy either.”
“Don’t say that.” I couldn’t believe she said that. “That means Evan died for no reason. That his life was a waste!”
“His life was a waste! I wasted it!”
I started to argue again but she cut me off. “He was such a good boy, so sweet and protective over his sisters and me. When his father left, he helped me keep it together. I had no idea letting John into our lives would cause such destruction.”
She was on the verge of hysterics and I realized this wasn’t a path I could understand or even try to figure out at this time. Ellen was damaged. Badly. She thought she deserved the pain and abuse from John. 
Right now though, we needed to get out of this house.
I leaned over so I could see her face, which was hidden from me. “Ellen, we have to get out of here. I know you think this is your penance or something, but it’s not mine. I want out of here, and your children, the ones that are alive, want you back.”
Ellen wiped her nose and looked up at me—signs of clarity and understanding in them. “What if it’s too late? If he finds us…”
“If he finds us, we’re dead. If we stay, I’m pretty sure that may happen, too. Ellen, help me.”
“I’ll try. For the girls. For you.”
“Are able to leave with me? Can you do it?” I asked.
“Yes. I can do it. I was doing it at the shelter. I was ready to leave for good. You showing up at the house was a catalyst for me. John was furious. Threatened I suppose. He lost control.” She diverted her eyes. “But the memory of Evan was strong. It gave me the courage to leave.”
“What happened?”
“After you came that day, he beat me. Maybe the worst ever. It was hard, but I packed the girls up and left. But when he found me on my way home from work and brought me here, I knew I wasn’t getting out alive. This was it. He…” she paused and swallowed, “he attacked me the minute I stepped in the door, and at some point I guess I lost consciousness. That’s when he must have gone to get you. I had no idea he would involve someone else. I think he’s lost it for real this time.”
I couldn’t figure out her logic. If he could do this to her, he could do it to anyone. He’d already killed one innocent person. Her mind was so jumbled between right and wrong and abuse and love. It was confusing. I decided, though, to focus elsewhere.
“Where are the girls?”
“The shelter van picks them up from school and takes them back. They should be safe.”
I nodded, relieved they were safe. She needed more, though; I could tell she wasn’t ready. I needed her ready. “Listen, the fact Evan comes to me? It’s not okay. He needs to move on but he won’t.”
The concern and worry in her eyes was that of a mother’s, and I knew I needed to be honest. “He’s here to protect you. To make sure you’re okay. He won’t leave until that’s completed. But he’s not happy here. He’s sad and should be going on to better places.”
“It’s not his fault. He shouldn’t have to save me. I should have saved him.”
I pushed my hair back out of my eyes and flinched at the pain in my shoulder. “To be honest, you should have. But just because you failed him doesn’t mean he will do the same to you. And you need to take care of your girls.”
“What…” Her voice quivered. “What do we do?
“We fight back. We get out of here. And Evan goes on to where he belongs.”
Ellen was quiet for a moment. Finally she took a deep breath and said, “I’m scared.”
I grasped her hand and looked into the hauntingly familiar gray eyes. “Me too. But we fight back for your daughters and Evan. And for us. We can’t let him win.”
She nodded her agreement and I dropped her hand to search the drawer again for the key. Frustrated, I pulled the entire drawer out and dumped the remaining objects on the floor. It was loud, too loud, the metal clanging against the cement floor.
Ellen’s body immediately became defensive. She stood up and whispered, “Get up!”
I didn’t, continuing to sweep my eyes over the floor. A piece of bronze stuck out next to the wheel of the tool chest. It was a key. I had no idea if it was the right key or not, but I bent over to try to reach it with my good arm.
“I found it!” I cried, holding it up to show to Ellen, but she had moved away from me, further down the work table.
I almost had it between my fingers when I heard the door open. Maneuvering to my feet, I nudged the key under the box, out of sight, and moved closer to Ellen. John strode over to her and grabbed her by the arms.
“What was that noise?” His red, blotchy eyes scanned the room. They skimmed past me and landed on Ellen. 
Her entire body went limp under the pressure of his hands and words. “Nothing. I tripped and fell into the worktable.”
The lie was weak. I could tell Ellen had little to no fight left in her, and I was terrified she wouldn’t make it out of here. John shoved her back and she hit the table with her back and a shallow cry came from her mouth. When he passed me I could smell the alcohol oozing from his pores. He’d been drinking.
“Clean it up,” he slurred. He picked up a box of nails from the worktable. With an evil glint in his eye, he tilted the box and tipped it sideways. The room echoed with the sound of showering nails on the hard floor. “And that.”
Ellen seemed frozen in place. In my mind I shouted for her to move, to do as he said. He looked vicious and unstable as he wobbled on his feet. I found myself taking steps away from the two of them.
Surprising me, he laughed and flung his hand across the surface of the table, scattering all the tools and materials to the floor. 
“I said clean it up!” John’s voice thundered through the room. Like a child throwing a tantrum, his hands balled into fists, spoiling for a fight. I thought he aimed to hit her—I was sure of it, but he turned and walked to the far side of the room, toppling boxes and papers as he went. The momentary relief that he had moved away from us disappeared when I saw he was between us and the door.
Ellen slid to the floor and began picking up nails. I crouched next to her and touched her hand. “Stop. Stop doing this. Get up.” She didn’t respond. She looked so tired, so worn, but continued cleaning up the floor. “We have to get out of here, now.” I whispered, but again got no response.
“You have to save her, Jane.” My eyes snapped to my right. Relief. Sheer, pure relief coursed through my body. Evan crouched next to me. “She can’t do it on her own.”
“Oh, my god,” I cried. Tears sprang to my eyes. “You came!”
“Promise me, Jane.”
My eyes shifted to Ellen who seemed oblivious to our exchange. “I will. Where were you?”
“In the wrong place. I’m so sorry this happened.”
Now wasn’t the time for regrets. “Connor—did you find him?”
He nodded. “I did. He’s coming.”
Again, I was flooded with relief and covered my mouth with my hand.
Ellen looked up at me in confusion, dozens of nails in her hands. “What? What happened?” she asked.
Before I could even attempt to explain, a loud bang sounded from the other side of the garage. John mumbled to himself while tossing paper and boxes on the floor of the room. His actions were erratic and strange.
I gestured to him. “What’s he doing?”
“I have no idea,” Evan replied. “But you need to get out of here—fast.”
“I found the key to the door. It’s under the tool box over there.”
Evan moved to go get it, picking it up with ease. Ellen watched as the key floated through the air. “Is…”
“Evan’s here.”
“I can’t see him!”
“No, you can’t, but he’s here to help us.” I said to Evan. “I had to tell her.”
“I know. Tell her I love her.”
“He loves you. So very much.” Ellen wiped her face. I had no idea if she believed me or not but right now, she needed all the hope she could get.
“Tell her I need her to survive this. For herself and the girls.”
I repeated his words.
“Tell him I’m sorry.”
Before I could explain that he could hear her, a loud crash shook the room, followed by the sound of liquid splashing on the ground. We both stood, Evan helping me to my feet, and watched John emptying several large containers of fluid over the floor.
“What is that?” I asked before the smell hit my nose. It was gasoline. I surveyed the room again, the debris and papers towering high. Realization struck. He’d built a bonfire. “Oh, my God. We’ve got to get out of here! Evan!”
John tossed the container to the side and gave us the weirdest, haunting look before walking back to the door that led to the house. “Goodbye, Ellen.”
Before either of us could respond, we heard the unmistakable sound of a match being lit. Ellen gasped beside me, but I only watched, frozen in place, as he threw it into the soaked papers and cardboard in the middle of the room. 
The fire exploded, and a whooshing sound ripped through the air, immediately turning the pile of dry paper into an inferno. The heat was instantaneous, causing sweat to pop on my forehead. John slammed the door and I ran over to the door, jerking on the knob fruitlessly.
“He locked it!” I turned to run to the other door. The fire raged between us and the outside door. There was no way around it.
“Evan!” I searched for him in the smoke. I waved my hand in front of my watering eyes. We only had seconds to get out of there.
He appeared next to me and whispered in my ear. I got on my knees and crawled to Ellen and reached up for her hand. I pushed through the pain from my arm and focused on her. She coughed and wheezed in the smoke. 
“Get down,” I ordered.
“We need to crawl out of here, okay? Don’t stand, it’s too smoky.” I pulled my shirt up over my mouth and began moving in the direction of the door. Ellen was next to me, but it was getting hard to keep track of her in the billowing smoke. It was so hot and I could barely see. Fear gripped me.
My chest constricted, filling with smoke, and my body revolted—forcing me to cough. “Evan,” I called, resting my head on the ground, seeking the coolness of the floor. I just needed some fresh air.
Two arms wrapped around me and lifted me off the floor. I felt Ellen’s hand tug on my leg, but she lost her grip and let go. I twisted to see her through the smoke but it was so thick I could barely make out her face. I saw her eyes, though. The haunting, gray eyes that were so like her son’s pierced through the haze.
Evan. He carried me to the open door only feet away. The instant we crossed the threshold into the dark, cool night, my body reacted violently to the fresh air. The reality of the situation struck me. “Your mom!” My throat hoarse and burned.
“I can’t save both of you,” was all he said. Too weak to protest, I fell into his chest until I was passed over and cradled by a new set of arms. Strong arms. Warm arms. Arms connected to a human body.
“Take care of her,” I heard him say.
“Evan…” I choked, the fresh air and my smoke-filled lungs at conflict. My eyes hurt too much to open. I lay back while I was carried away from the heat until eventually the movement stopped and someone placed me on the cold ground.
“Jane,” a panicked voice said. “Can you hear me?”
“Hmm…” I tried to answer, but my throat was burned. My eyes were sore from the smoke, but I cracked them open. Connor leaned over me, his face tinged in yellow and red light from the fire at the house.
“The ambulance is coming.” he said, running his hands over my arms, causing me to wince in pain. I could hear the sirens coming.
I coughed again, leaning over to my side to catch my breath. Connor helped me up, pulling my back into his chest.
“I was so scared,” he said.
“Me, too,” I said, resting my head on his chest but looking across the yard. My arm hung limply by my side. The entire house was engulfed in flames now and firemen were rushing toward it with hoses.
“Over here!” Connor yelled. He jostled my body when he waved people over. Seconds later, medics swarmed around us.
“Did they make it out?” I asked, but no one heard me and if they did, no one answered. Paramedics lifted me from Connor’s lap and carried me back to the ambulance where they strapped an oxygen mask over my mouth. I kept my eyes on the house, though, hoping for signs of life, but the only thing I saw was devastation.








I WAITED IN THE ambulance. Connor was the one who sat by my side and allowed me to bite his fist while the EMTs poked and prodded my dislocated shoulder, stabilizing it for the hospital. Connor was the one who wiped my dirty face with his shirt and wouldn’t let me look at the house as the ambulance drove away. The house itself was an inferno. My eyes burned from the smoke and intense heat. Neighbors had congregated in the street with the emergency workers and news crews. Because of the crowds, I was hopeful that maybe he couldn’t come right now, that he couldn’t get to me.
I waited in the hospital, while my mother cried and hovered. The etched worry lines on my father’s face made him appear older than I had ever seen. I closed my eyes, hoping for the blast of cool air on my parched skin that followed Evan, the announcement of his arrival, but it never came.
He never came.
I was on alert, hoping Ellen would show up in the hospital, maybe even in the bed next to mine. I half-heartedly answered the police officers’ questions as they tried to figure out what happened. How had I stumbled into the middle of a vicious domestic abuse situation that ended up with two dead? They wanted to know how I got out alive. How did I get through that door?
Dead, they said. A murder-suicide. The words were foreign to my ears and didn’t quite make sense, although I supposed they were completely accurate.
I used my smoke damaged throat as an excuse not to talk and let them come up with their own conclusions. No one wanted the truth anyway, and I sure as hell wasn’t prepared to tell them what really happened in that house. 
Connor had known something was wrong when I didn’t call him back. Panicked, he went to the shelter and found my abandoned truck and my cracked cell phone on the ground. Right before he called the police, Evan appeared and told him where I was, so he could call help. So he could come get me. 
My boyfriend, as everyone was calling him, told this part of the story to the officers in the hall while I sat on the edge of the hospital bed, and listened—filing it away for my turn. When he came back into the room we shared a look. It was an understanding. We let them think Connor saved me just in time. That I managed to get to the door before the house burst into flames. That Connor was my hero.
Connor was my hero. It seemed it took more than one person to save Jane Watts.
At night I cried. I missed Evan and was hurt he never said goodbye. The guilt for letting him down, for letting his mother down, was unbearable. My parents thought I was upset over the kidnapping—that’s what they were calling it. They believed my nightmares were about the fire and John. Some were, but not all. My mother came to my room each night and smoothed my hair and hushed me back to sleep with water and large pills. I tried to focus on her, the mother I had, but in my head I kept seeing Ellen’s eyes, staring at me as she clung to my leg, as Evan took me away. 

DAYS LATER, I SAT on the bench in my room staring out the dormer window. My head leaned into the glass, letting the sunlight touch my face. It was early February, and it seemed like it was still cold. I pressed my forehead to the glass to gauge the temperature. It didn’t matter, it’s not like I had plans. I wore the same pajamas I put on when I got home from the hospital. I hadn’t left my room other than for necessity.
 A tap on the door drew me from my thoughts and I croaked out, “Come in.” 
Heavy feet crossed the floor and Connor sat down next to me on the remaining space on the tiny bench. Without speaking, he tugged me from my spot into his lap and wrapped his arms tight around me.
“I missed you today.” He nuzzled his nose in my hair. I needed a shower and although that should have grossed him out, it didn’t.
“I smell bad.” 
“Not to me.” He inhaled. His silliness brought a small smile to my lips. He was the only one that made me feel better. 
“Gross.” I rested my cheek into his soft cotton T-shirt and burrowed a little closer anyway. If he didn’t care, then why should I? 
“Ava asked if she could visit,” he said. “I said she should call you. And Mrs. Anderson gave us an assignment to do in groups. I told her we would work together, okay?”
I nodded and shut my eyes; his voice hummed through his chest, and his arms made me warm. He made me feel better.
“Anything?” I asked. I thought maybe Evan would go to him instead. There was always a chance.
“No.” His arms tightened protectively. “Sorry.”
“Why won’t he come back?” 
Connor shook his head, and his chin brushed across the top of mine, catching on my hair. He’d stopped shaving after the fire. “I don’t know. He may not be able to find you.”
I pulled back and looked him in the eye. “Dead is dead. He should be able to come.”
“Have you ever thought that maybe you were successful? That you did what it took for him to pass over?”
“He hates me.” I dropped my eyes from his.
Connor lifted my chin with his finger. “Impossible.”
But it wasn’t. He asked me to do one thing. I promised him that I’d keep her safe, and I failed. Ellen never made it out of that garage. She died, while I lived.
“I promised him.”
“It was a promise you couldn’t keep.”

AFTER A WEEK, MY parents made me go back to school. 
I was ready. Even school would be better than another day of bad television and my own thoughts. The night before, Ava called and told me Allison Morgan had started dating some kid named Rich Foster from the private Catholic school. He picked her up in a brand new Lexus, wearing a Catholic schoolboy uniform and they made out for fifteen minutes in the student parking lot on Friday afternoon. She figured no one would be talking about me and my absence. Somehow I doubted this was true, but I gave her an A+ for effort.
Currently though, I wasn’t thinking about school or Allison Morgan or anything else. I had my hands twined in the loose, wavy hair that grazed the bottom of Connor’s neck, while his were curled in the fabric of my shirt, twisting at my lower back. His lips tasted like peanut butter cookies and they were soft against my own.
Connor made the bad thoughts lessen. When he entered the room, the weight of a thousand rocks lifted from my shoulders. He couldn’t fill the hole in my chest, but he came close. His friendship was the best thing that ever happened to me. 
The kissing? Icing on the cake.
My dad was at the shop, and my mom had left to run an errand. They were still afraid to leave me alone; Connor had come over under the guise of working on our art project. 
After the fire, Connor could do no wrong in my parents’ eyes. They trusted him implicitly. He saved me, or so they thought, and in many ways it was true. Evan carried me out of that house, but Connor took care of me from that moment on. Our relationship shifted after that night. We were bonded by the truth, and I no longer worried or fretted over my insecurities and the stupid small stuff. 
“I think,” I said into his lips, “that we…” He cut me off, but I pulled back and pressed my fingers to his mouth. “I think the mortar is dry.”
My fingers were cold against his warm mouth. We were outside, on the large, covered back porch of my house, positioned on one of the couches backed against the wall. Connor looked over my shoulder to the makeshift table we had set our project on. I had been ecstatic when he appeared and announced we needed to work on it outside. Cold but not freezing, I craved fresh air. The project sat, partially finished, behind us. It had been at least thirty minutes since we pressed and arranged our pieces of tile and glass into the soft mortar.
Our project was an extravagant mosaic piece that Connor had envisioned. It was large and the mortar was smelly, so my mom said we could work on it on the porch. It was slow and tedious, with down time that we used for other distractions.
Connor tested the consistency of the mortar. “Nope,” he said, pulling me back on his lap. “Not yet.” His lips found the sensitive flesh of my neck under my hair. His fingers, cold from the crisp air, held my hair out of the way.
“You’re bad,” I said. “We should work.”
I was such a liar, and from the smug expression on his face, he knew it. He grabbed my hands and held them together with one, long-fingered hand and tickled me with the other.
“Stop! Stop!” I squirmed, trying to twist out of reach, falling forward. “Ouch—I’m injured you know.”
“I’m glad I came out here instead of your mother,” said a woman’s voice.
Connor’s hands stopped and he righted me and slid me off his lap.
“Jeannie!” I shouted when I saw my aunt by the door. I ran over to give her a hug. She wrapped her arms gently around my hurt shoulder. Her signature bracelets clanged on my back. “What are you doing here?”
She released me and grasped my face in her hands. “I’m here to see you.” Her eyes narrowed and studied me. Satisfied, she peered over my shoulder to where I knew Connor waited. “Where’d you find that one?” she asked in a low voice.
My face burned under her hands but I couldn’t help smiling. I glanced over my shoulder at Connor, who stood by the couch. His hair was a mess, mostly from my hands being in it, and he looked like he was plotting an escape. “He found me.”
Jeannie arched her eyebrow. “Even better.”

CONNOR DID ESCAPE, BUT not before Jeannie examined his aura and read his palms. I think she may have brushed his hair out of his eyes as well. I couldn’t blame her, he was pretty irresistible.
I tried to stay lighthearted, while I watched her hold his hand and run her fingers over the imprinted lines covering his palm, but I knew better. Jeannie’s visit was intentional and I wasn’t sure how much she knew about what had happened to me in that house or how much she knew about me at all, but my mother must have been more worried than I thought if she had called her to come see me.
Connor left with a quick kiss on my lips and a promise to call later, and he fled into the dark night. Part of me wanted to run with him, but the other wanted to know why she had come. What did she have to say?
Jeannie didn’t waste time following me up the stairs and to my room after dinner. I had barely even made it across the threshold when the questions started.
“Tell me,” she said, easing onto my bed, and kicking her shoes off. “I want to know everything.”
So I told her. Everything. From the first time Evan came to see me the day we moved into this house, to the second he passed me over to Connor, away from the fire. I described his hair and his voice. I told her the way he made me feel better when I cut all my hair off and looked like a freak. How he comforted me when the girls at school were mean and how he made me laugh. I told her about Connor and the fights Evan and I had. Every little detail came pouring out until the whole story was told.
“He was my best friend.” I caught my hand hovering over the phantom pain in my chest.
“Oh, honey.” Jeannie sighed, pulling me from my spot across from her and into a tight hug. “I’m so sorry. I wish you had told me earlier. I knew something was going on at Thanksgiving. Your mother acted suspicious, but we don’t talk about this type of thing. I think she hoped it would go away.”
“She doesn’t like it,” I said into her shoulder.
She shook her head. “No, she doesn’t, but she’s trying. When she reached out to me and asked me to come talk to you, she opened a door. Don’t be afraid to walk through it.”
I wiped my eyes. “I knew he couldn’t stay forever. I just thought I would get a goodbye, you know?”
“Evan may have had less control over his presence than you realized.”
“What do you mean?”
“Spirits often roam or get locked in certain places. Evan must have been pretty strong to be with you so much and for so long. The simple fact he was able to touch you is amazing. I’ve never heard of such a thing.”
“He worked really hard on that. He practiced and practiced touching me, picking up things. At first it required so much of his concentration.”
“It’s a good thing he did.” The implication was huge. It was a good thing he did, or I wouldn’t be alive. “Your bond was exceptionally strong. I doubt you will ever encounter something like that again. But even though it was intense doesn’t mean that he can choose when he comes and goes. If your job was to pass on a message to his mother, he may not be able to come back now that it’s been completed.”
“I don’t know if I did complete it! She died, Jeannie, that shouldn’t have been the outcome.” I was angry. Why did Jeannie think she knew about this—about me?
“We don’t know this. You don’t know this. You didn’t cause her death, Jane. Her abusive, hateful, evil boyfriend did. You were caught in the middle, trying to relay a message from a soul caught on this side.”
I shook my head in denial. “But I didn’t tell her anything of importance!”
Jeannie clasped my hands in hers. “You told her that he loved her and forgave her. And you facilitated this between them. It’s not up to you to decide what’s important or not. You’re a medium, the middle person in between this life and the other. You can’t judge.”
I considered her words. They were similar to what Connor had been trying to tell me all along. I had a job to do and had been blessed with Evan as my first encounter. I should embrace the positive and not what I had lost.
“Why did you send me the painting?” I asked.
“You inspired it. After I saw you over the holidays, I knew you were struggling. I had my suspicions but I knew it was bigger than just you. I wanted you to see it the way I did. I wanted you to realize it, that your gift is part of who you are.”
My aunt looked hopeful that maybe some of her words and wisdom took root. I studied her pretty hair and eccentric clothes and thought about who she was and how she came to be this way. “Can I ask you something else? Something personal?”
“You revealed your secrets, I’m happy to share mine.”
“Mom told me about your mother.” I checked her expression. She looked as though she had been expecting this topic. “Is she okay? Do you think she and I have the same…ability?”
Jeannie thought for a moment. “I do. I think it passes down through our family like a genetic trait. Sometimes you get it, sometimes you don’t. Some more powerful than others. Mother was too powerful for her time and place in life. She couldn’t control her gift and the only reasonable explanation was that she was mentally ill.”
“Do you see her?”
She nodded. “Often. But she’s elderly and confused. She has dementia from her age and I think there are some side effects from the treatments they gave her. Back then it was experimental and not always safe.”
“Does she still see them? The ghosts?”
“I think so, but the medications make it less so.”
“That’s what Connor said. It keeps them away sometimes.”
“But he saw Evan also?”
“Yes.”
“You’re lucky to have him. It’s nice to have someone to confide in.”
My face flushed thinking of the position she caught us in earlier. “I know.”
“Plus, he’s very handsome.” She winked and patted my hand.
I shrugged. I was more uncomfortable talking about boys than paranormal activity. “He’s been very supportive; I don’t know what I would have done without him.”
“It will make it easier next time.”
My forehead creased. “Next time?”
“Yes, next time,” she said. “More will come. I can see them around you. Hovering. Waiting.”
“What does it look like?” I asked, but I knew the answer. The shiver that ran up my spine confirmed it before she even opened her mouth.
Jeannie knew it, too. “Death. It always looks like death.”

“SURE YOU DON’T WANT a turn?”
I looked up at Connor with my hand shading my eyes from the bright afternoon sun. He stood over me, shaking a can. 
“No, I’d rather watch you.” And I would. Watching Connor break the law so beautifully was one of the best things I had ever experienced.
“Any requests?” he asked, walking backward to the wall he currently vandalized. 
“Whatever you’re feeling. Whatever you want.”
I was perched on a large, rusted pipe near the remains of a fire. My knees were up to my chin and my arms wrapped around my legs. Trash and the remains of late night partying littered the ground. Connor shook the can and made large swoops across the brick.
 “Do you ever come out here at night?” I realized how little I knew about him sometimes. Our relationship was so new. “With your friends?”
Connor shrugged, causing his wide shoulders to bob up to his chin. “Sometimes.” He never stopped painting and I never stopped watching.
“Do you feel sad covering up your old pictures?” I saw a hint of an eye, peeking from beneath layers of fresher paint from when I caught him here all those months ago.
He shook the can, the metal ball inside clinking against the sides. “Not really. I get inspired and want to do something new.”
A blast of cool air passed us and I pulled my hoodie tight around my shoulders. “Brr…ugh, I’m ready for spring.”
He laughed, but the light in his eyes went dull. He stared over my shoulder.
“What?” I asked, following his gaze.
“Oh!” I stood, tripping over a can in the process. I wasn’t afraid, just shocked. Connor stepped behind me, his body touching mine. “It’s okay,” I said, reaching behind me and squeezing his hand. 
“Ellen?” I called, letting her know I could see her. I took a tentative step forward.
She looked much the same as the last time I saw her. Cleaner, though, and her face was healed. But her clothes and hair were the same. She seemed stronger. I don’t know exactly how, but the fear and weakness from before was gone.
“Are you okay?” I asked. She was dead, of course, but she was here, looking for me, which meant she hadn’t passed over. A flicker of hope flared in my chest. 
“I’m fine,” she eventually said. “Are you?”
“I’m…all right.” I swallowed the lump in my throat. “I made it out okay.”
“I’m glad, and I’m so sorry.”
I shook my head. “No apologies. Not from you to me.”
She took a step forward, closer to me. “My choices hurt a lot of people. My children and myself—both of you.” Hey eyes shifted over my shoulder to Connor.
“John hurt people, Ellen, you didn’t,” he said.
We stared at one another. She wanted to take all the blame, but it wasn’t all hers. We all shared a little guilt in the way this ended up. Ellen looked as though she wanted to argue but instead she surprised me. “I’m here because I need you to do something for me.”
I answered without hesitation. “Anything.”
“The girls.” She paused, seeming to get her emotions in check. “They need help. They’re in foster care and because of my situation, they don’t know my family. When I got together with John, they cut me out of their lives.”
“Why?” I didn’t understand how a family would do this to one of their own.
“They tried to help me when I was with him and I refused. It was their way of drawing a line. I stepped over the wrong side. I made the wrong choices. But, I do have family in Arizona, and they would want the girls. I know they would.
The reason she was here became clear. “You want me to find them?”
She nodded. “Please. Phoenix. Rebecca Carson. She’s my sister.”
“I can do that, of course.”
She pulled her hands to her mouth. “Thank you so much.”
“Was this your unfinished business?” My stomach hurt at the thought. “Are you leaving now?”
“I think so.”
“Is he gone?” Other than Connor’s feet shifting behind me, the woods were still.
“Yes, he passed over the night of the fire. You released him.”
“He’s gone.” That time it came out like a whisper. I leaned into Connor for support.
“It was his time. You helped him do what he needed, when he was unable to do it himself.”
Her words should have made me feel better, but they didn’t. “I miss him.”
“I do, too.”
My eyes snapped up to hers. “You can see him?”
“No, not here. Not in this place.”
“Why not? You’re both…gone?”
“We’re both dead, but he moved on. I had unfinished business…”
My heart sunk. I’d never see him again. Never laugh at his jokes or tell him about Connor or say goodbye.
“I know this is hard. I lost him once, too. But like you said, he wasn’t happy here and he needed to move on. You helped him do that.” Her voice was soft and her words kind, but I was still conflicted.
“Do you think he’s happy now?” For some reason, I had to know.
“The happiest one can be. I can’t wait to be with him.”
“He loves you so much,” I said.
“He needed me. He was still a boy and I let him down in the worst way possible. Now I can be with him and the girls can be safe.” 
That made it a little better. I truly wanted him happy. I did. I just missed him. “And once I do this for the girls, you can go be with him?” 
“Yes.” 
“I can do that. For all of you, I know you want them safe.”
We stood awkwardly across from one another before she smiled and said, “Thank you, Jane.”
She closed her eyes and I knew she would leave, and I wasn’t ready. She was my only connection. “Wait!” Ellen’s eyes opened.” Tell him, thank you. For everything. Please tell him that.”
She smiled again and nodded and closed her eyes tight, concentrating because this was new to her. In an instant she was gone.
Connor was behind me before I had a chance to move, his hands on my waist, turning me into him. I buried my face in his chest.
“Are you all right?”
I thought about it before I answered. There were no tears, no crying. Just the feeling of a small hole in my chest. It hurt, but I would survive. “Yes, I think so.” We stood this way for a while until I broke free of his grasp and pushed him back to his paints.
“Paint me something,” I said. 
“Paint with me.” His eyes were blue and clear in the sunlight. “Please.”
I relented, because I couldn’t say no to that face, and chose a can off the pile on the ground. I pressed the pin down and spray of blue flew through the air. “Oops!” I giggled, surprised at its force.
“What should I do?”
Connor leaned over and pressed his lips to my forehead. He was so cheesy sometimes. “Anything you want.”
“Anything?”
I directed the nozzle this time against the wall and watched the paint hit the brick, shiny and wet. I used color after color. Overlaying and bumping into Connor, who stopped me and gave me pointers time to time, and with his help we created a portrait of color, representing life and death and fire and hope. 
“Try this,” he said, guiding my hand with his, showing me how to control the stream of paint. The nozzle sputtered and clogged, causing red paint to drip down our joined hands.
“What a mess,” I said, and moved to wipe my arm on my jeans. Connor stopped me and used his finger to wipe the trail of paint up my arm and then smeared it on the wall in front of us, using it to form a dark outline around the design.
“That was a good idea. You’re pretty awesome at this.”
Connor smiled, one of those wide ones that spread across his cheeks and up to his eyes. He dropped his head to mine and gave me a kiss, sweet and deep. He pulled away and said, “I’m pretty awesome at a lot of things.”
I rolled my eyes. “Ego, much?” 
He picked me up, hoisting me so I could paint the part of the wall too high to reach from the ground. We continued this way, laughing and painting and kissing until the sun disappeared behind the trees and the air cooled.
“You know they won’t be the last,” Connor said when loading up our supplies in the army green back pack he carried. 
“I know. I’m prepared.” I wasn’t sure that was true, but I had little choice.
“And Evan? He kind of changed the game. I’m not so sure of the rules anymore.” He meant Evan touching me, and the fact we could both see him, among other concerns.
I grabbed his hand and wove my fingers through his. “We’ll figure it out—together.” 
I had no doubt that we would, because we were stronger as a unit than alone. And I not only had Connor, but my aunt and mom tried their hardest. I lost Evan, but I had gained so much more in the time I knew him. We climbed the hill to where we could see the ruins from above, our fresh artwork drying against the crumbling brick. The faint waft of chemicals lingered in the air and I thought I heard the sound of a shaking can echoing off the walls. Connor pushed ahead, through the vines and leaves that surrounded the trail, while I stopped for one last look.
My eyes caught on something new, freshly painted on a tall tower, too high to reach and one of the only spots untouched by other taggers. There was one word, bright red and yellow:








Haven’t gotten your fill of ghost stories? 
Check out Aida Brassington’s debut novel Between Seasons. 
Go to: aidabrassington.wordpress.com to learn more.
  


There are things Patrick Boyle will never forget: the sound of his own neck breaking at the moment of his death in the fall of 1970, the sweet taste of his mother’s chocolate cake, and the awful day his parents abandoned him in his childhood house-turned prison.
Nineteen-year-old Patrick wonders for decades if God has forgotten all about him or if he’s being punished for some terrible crime or sin over a lovely forty years trapped in an empty home. But when Sara Oswald, a strange woman with a mysterious past, buys his house, old feelings reawaken, and a new optimism convinces him that she’s the answer to his prayers.
Things are never simple, though, especially when she begins channeling the memories of his life and death in her writing.



 









BETWEEN SEASONS
 CHAPTER ONE
October 10, 1970
Whoever said dying was easy was full of crap. Patrick Boyle remembered slipping down the carpeted stairs, wincing and grunting as he dislocated his shoulder with the first jolt. His skin flayed off at the hip when his shirt rose up while skidding across a hard edge, a sensation he vividly remembered as lingering and grinding. And finally, he was fully cognizant of the pain as his neck made a sharp, juicy cracking noise when he crunched head first on the landing below. It wasn’t easy, and it sure as Hell wasn’t fun.
The pain faded just as quickly as it happened, but then he groaned in humiliation as the piss stained the front of his tan corduroy pants seconds after he officially died. His mother’s high-pitched screech drew his attention away from the sensation of hot fabric sticking to the inside of his thighs, although not so much that it didn’t occur to him it was pretty far out that he could still feel his body. It was a sure bet he was dead – if the blank look in his wide open eyes and the fact that his heart didn’t seem to be beating was any indication. And, you know, being able to see himself and his mother from across the room made it pretty obvious. In fact, he seemed to be able to see the scene from all directions: from above, from the left, and from the right.
Arlene Boyle obviously didn’t realize her son was dead, though. At least Patrick didn’t think so – otherwise, she probably wouldn’t have poked so hard at his dislocated shoulder with a firm but shaking finger and yelled his name. It was kind of strange; getting jabbed should have hurt, but he didn’t feel a thing at that moment. Well, except the beginnings of a persistent panic that tied his useless intestines in phantom knots.
“Patrick Michael Boyle!” rang through the house, echoing in the narrow stairwell of wooden steps and slippery, rust-colored shag carpeting runner. When Patrick’s corpse didn’t even so much as flinch, she slipped into Mom mode, quickly and efficiently calling someone, maybe the operator or the hospital or something. She probably couldn’t allow herself to even consider that her “little miracle Patty,” as his mother liked to call him – something about not being able to have more children – might not be okay. That’s just the way she was, though: calm and optimistic. Patrick and his father liked to joke she was queen of ignoring the obvious.
The good news was when he looked down again, he stood beside his dead body… in his own body. His spiritual body, he supposed. And his corduroy pants – the ones on his non-dead… or undead, whatever… body – were dry as a bone. Yeah, maybe it wasn’t the best thing to ever happen to him, but on a day when he was due to meet his Heavenly Host earlier than anticipated, he’d take what he could get.
Pancakes had been the key to Patrick’s undoing, the reason he got out of bed in the first place. The scent of vanilla and butter woke him, swirling around his pillow like a thick cloud and making him shift restlessly beneath his covers. His stomach rumbled, urging him downstairs. The smell had even interrupted a fairly good dream involving Susan Dey, inappropriate considering this might possibly have been his last full day of freedom. Unless Patrick had some exotic disease, wet dreams would occur in the presence of a dozen or more other guys for the next few years.
Lucky him. 
Patrick felt kind of like a bad ass… at least for a few moments after his heart had ceased to beat. Dying was a downer, especially when he was just nineteen years old, but he grinned smugly anyway. It wasn’t the perfect solution to escaping Vietnam, but dying on the stairs had to be better than getting shot up in a rice paddy. Tomorrow he’d been scheduled to report to the draft board office in Philadelphia for a physical exam, a pit stop on his way to the war. He’d nearly shit himself when his number had been chosen in the draft lottery, although he shouldn’t have been surprised since his birthday had been assigned a relatively low number. 
At least now his mother could bury a good-looking body, not that it would likely make her feel any better about the situation. But it would have to be at least some comfort.  Janice Hobbs’ brother had his head half blown off in some god-forsaken village during a surprise attack, and at the funeral the month prior, his parents had insisted on an open casket. Patrick’s mother had remarked to the neighbor over coffee that the Army had done a “spectacular” job of making poor Stevie Hobbs presentable, but all Patrick saw when he glanced into the coffin was Stevie’s pale waxiness, a too-flat nose, and a sunken cheek on one side that looked kind of like Silly Putty.
The worst his mother would have to deal with – aside from burying her kid – was trying to get the stench of urine out of the carpet in her stairway and straightening his head out, which admittedly looked pretty wrong, now that he had another look. He hoped she would take care to make his hair look foxy at the funeral; it had taken six months to grow it out to just the right length. The hot blonde girl who worked at the record store on South Street in Philly said it looked cool last week. Patrick groaned to himself, lamenting the waste of his perfectly-feathered hair. He didn’t think God would really care how boss his hair was, though, and Mom was probably going to be too upset to give a rip.
Patrick snorted, rubbing his neck absently. No pain there either, but it had to have been busted. The crunching sound had been loud and unpleasant, like the crack of a bat against a baseball heading over the baseball field fence. “This is so crazy.” 
His brain raced – it was hard to focus on just one thing, but maybe that was okay. God would probably send for him any second, so he should get his thinking done now. Remember as much as he could before he had other things to think about… like not falling off his cloud in paradise or losing his harp.
His father had been bizarrely unconcerned when his birthday had come up in the draft lottery, and his mother – true to form – had pretended March 16 hadn’t been chosen... until about a week ago. Then she started talking to Mrs. Timmons, the librarian. Apparently Mrs. Timmons’ nephew had been court marshaled or something when he didn’t show up for his physical a half dozen times. He was serving something stupid like fifteen years in federal prison. Patrick’s mother had told him quietly she didn’t want him to go to war, clutching his sleeve in her vise-like fist one afternoon.
“You’re my only son,” she’d told Patrick solemnly, eyes wide with panic and glistening with tears. “I don’t care what your father thinks. It’s not like I’m going to tell him... but I want to find a way to get you out of it.”
“Oh, come on, Ma.” He’d patted her awkwardly on the shoulder, faking confidence. “Don’t worry about it. They won’t want me anyway. I’m not exactly Army material.” 
He knew from watching his friends and acquaintances get drafted; it didn’t matter if he was a one-eyed, pigeon-toed idiot – the government would still have his ass in basic training within weeks.
Patrick wasn’t interested in spending time in prison for skipping his physical, and he definitely wasn’t planning to spend the rest of his life in Canada as a draft dodger as Ginny Burns, his old girlfriend, had suggested two nights before his plunge down the stairs. On the night his group of friends drank pilfered beers at the abandoned lot on the outskirts of town, she’d been full of opinions.
“But Tim Rimmel’s cousin did it,” she’d protested, tipping a can to her lips with slender hands. “I think he went to British Columbia.” 
The air that night had held a chill to it, a crisp feeling that brought to mind thoughts of dead things and football. Ginny shivered and inched closer to the fire he’d helped build in an old, rusted trash can. At the time, Patrick had been thinking about how glad he was he and Ginny could still be friends after he’d broken up with her. Thinking back, he wished he would have kept dating her – at the very least, he could have had one last grope, one last home run before checking out.
“I heard he’s working on a ranch or something like that.” His friend, Andy, pulled his fringed vest over a concave chest and blew out a long stream of cigarette smoke. The cherry of his cigarette danced in the dim light, the fire shadowing over sharp features.
“Well, I’m not making a run for Canada.” Patrick drained his Pabst and crushed the can, tossing it over his shoulder into the pile of aluminum that grew each weekend. “It’s probably cold as Hell, and my dad would kill me.”
Ginny flipped her straight, pale hair over her shoulder, grinning. “Oh, yeah. He’d be pissed.” 
He knew exactly what Ginny’d been thinking – his dad was an Army vet who had served in the Korean War. His father had firm opinions about draft dodgers; he’d made it perfectly clear it was Patrick’s duty to serve his country, no matter what he personally thought of the war. “Chickens,” his father had called those who made a big deal about service, and that was among the nicer terms he’d used. “Goddamn pussies” was his dad’s personal favorite name, though. Patrick was no pussy, and sure as shit wasn’t a chicken. 
“Community college?” The suggestion came from a quiet girl who’d come with Ginny; he didn’t know her name. She was cute, though – all big eyes and dark hair. “You could get a deferment or something.”
“Nah. We don’t have the money for that. It’s why I’m working at Dad’s garage.” He’d always be stuck in his hometown. He’d never be able to make anything of himself being a mechanic for his old man’s business. Of course, never leaving Media, Pennsylvania, didn’t seem like a bad thing in the face of getting his ass blown up by the Viet Cong. He’d settle for dullsville.
“Well, don’t you dare die,” Ginny’d demanded, tossing a rock at him from across the fire. “And if you do, you better promise to come and haunt me afterwards.” 
They’d all laughed – Ginny was always going on about ghosts and that sort of crap. She’d told him once she just liked the idea of it and would always be willing to give the benefit of the doubt when it came to life after death. Patrick never believed in that type of thing. Not really.
All that seemed like it happened years ago, instead of just a few days ago. Now he was dead. And Hell, Patrick had no idea how the afterlife worked - maybe it had happened years ago. Maybe time moved faster for him, although he didn’t think so. He’d been raised to believe when someone died, they’d go right to Heaven, Hell, or Purgatory. The fact that he hadn’t immediately been whooshed up to the pearly gates made him a little nervous, but maybe there was just a back up. Maybe a lot of people had died today, but someone would be along soon to escort him… up.
An unnerving calmness settled into his skin as he remembered that night with Ginny and Andy, all the while staring at the two guys from the ambulance working over his still body. He was just going with the flow, although agitation built behind his eyes. He watched morosely while the paramedics pronounced him dead, looking away when his dad bawled like a baby after arriving home from the garage.
“Should’ve fixed the carpet,” his dad said when he’d calmed down. Fingers fiddled with the doily draped over the arm on the dark green, print couch. “I should have tacked it down better.”
Patrick’s mother couldn’t even answer – she stared at the stairs, shock clear on her face. A few moments later she screamed like the house was on fire, a high-pitched sound, and she didn’t stop for twenty minutes. His dad eventually seemed to notice, and he laid a hand on her knee.
“I should’ve fixed the carpet,” his dad repeated, words snapping his mom’s head up.
“You... well, h-he tripped b-because you d-didn’t,” she shrieked, tripping over words. Her voice rose even higher. “And n-now he’s g-gone and... no, he’s n-not dead. No. Jack, you should have...” She trailed off, hand grasping at her throat and she staring again at the stairs. His mother was going ape. She was losing it.
Neither of his parents said a thing for another twenty minutes, and Patrick huffed out an uncomfortable laugh into the dense silence of the room, half expecting one of them to look up and acknowledge the noise. 
“This is a bad scene,” he muttered.
He felt badly that his mother’s mascara ran down her face in the tracks of her tears, and he was mortified to see his father’s eyes welling up again. The last time he’d seen his dad cry was… well, never. He’d once gotten slightly choked up when the Red Sox lost the ’67 World Series, but that was about it. Seeing his parents cry was terrible, but the entire situation was just weird. And why the Hell was he still here? He should be… somewhere else by now.
Patrick sat on the worn coffee table in front of his parents, losing his balance when he sank into it. It felt heavy, almost as though his ass was passing through gelatin. As soon as he actively thought about sitting, though, his body rose through the quicksand of the wood, the surface now seemingly solid. Far out. He’d think about it later, though – his parents needed him. Well, maybe he needed his parents.
When his knees passed through his father’s leg, his eyes widened in shock. He really was a ghost. Maybe he should have expected something strange, but he’d been following his mother around the house all day, never noticing what was going on around him. He didn’t feel dead, although who knew what that was supposed to be like? Despite all that had happened, he felt normal, human. After considering it for a few minutes, he was a little disappointed his parents couldn’t sense him. His mother had given birth to him, for Christ’s sake – shouldn’t she be able to feel his presence? At the very least, Ginny had talked his ear off about women’s intuition on more than one occasion. Surely his mother had some indication her dead son’s spirit was a foot away from her.
Feeling slightly annoyed, Patrick patted his mother’s knee, hand sinking through her skin like it was nothing more than air. She shivered and scooted closer to his father.
“That’s interesting,” Patrick mused. He couldn’t wait to get to Heaven – he wasn’t the most talkative person on the planet, but he didn’t like not being able to talk to his parents, tell them what was going on. Maybe God was just waiting for a few more hours before coming to get him. Not having a direct route to the afterlife was a little bit of a let-down, though – he’d not given death a ton of thought, but he’d expected immediate white robes and dead relatives and shit. At the very least, none of his injuries from the header on the stairs had followed him into death. His neck didn’t hurt, and neither did his shoulder. He didn’t even have that wicked brush burn on his hip.
With the lingering thoughts of what the afterlife really meant still looming, he tentatively touched his father’s shoulder. His dad absently rubbed at the spot where Patrick’s fingers had just been, much to his surprise. Both his parents leaned into each other when Patrick jumped up, walking through their legs to get to a spot wide enough to pace. And then he chuckled. Why was he getting out of the way of the coffee table? He could easily just walk through it – at least he thought he could.
“He was so tiny as a baby,” his mother muttered, his father’s arm now around her shoulders.
Patrick simultaneously rolled his eyes and tried to ignore the punch of guilt in his ribs. 
He knew this speech. When he’d brought Ginny over for dinner for the first time, his mother had hauled out the white, vinyl photo album stuffed full of his baby photos and began exactly like that. Soon she’d be talking about how he was born with bright blond hair, which promptly fell out a month later and grew in dark brown and laughing over that time he set the carpet on fire when he was seven.
Well, maybe she wouldn’t be laughing about that today.
Patrick took a cautious step into the coffee table, not surprised to feel an unpleasant sensation move through his shin bone. Making a grimace of distaste, he pulled his leg away and began pacing in the open space of the living room while his parents silently cried. He really could walk through it, but the sensation was pretty gross. But what about other things?
He poked at the hanging plant in the corner of the room, but his finger passed through it, and no amount of thinking or concentrating changed it. He ran his hands straight through the knick-knacks on the mantle, eyebrows drawing together in concentration. Nothing. 
It was when his mother’s crying turned to loud, wracking sobs again that he couldn’t take it anymore. Patrick fled the room, cruising through the foyer, skirting around the spot where his body had taken its last breath on the landing, and running up the stairs. His bedroom door was closed, although he couldn’t remember shutting it when he’d left his room that morning. Of course, his thoughts had been preoccupied with the smell of food, followed by flailing down the stairs like a rag doll.
Patrick’s shaking fingers barely touched the metal of his door knob, but the sensation of moving through gel hit him immediately. Shit… he’d have to go through it. He needed the comfort of his room. Taking a deep breath, he squared his shoulders and pushed through the door as fast as he could, shaking off the nasty, oppressive feeling before flopping onto his bed. His body slow sank an inch into the surface before he remembered to concentrate on lying atop the bed. His descent stopped, and he blinked owlishly, face prickling with tears held in check… although maybe he couldn’t cry at all now. He had no idea, but no moisture came from his eyes. Were all his bodily functions a thing of the past?
Maybe not – he still breathed, although it was freaking him out. Why he needed to do it anymore escaped his understanding, but his body kept on: long inhale in, stuttering exhale out. Maybe it was a reflex; he held the air in his lungs just to see what would happen, but he let it out with a loud gasp after a few moments, panic overwhelming him.
He was too keyed up to do anything but lie there, wide-eyed and staring at the ceiling. He considered pacing to let out the nervous energy, but the bed enveloped him, comforting and normal, and it smelled like fabric softener and his shampoo, the combination of which calmed him.
“This is so screwed up,” he moaned. 
Silently, he contemplated what all of this really meant. The Bible talked about ghosts – he was sure of it. At that point he wondered if The Bible had it right. Had his mother heard him admit that, she would have screeched at him for being a heathen, but so far death had brought him nothing discussed in church or his youth group classes. There had been no choir of angels waiting to greet him with loving arms at the gates of Heaven, no white lights, no Jesus Christ or lambs or whatever. Not even his cranky Great-Aunt Pearl, who had died several years ago. It was just him and the house and his crying parents.
THE HOURS PASSED BY at the same pace as when he was alive, much to his chagrin. He was bored, counting the chunks of the popcorn ceiling of his bedroom. With each passing hour, he grew more agitated, wishing someone - God, Jesus, the Easter Bunny… anyone - would tell him what to do or tell him the rules. It was obvious no one could hear him or see him, and it was clear he could walk through things and people. What about psychics? He’d never believed in that kind of thing, although Ginny’s mother swore by some palm reader in town. He’d give anything to find someone who could at least sense that he existed.
It was by accident Patrick discovered he could sleep. After hours of wondering about what could possibly be coming next and where God was, his eyelids grew droopy. His limbs developed a heaviness, a lethargy that made it hard to move. Despite the fact that Patrick was very, very freaked out and his mind seemed to be on overdrive, calmness clung to him, and he woke with a start, bedside clock showing it was the middle of the night.
“Well, Goddamn,” he muttered, sliding legs over the edge of the bed. The silence of the house hummed overwhelmingly loud, almost a perfectly quiet static hanging in the air as if something were about to happen to shatter it into millions of sharp pieces. Patrick glanced around, walking carefully across the floor to avoid stepping on the wooden plank that creaked. Halfway across the room, he stopped and shouted out a short laugh. Why did it matter? He could shout at top volume, but no one would hear it. He could probably hop up and down on his parents’ bed, and it wouldn’t matter.
“This is just great,” he shouted. “For all I know I’m stuck here for eternity with nothing to do.”
Patrick froze, listening for any indication he’d been heard, but only the clanking ping of the oil heater coming to life answered. He threw his hands out in exasperation, fingers sweeping across the flat of his desk. A dull thud on the floor and a solid surface against his skin stunned him, and he stared at the book that had fallen over. Had he done that? Was it just his imagination? Coincidence?
He extended his arm slowly, nails barely brushing the spine of his copy of The
Turn of the Screw. It did move. Just a centimeter. Just a little bit. Enough to make him swear and poke the book again. It butted up against his knuckles, and the cover slid across his desk, hanging precariously over the side. He watched as it tilted, tipping toward the floor. It appeared to fall in slow motion, and without even thinking, Patrick reached out to catch the book… and it landed in his palm, the smooth heft of it the best thing he’d felt… ever.
“What the Hell?”
He set the book on top of the other that had tipped over – a tattered copy of Slaughterhouse-Five – and fingered another book, this time his Algebra II text. It skidded easily across the wood. He laughed, surprised and excited.
Over the next few hours, he tried moving everything in his room. Books, pens, tablets, clothes… he even managed to open the drawers of his dresser, carefully moving as quiet as possible, so he didn’t wake his parents. There were things that eluded his touch, though. The sheets on his bed wouldn’t move, but his comforter and pillow would. He couldn’t figure out why. There was so much he didn’t know, and it annoyed the crap out of him not to have all the answers… almost as much as it scared him that he still walked around this house instead of hanging out in Heaven.
The dim light at his bedroom window crept over the sill, the rising sun casting a glow through his room. He tried to open the window but couldn’t undo the lock. Another mystery - why he could physically move some things and not others? Patrick stood in front of the pane and watched the neighborhood come to life. Jerry, the kid from two streets over, peddled down the sidewalk, tossing newspapers into yards. A red Chevy Malibu drove up the street and turned right onto Elm Lane.
Nice car.
Oh, shit. Patrick’s hands pressed against the glass of the window, craning to see into the driveway that ran from the street to a side door. His car still rested exactly where he left it, the rays bouncing off her turquoise blue hood. He’d saved up every penny he’d ever earned to buy the ‘68 Chevelle SS just three months ago. What would happen to his car? Now that he was dead, his parents would have no reason to keep it, but he hoped they wouldn’t sell his baby.
If they got rid of the car, maybe they’d get rid of the rest of his shit too. He was dead, so he probably didn’t need anything - it had been nearly twenty-four hours since the paramedics had wheeled his body out of the house, and he hadn’t been hungry or thirsty. He hadn’t needed to piss or take a shit. Hell, he hadn’t even so much as burped. Even though Patrick had felt the moment his heart stopped when he’d died on the stairs, the body he was in now… whatever it was… it still felt human. He felt like himself but without–
The turning of Patrick’s doorknob interrupted his thoughts. His first inclination was to hide in the closet, but that would have been idiotic; no one could see him, so why bother. His next thought was to grab a book and float it through the air – another idiotic idea unless he wanted to spook the Hell out of someone. For a second it sounded like a good idea. He could prove his existence, but something in him stilled his hand, halfway to his desk.
His mother stepped into the room and made his bed, pulling up the sheets and smoothing them over the mattress. Her sigh turned into a ragged sob.
“Aw, Mom,” Patrick muttered. 
Her tears dripped onto the comforter as she ran her hand across it, placing his pillows in a stack in front of the headboard. The bed sagged under her weight as she sat, staring at the wall as her jagged breath filled the space.
He hovered over her, hands almost but not quite touching her shoulder. He wished she knew he was there, and at the same time he knew it would freak her out, make things worse for her.
“Arlene?”
She wiped her face against the sleeve of her sweater. “Yeah?”
Patrick’s father poked his head through the crack in the door. “We have to go.”
“God, Jack,” she wailed, throwing up her hands and letting them fall back to the comforter like fall leaves falling from a tree. “I don’t think I can do this.”
Do what? Patrick moved closer to his father. Instead of wearing the usual jeans and a flannel shirt, his dad was in dark dress pants and a short-sleeved, button down shirt with a wide, striped tie. Dressed up for him.
“Pal’s waiting for us. We have to.”
Pal? Pal Banks? Dad’s fishing buddy? It hit Patrick seconds later – they were going to the funeral home. No wonder his mother was so upset. 
His grandparents had died a decade ago, and he’d had to tag along with his mother to the Banks Funeral Parlor. Mr. Banks had met his mother in the receiving area, and Patrick had waited there for what seemed like forever. The funeral home office was just off the reception nook, though, and Patrick could hear every word. The chair scratched his skin; the fabric was stiff and smelled weird, like cleaning chemicals, but not the lemon kind his mom used. He overheard whether he wanted to or not – it was all about picking out coffins and talking about the service.
He wanted to go. He wanted to go with his parents to the funeral home. It wasn’t like he could do anything if they opted to plant him in a pink coffin with gold trim, but he was curious. He also felt as though he should be there with his parents as they planned what would happen to his body.
Patrick’s mother heaved herself to her feet and smoothed the comforter again, holding her hand out to his father. Pulling his dad through the door, they clung to each other for a moment before his father turned and led her out into the hallway. Patrick followed, relieved neither had closed the door. Even the thought of the heavy, gelatinous sensation he associated now with moving through it gave him the shivers.
His jacket was still draped over the table in the hallway, and his fingers twitched toward it, only stopping their trajectory when the fabric of his coat sleeve shifted under his hand. He couldn’t put his jacket on. Well, he could… it moved when he touched it. But he didn’t think his parents would react very well to seeing his windbreaker come to life and float through the hallway. There might be screaming and running, and there would almost certainly be tears. He couldn’t do that to them.
Patrick was too late to make it out the front door before it closed. He stopped and clenched his fists, preparing for the feeling of passing through its solid mass. Leaning forward, he took a running start at the door, hoping to get it over as quick as possible, wondering if he’d be able to ride in the backseat of his parents’ Buick or if he’d sink through the seat and what it would feel like to move through metal. Patrick’s vision darkened as he passed through and brightened when he caught a glimpse of the blue sky… and then nothing.
THE SMELL OF VANILLA and butter hit Patrick so abruptly, he rolled off the bed and hit the floor, his nose half-smooshed against the wood. He’d clearly been dreaming this whole death thing. He shook his head, clearing the cobwebs and pushing himself onto his knees. The clock by his bed read one o’clock, and his room was bright.
“Shit!” he yelled, looking around wildly. He was late for work. It was only when he reached for the knob on his door that he realized his death hadn’t been a bizarre fantasy; his hand passed through the knob, the sickening heavy feeling making him wince.
“Shit,” he repeated, backing away, shoulders slumping. And what the Hell? That had to have been some kind of fluke, the passing out as he tried to leave the house thing. Patrick grasped at his hair, pulling in frustration. 
He stomped downstairs, stepping around the spot where he’d died, and ran at the front door. The sunlight hit him square in the face, and the excitement sizzled in his chest for a second until everything dimmed, spiraling out to oblivion.
PANCAKES. HIS NOSE TWITCHED, and Patrick sat straight up in bed, remembering exactly what led to his reappearance there. The bedside clock read five o’clock, and he groaned. He couldn’t believe it – until he was escorted to Heaven, he’d be stuck here in the house.
He turned his face upward, glaring at the ceiling. “Why are you doing this to me?” he screamed.
God was obviously not on his side. Patrick stomped across the floor of his room, muttering obscenities under his breath. The scent of pancakes still lingered in his nose.
PATRICK STUDIED ANDY CAREFULLY, a half grin lifting his mouth. He looked like a dork in the brown suit with broad lapels, and Andy tugged at the wide, striped necktie that appeared to choke him. He always thought it was kind of silly to dress up for wakes, and it was even dumber to make anyone get gussied up for his wake. 
The neighbors and friends of Patrick’s parents milled around the house, everyone looking appropriately stricken and somber while picking over the huge spread of food laid out in the kitchen. His mother sat on the couch in the living room, shell-shocked eyes and downturned mouth in place, his dad hovering near the front door as if he might bolt any second.
It wouldn’t be the first time Patrick was jealous of the living.
A group of guys he’d played football with came trooping into the house. Instead of pads and jerseys, they all wore dark suits, another kind of uniform. After stopping to say a few words to his parents, they disappeared into the kitchen.
“He was such a good boy,” his Aunt Jenny said, eyes red and puffy.
Patrick snorted and crossed his arms. “You didn’t think so when I broke your window.”
 Come to think of it, he really hadn’t seen much of her and Uncle Bob since then – it had only been a few years ago. Window. Huh. Maybe he could get out of the house through a window. Maybe it was only the front door… he’d have to try it out. Embarrassment washed over his face as he wondered why it never occurred to him before, but then he shook his head. He hadn’t been dead that long, and he’d been in a constant state of shock – how could he be expected to think of every possibility?
“Yes, he had such a bright future.” His high school shop teacher stood by his aunt’s side, giving her the eye. 
“I can’t believe you’re trying to get lucky at my wake, man.” Patrick chuckled and moved away, gravitating toward Ginny and her parents. He couldn’t believe what people were saying about him – hearing all about what a good guy he was, how generous he’d been, how kind and giving. Most of these people had barely known him. Dying transformed him into a hero, apparently, although that shouldn’t have surprised him – he’d been to a funeral or two, and no one ever said anything shitty about the person who’d kicked the bucket. 
When the old guy down the street had a heart attack, Patrick’s mother had dragged him to the viewing. The man had been a real jerk, chasing kids off his lawn and stealing newspapers off his neighbors’ porches, but everyone had gone on and on about what a saint the guy’d been. 
Ginny’s parents were deep in discussion about picking up milk on the way home, but Ginny’s lips clamped into a firm, white line. She looked upset, and even though Patrick thought this whole wake scene was idiotic, he was glad at least one person who really knew him – other than his parents – was sad he was gone. Well, not gone… dead.
“I have to visit the bathroom,” Ginny muttered, heading toward the stairs. Patrick followed, Ginny’s brown dress swishing around her legs as she climbed, and she immediately turned into his bedroom instead of the bathroom.
“Patrick?” she whispered, startling him. 
“Ginny?” He moved closer, sinking fingers in her shoulder. She wrapped her arms across her chest, shuddering and staring out the window. “Hey, can you hear me?”
She crossed herself and continued to stare at the yard below. “I can’t believe you’re dead.” 
“I can’t believe I’m dead, either. It kind of sucks.” He wished she would open the window so he could jump through. Wait. What would it matter? He’d just toss himself out of it – he could move through the glass and screens, no problem.
A lone tear traversed the slope of Ginny’s cheek, and she allowed it to roll to her chin before she wiped it away with the back of her hand. Patrick moved around and sat on his bed – all the crying was killing him. It was such a drag, and it made him feel bad for dying. It was definitely a buzz kill to his idea about trying the window – he couldn’t let Ginny cry by herself.
“I bequeath myself to the dirt to grow from the grass I love,” she mumbled, touching the glass. Patrick’s eyebrows drew together in confusion. What was that from? “If you want me again, look for me under your boot-soles.”
It came to him in a few moments. “Nice.” He snorted in amusement. “Seeing me off with some Whitman. I hear it’s better than the mass during my funeral – Andy said it was like cats squealing or something when the soloist sang.”
Ginny bowed her head and leaned forward, turning her head and laying her cheek against the window. “I’ll miss you.” 
“Hey, hey, don’t…”
She sighed and turned sharply, stalking out of the room before he could say another word. 
Patrick watched her go and heaved a sigh before looking back toward the window. Well, might as well get it out of the way; he wasn’t missing much downstairs. He took a running start, groaning as his moved through the glass, but the smell of damp earth had him sniffing until he spiraled into darkness and the smell of pancakes assaulted him. Crap.
 “I CAN'T STAY HERE, Jack.”
Patrick’s father shuffled slowly through the kitchen, quietly pulling out a chair and slumping into it. His grease-stained fingers pulled at each other, never at rest. He scratched at the bald patch on top of his head, face giving nothing away.
“Well, we can sell the house if you want. There’s a nice place that just went up for sale across town on Jackson Street.”
“Sell the house? Jesus, Dad, are you crazy? You can’t leave me here alone!” Patrick glared, eyes softening when tears slipped down his mother’s cheeks.
“No. I can’t be here. In this town. I have to… I have to go. Somewhere else.”
Patrick wanted to throw things, but there was nothing here he could pick up. Over the two weeks, he’d come to understand what had been his in life… the things he owned or considered his alone… those were the only things he could move. He thought longingly of the Chevelle, still sitting in the driveway. If only he could leave the house - he could almost feel the vinyl seats and the smoothness of the steering wheel under his hands.
“Arlene, we grew up here. My garage is here. Where on earth do you want to go? I suppose we could move to Springfield or something.”
She shook her head, the short curls clinging to her head. “Let’s just… go. I can’t be anywhere near where… he’s dead, honey. Patrick is dead, and he died here. I can’t do it.”
“But… what am I supposed to do for work?”
Patrick’s mother slammed her hands down on the table. “I don’t care about your Goddamn business! My son is dead! I just need to get the Hell away from here!” Her breath came faster, the harshness of it ringing out in the small space.
Patrick was stunned - he’d never heard his mother swear before. His father reached across the table and folded his fingers around her hand, neither of them saying a thing.
“We’re forty years old,” his mother said. “We’re not supposed to outlive him.”
“Where do you want to go?”
“I can’t believe this is happening!” Patrick screeched, pacing around the kitchen, barely feeling it when his hip half-sank into the counter. “How can you just… leave?” It was bad enough that God hadn’t shown up yet, but now he might have to deal with living here with people he didn’t even know?
His mother shrugged. “It doesn’t matter. But I need to leave the state. I’m going to die if I’m anywhere near here.”
Patrick couldn’t believe his eyes as his father nodded briefly. “Okay.”
His life… such as it was… fell apart. His father sold the garage, and his mother began packing. Patrick panicked - not only were his parents abandoning him, he was going to lose his stuff, the things he could touch. He’d been reading his way through the novels on his bookshelf, and now they’d be gone. He’d rediscovered a book Ginny had given him for his birthday last March, some book about world religions, and he was twenty pages into it. If they left and took his books, he’d go insane. What would he do in this house with no one… and nothing? Or worse yet, strangers?
He hid things. His mother emptied his desk, shoving books into a box, and by night Patrick secreted them away. He hid his book on religion and his Bible in the basement behind the washer and dryer. Other books disappeared under the stove and behind the refrigerator. There was a spot under the insulation in the attic that served as a secret repository of the things that meant the most to him - a cigar box filled with sea glass and stones and other random things he’d collected over the years, his copy of The
Turn of the Screw and a collection of short stories by Edgar Allen Poe. A box of photos precariously balanced in the fireplace, above the damper. His records and record player were harder to hide, but he did it. There was a perfect spot under the stairs in the basement - he’d used it to play hide and seek with the neighbor kids when he was younger. It was full of cobwebs and dirt, mouse droppings and spiders, but Patrick didn’t care. Those things couldn’t hurt him or even touch him. He pushed his treasures all the way back, praying his mother wouldn’t get motivated to check the spot.
His car disappeared from the driveway one day, although he had no idea where it went. He hoped she was with someone who would treat her right, take good care of the motor. The missing car was like a hole in his heart... one more thing to piss him off or freak him out or bum the crap out of him.
His parents left on a Friday, two weeks after Halloween. Patrick spent the morning following them around the house. His father’s hair stuck out in the back, and Patrick wanted to smooth it down, so it wasn’t the last thing he’d remember about his dad. His mom wandered around the house rechecking drawers and closets, the slip hanging below her plaid skirt.
Mrs. Stout, the next door neighbor, hugged Patrick’s mother in the bare living room and received a set of keys with a sad smile.
“Just check the mail now and then, and I’ll send you some money for Jimmy to mow the lawn.”
“You’re sure you won’t sell? It’s a shame for this place to sit empty.” Mrs. Stout squeezed his mother’s arm and looked around.
“Come on, Ma, change your mind.” Patrick stood beside her, pleading with his eyes. Deep down, he thought they’d stay at the last minute… stay with him.
“I can’t live here, but I can’t let anyone else live here either. Not yet. Maybe one day.”
Patrick groaned.
“Are you ready, Arlene?” Patrick’s father smiled, a grin as empty as the house, from the front door. The crisp smell of fall air wafted through the door, bringing with it a few crimson leaves from the tall trees in the front yard and the smell of smoke. One of the neighbors must have been burning lawn clippings or something.
“No, not really. But let’s go.”
“Wait!” Patrick ran to his mother, draping his arms around her carefully and breathing in her powdery scent. They’d come back; they had to. This wouldn’t be the last time he’d see them – it just wasn’t right. “I love you, Mom.”
She shivered and reached across herself to grasp her own arms. “I love you, Patty,” she whispered. “I miss you.”
Patrick gasped and allowed his arms fall to his sides. He knew she hadn’t heard, but the thought made the space where his heart used to beat ache.
“Dad, don’t go.” His hair still kicked out in the back, and his shirt collar was folded oddly. 
“Come on, Arlene. We need to get on the road.”
Mrs. Stout kissed his mother on the cheek and edged around his father at the door. “Call me when you get to Florida.”
His mother paused and looked around again, face tired and drawn. Without another word, she walked out the door, closing it firmly behind her. 
“Stay!” he called, hoping by some miracle they’d hear him.
Patrick watched out the picture window in the living room as his father helped his mother into the car. If he didn’t know better, he’d swear his dad looked straight at him, turning to face the house before climbing into the driver’s seat.
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