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   CHAPTER ONE
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   I was standing in a forest, the trunks of the slender trees wrapped in a blue-green twilight that fell quickly from the East.  I was alone except for the fireflies that darted about in the pine-scented air above my head. My body felt odd and slightly feverish, my limbs went from cold and goose-pimply to hot and sweat-sheened in cycles. I wasn’t sure where I was, maybe by the river where I had walked earlier in the day, but further away from the roar of the currents. 
 
   I couldn’t remember how I got here, or why I was in my sleeping attire, but I wasn’t worried and I wasn’t afraid.
 
   For once, in a very long time, I was not afraid.
 
   “Perry…”
 
   I heard my name on the wind as it brushed my hair off my shoulders and swirled the aqua light away from me. I followed it, my feet quick and quiet on the damp grass.
 
   I cleared back the branches of the trees, hearing strange voices emerging from the dark places around me. They sounded so far away. I heard someone crying. She sounded like my sister. 
 
   I continued through the glade, my pace quickening as the darkness dropped even faster. Finally I saw him, the one who had been calling for me. 
 
   He sat on a log with his back to me, a camera placed beside him, the light from it illuminating the trees and adding extra sparkle to the fireflies.
 
   I glided toward him, drawn forth like a magnet. I couldn’t keep away.
 
   He didn’t stir until I was standing right behind him. He raised his head without looking at me. Another breeze wafted past and tossed his black hair delicately. The scent of Old Spice and Nicorette filled my nose.
 
   I hated that smell.
 
   “Perry,” he said, his voice unmistakably Dex. “I thought I’d never see you again.”
 
   “And you still won’t,” I replied.
 
   I reached down with my hands, placed them on both sides of his cold, rough face and with one quick motion I broke his neck, the SNAP of his vertebrae shattering through the still forest.
 
   Dex slumped to the ground, motionless. 
 
   Dead.
 
   I smiled to myself and walked away. 
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   A giant shudder ran through me, almost causing the coffee I was handling to spill out over the sides. Sorry, not coffee, but an extra-hot, no-foam, triple-shot, gold-dusted, magic-whipped, unicorn-blessed mother of all cappuccinos. 
 
   I quickly glanced up at Larry, the regular who waited impatiently for his daily creation of pomp and circumstance in a paper cup. His lips were squeezed tightly together, his eyes on the beverage, more concerned for it than the deathly shiver that had just rolled through his barista.
 
   I composed myself – that was the last time I’d let myself think about my disturbing dreams at work – and handed him his coffee with a smile.
 
   “Have a great day!” I exclaimed. You nitpicking twat.
 
   Larry took the drink from my hands as if I were seconds from dumping it on his head (he wasn’t too far off), shot me a barely perceptible look of disdain, and left the coffee shop.
 
   I let out a sigh of relief and closed my eyes, a migraine threatening to appear. 
 
   “Hey, Perry, you doing OK?” Ash asked.
 
   I looked up and gave my colleague a tight smile. I could keep up the cheery pretenses with the customers, but not with Ash. 
 
   “Just feeling a bit under the weather again,” I said sheepishly. I had only been working at Port-Town coffee for six weeks and it seemed like every other day I was suffering from killer cramps, a terrible migraine, dizzy spells, painful bloating or plain old pissyness. Oh, and a broken heart. I tried to keep my complaints at a minimum because I didn’t want the manager, Shay, to regret hiring me but sometimes it was hard to hide.
 
   Ash was extremely observant, too. He was a few years younger than me and had aspirations of being a criminal investigator but his dirt-poor upbringing forced him to be a barista for way longer than he ought. I wasn’t much better. There I was, a failed internet host, who, despite having a degree in advertising, had found herself unable to get any kind of respectful employment aside from shoving coffee down Portland’s throat. Not that being a barista was anything to look down upon, but I wondered if all my sudden ailments were related to the nagging feeling that I wasn’t doing what I should be doing.
 
   That said, things weren’t all bad. Ash was a cute kid and I’d hung out with him quite a bit, as I did with Shay, Steve, Mikeala and a few other coffee pushers. We had fun at work, and when I wasn’t being bombarded with people like Larry, who demanded the most ridiculous drinks, or Marge, the old lady who paid with pennies, the job was fairly low-stress and it allowed me to continue living at my parents’ house without being guilt-tripped about it. It also ended the “I told you sos,” which had lasted for at least a few weeks after I returned from Seattle. 
 
   Oh yes, Seattle.
 
   I don’t like to talk about that time, let alone think about that time. It’s probably why I’d been having so many icky dreams lately – my subconscious was pushing them up through the ground, like bones through a fresh grave. 
 
   To put it mildly, December had been a hell of a month. I was in a very black place, one I feared I would never crawl out of. But I did eventually crawl out that hole, dragging myself out of the depression by my fingernails. My younger sister Ada helped; she was a great shoulder to cry on. And by cry, I mean slobber. I was an ugly, hysterical mess more often than not. I never knew that kind of agony before. Perhaps I had been lucky that so many boys ignored me for most of my life.
 
   Finally, getting this job helped, too. It forced me to go somewhere every day and put on my best face. Put on my best face and try to forget the pain that still ricocheted through me from time to time, pain that intensified when certain songs came on the radio, a pain that left you with a tear-soaked pillow in the morning. 
 
   I never spoke to Dex again. He tried, though, but I’ll give him no credit for it. I got calls from him right after he twisted that pin in my heart, a million voicemails that I deleted (before I smashed my phone in a fit of rage). I got a new number, changed my email and totally withdrew from the little life I had attempted, which meant no contact with Jimmy, Rebecca or anyone at the Shownet office. Nothing against them – personally – but it was just too hard. I needed to move on.
 
   By the time February rolled around, I was in a better place. Of course, it’s not fun to feel sick all the time. I gained that pre-bootcamp weight back, and I felt pretty disappointed in myself for taking the risk on Experiment in Terror in the first place. For putting my heart on the line. 
 
   But I learned, and I will live. 
 
   “Do you still want to come out tomorrow tonight?” Ash asked, his eyes staying on me and not on the customer who just walked in the shop. He had very nice, bright hazel eyes. They didn’t appeal to me in a romantic way but they reminded me of a brother I never had.
 
   “Definitely,” I told him. I pointed to the washrooms. “I’m fine. I think I just need to splash cold water on my face.”
 
   He nodded and took care of the customer as I escaped to the safety of the washroom. I was lucky to have someone like Ash. I was only working part-time, but I desperately wanted to move onto full-time and then hopefully shift supervisor. As you can imagine, I made minimum wage and if I were to ever get out of my parents’ house, I needed a lot more dough. Feeling sick and occasionally trying to fight back tears when Billy Joel comes on the stereo doesn’t make me look like the best employee, someone Shay would want to eventually promote, but Ash has been the only one who has caught on that not all is right with me and he’s been doing a pretty good job of covering up.
 
   Of course, everyone else knows I’m not entirely normal – hence my nickname “Scary Perry.” They all know about the Experiment in Terror show (as does the occasional customer who comes in) and they love to tease me about it. Shay believes in ghosts, so at least my manager doesn’t think I’m crazy, but I can tell the others don’t know what to do with me sometimes. Still, they invite me out to the bars after work and to local band showcases (which is where I was planning to go with Ash tomorrow night), so I’m slowly feeling like a regular girl. 
 
   Very slowly.
 
   I locked the bathroom door behind me and scrunched up my nose at the smell. I knew it was up to me to clean the bathrooms most of the time, but no matter what I did, I couldn’t get rid of this foul, rank odor that emanated from the walls. It wasn’t that it smelled like piss and shit or anything like a normal washroom. Rather, it smelled like something was rotting away. Sharp and acrid, almost tangy in a revolting way, like spoiled meat. 
 
   I stopped breathing through my nose and ran the tap until it was cold enough and began dabbing a wad of paper towels on my forehead, cheeks and eyelids, careful not to smudge my makeup. I was wearing a lot of it these days, feeling uglier than normal thanks to the purple rings under my eyes and a strangely grey complexion. Though. I wondered how much of it was actually a manifestation of how I felt. Did I look like crap because I felt like crap, or did I feel like crap because I looked like crap? Ah, the mysteries of life.
 
   I took in a deep breath through my mouth, the smell penetrating slightly, and I tossed the paper towels into the wastebasket behind me. I leaned forward and looked closer at myself in the mirror. I felt like I had changed so much in the past few months, Iike I’d gotten older or something. I had faint crow’s lines now. Wrinkles at the corner of my eyes! I was only 23 - what the hell!
 
   A breeze blew at me from the side, tickling my bare arms and flipping up the bottom of my apron. I looked behind me at the closed door, not sure where the wind was coming from. It was chilly and moving fast enough to make the paper towels wave back and forth from the dispenser. 
 
   I frowned, confused. But we were in a drafty old building in downtown Portland. Too bad the breeze wasn’t clearing the terrible smell away.
 
   I looked back at myself in the mirror, strands of my hair flying in my face. I pushed them behind my ears, just in time to hear a small poof from behind me.
 
   I spun around.
 
   The garbage can was on fire.
 
   Yellow flames were rising out of the mound of crumpled paper towels, moving in the wind, reaching for the ceiling with mesmerizing fingers.
 
   I was stunned but not for long.
 
   Fire!
 
   I let out a small, awkward cry and looked around me for the closest thing to put it out. There was nothing, just me, the paper towels, the sink and the toilet. 
 
   I didn’t want to run out of the washroom and cause an alarm, though. The last thing I needed was a coffee shop full of panicked people. 
 
   Think, Perry, think.
 
   I had an idea.
 
   I turned on the tap, took off my right shoe and filled it with water.
 
   It wasn’t my first choice, but in the name of saving face, it was my only choice. 
 
   It only took two refills before the fire was out and the garbage can was reduced to a wet, smoldering pile. I peered down at it, afraid to touch the mess, wondering how the hell the fire got started in the first place. It’s not like I threw a cigarette into the bin. It had been a paper towel, and a wet one at that.
 
   It was beyond weird but I couldn’t devote too much time to worrying about it. There was a knock at the door and I was holding a toilet-water soaked shoe in my hand. I had bigger issues here. 
 
   “Just a minute,” I called out, trying to sound calm, like everything was fine in bathroom land, and stuck my shoe under the dryer while I soaked up the inside with more paper towels. When it wasn’t as sopping wet, I put the shoe back on my foot, wincing at the cold, squishy dampness. Ugh.
 
   I took a step, the water seeping into my sock. Double ugh. 
 
   I unlocked and opened the door to see a patron looking at me strangely. She eyed the bathroom suspiciously before stepping inside. I must have been making some pretty odd noises in there. Also, there was a trail of water dripping behind me.
 
   I walked carefully back to the counter, trying to lessen the squish, squish, squish of my footsteps. I smiled broadly at Ash and took my place beside him, ready to man the machines.
 
   “Perry, what, uh…”
 
   “Don’t ask,” I told him, and turned to face the rest of my shift. 
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   The next morning was grey, dreary and mild, as per usual for the Pacific Northwest. I didn’t have to work, so I laced up my running shoes and hit the trails down by the Columbia River. Aside from the first few weeks of December, when I gorged myself on Christmas cookies and eggnog in order to restore some feeling of happiness in my body, I’d actually been pretty active and working out almost every day. 
 
   Still, the weight that I had shed from my bootcamp sessions in November came back on. It was only about five pounds or so, but on a short body like mine, I could tell the difference. My ex-trainer and one-date wonder, Brock the jock, called me a few times wanting to go out again, but aside from my heart and mind being too fragile, I felt like I would have just disappointed him if he saw me. It’s such a girl thing to do, to not be interested in a guy but still want them to be interested, but it’s the truth. 
 
   At least running cleared my mind and made me feel a lot more energized. Ever since Seattle I’d been dealing with the restlessness I used to get, that nagging urge to be anywhere but here. I felt lost and directionless and my mind always wanted to go back to the happier times, the times when I felt everything was possible. But it wasn’t that way and I had to keep my eye on the prize. I needed to move out, move far away, and start finding myself all over again. My life had reverted to the way it was before I met Dex in that lighthouse. Though, perhaps I was a bit wiser.
 
   After I left the river bank and hit the long street that led me back to my house, I slowed, then stopped and stretched my muscles by a row of roadside bramble. I was surrounded by bare oak and cherry trees and the dull, frosted mint color of grass in late winter. My neighborhood consisted of family homes and retirement ranchers with an overall Victorian vibe and almost everyone, my house included, had at least a half acre of land or more. My lot was simple since my mom wasn’t much of a gardener, but some houses had beautifully intricate gardens, while others had swimming pools or even chickens. One neighbor had a bunch of pigs, thanks to the generous zoning laws.
 
   I was bending over for my toes in a compromising position when the neighbor with the pigs walked past with Cheerio, her gorgeous chocolate lab. I smiled at the dog with my head between my legs and waved awkwardly at his owner. I was pretty sure the dog smiled back, looking as happy as ever. How could he not be happy; he lived with a bunch of pigs.
 
   I straightened myself up slowly and walked along the road toward my house, watching for any signs of exercise-induced dizziness. It was when I was almost at the start of my parents’ long brick driveway when I noticed a car idling on the side of road, facing the opposite way. It didn’t look out of place, as it could have been someone waiting for Ada, or just someone who had taken a wrong turn down our street (people often got lost on their way to the mountains). It could have been anything and anyone but my legs stopped moving and my heart slowed with a lurch. My body recognized the car before I did. 
 
   It was a little hatchback and though I couldn’t see who was in the car, I could smell the person, the cloud of pot smoke and perfume that emanated from the half-open window. The car turned off and my heart thumped anxiously at the sudden silence. The door opened and long legs clad in camel-colored breeches and black leather riding boots swung out and landed on the asphalt with a faint echo.
 
   I stood there, red-faced, sweaty and confused, as Rebecca Sims got out of the car and gave me a shy smile.
 
   I could only blink. So I blinked some more.
 
   “Hiya Perry,” Rebecca said, shutting the car door, causing the cloud of smoke to dissipate in the damp air. I expected her to approach me but she just leaned against her car and looked around her at the sprawling acreages and spacious yards. “You’re almost in the country here. It’s lovely.”
 
   I still couldn’t say anything. Part of me wanted to throttle her, even though what happened with Dex and me wasn’t her fault. If anything, she had dropped hints that perhaps hooking up with him or telling him my unrequited feelings wasn’t the best idea. I’m glad now I only did the former, and not the latter. I would have never recovered my pride.
 
   She smoothed her glossy black hair behind her ears, showcasing a row of diamond skull earrings that went surprisingly well with her elegant ensemble, and turned to me.
 
   “I know I shouldn’t have just shown up like this,” she explained in her smooth British accent, “but I didn’t know how to get a hold of you. I tried calling you.”
 
   “I changed my number,” I said, my tongue loosening.
 
   “And I tried emailing you.”
 
   “I got a new email.”
 
   A small smile teased her magenta lips. “Well, anyhow, Ems and I are here for the weekend just visiting her folks. They live in Beaverton. I thought I’d escape from her mother and come see you. Hope that’s all right.”
 
   I folded my arms and let out a short breath of air. 
 
   “No. It’s not all right, Rebecca,” I told her, looking her straight in the eye. “There’s a reason why I didn’t want anyone to get a hold of me.”
 
   “I know. I figured. And I understand, I really do. I’d do the same if Emily…well, I just wanted to see you.”
 
   “Wait,” I said, holding up my hand. “How did you know where I lived?”
 
   She dropped her eyes to the ground. “A little birdie told me.”
 
   A giant flame of anger erupted deep inside my chest. 
 
   “Is he here!?” I exclaimed, my voice shooting through the morning calm. My fists automatically curled up into tiny, hate-filled balls and I craned my neck at the car to see if anyone was sitting in the passenger side.
 
   “No, no he’s not here,” she said, eyeing me nervously. I’d never seen her nervous before. I must have looked ready to punch her in her pretty face. “He’s at home. He’s in Seattle. It’s just me. I promise.”
 
   “So he sent you here?” I sneered.
 
   “No,” she said and walked toward me. She stopped a few inches away, a sympathetic tilt of the head. “This has nothing to do with him. At all. I came here because I wanted to know if you were OK.”
 
   “Oh, how thoughtful,” I said with a roll of my eyes.
 
   “I was worried about you. All of us were.”
 
   I narrowed my eyes. “All of us? Who is ‘all of us’?”
 
   She bit her lip, scraping off a tiny bit of lipstick from the surface, and looked at my house. “Perry, look, can we talk? Maybe inside? You must be freezing your knickers off.”
 
   I was only wearing my jogging tank top and pants and the sweat on me had cooled, but I’d never felt warmer. Still, part of me did miss Rebecca’s company and did yearn to talk to someone different for a change. She also looked a bit awkward, standing on the side of the road like a jilted lover. It would have taken a lot of guts for her to just show up at my house, randomly, especially when she knew I didn’t want anything to do with that life anymore.
 
   I nodded reluctantly and headed up the driveway, hearing the clip clop of her boots as she followed.
 
   Inside, the house was even warmer thanks to the stone-wrought fireplace in the living room that was giving off a cozy amount of heat. It was Saturday so my father was working in the study, grading papers probably, and my mother was out getting groceries. I didn’t feel like introducing Rebecca to my father though (it would have opened a can of worms), so we went upstairs to my room.
 
   “Nice little room,” she said as she gazed at the posters on the walls. I grabbed my robe from behind the door and told her to stay put while I had my shower. I didn’t need to impress Rebecca but I didn’t want to smell like a dirty gym sock either. 
 
   When I was done, feeling refreshed and more able to handle my unexpected visitor, I emerged from the steamy bathroom to hear a few strange squeals and giggles. I walked down the hall to Ada’s room and pushed her door open. 
 
   Rebecca was sitting on Ada’s fluffy bed, watching her bring out various amounts of clothes from her closet, an impromptu fashion show.
 
   Ada swirled on the spot, the fringy dress she was holding swaying with her movement.
 
   “Hey!” she said to me with an excited grin. “I was just showing your friend here my closet.”
 
   I tightened my robe and leaned again the doorframe. “Your entire closet? She’s not staying for a week, Ada.”
 
   “Perry’s right, I just popped by to say hello,” Rebecca put in.
 
   Ada placed the dress in Rebecca’s hands, who in turn played with the silky fringes. 
 
   “Popped by to say hello and check up on her,” Ada said knowingly.
 
   Rebecca and I exchanged a look. Had Ada been listening to our conversation outside?
 
   Ada shrugged, swung her bleached hair over her shoulder and went back to peering at her overflowing walk-in. “What? Rebecca’s your friend, right Perry? If I were your friend and I heard what...” she lowered her voice “...happened to you, I’d come check up on you too.”
 
   “You’re not my friend?” I asked wryly.
 
   She stuck her tongue out at me. “Only because I have to be. Bound by blood and all that.”
 
   I couldn’t help but smile.
 
   “So, thank you for showing me your clothes,” Rebecca said as she got up and handed the dress back to Ada. “But Perry and I have got some catching up to do and I really can’t stay long. And I am checking up on her, naturally. But I just had to come visit her famous fashionista sister as well.”
 
   She sure knew the right things to say because a pink flush appeared on the apples of Ada’s cheeks and she waved at Rebecca bashfully. Rebecca nervous, Ada bashful; what was going on with people today?  
 
   We went back to my room and I shut the door behind us. I sat on the chair at my desk, feeling a little too exposed, while Rebecca perched gracefully at the edge of my bed. My bedroom seemed incredibly juvenile with her presence in it. 
 
   She drummed her magenta nails across her knees. “Your sister seems lovely.”
 
   “She can be.”
 
   “You told me you guys weren’t all that close, no?”
 
   I cleared my throat, wanting Rebecca to get to the point, why she was really here.
 
   “No, we weren’t. But we’re getting better.”
 
   She got the hint and sat up straighter.
 
   “I know you think I’m here because of ulterior motives,” she began, “like Dex hired me to come here or something ridiculous, but just know it’s not true. Naturally he knows I am here, or that I was going to try and see you, but it was all my idea. I’ve been really worried-”
 
   “You’ve said that. And you obviously don’t need to be. Look at me, I’m fine.”
 
   She nodded. “I know. You look…good.”
 
   I could have sworn there was a slight hesitation before “good.”
 
   “Well, I just got out the shower,” I protested.
 
   “You look fine, Perry.”
 
   Ah, downgraded from Category Good to Category Fine. What was next? Category OK?
 
   “I wanted to see how you were handling things.”
 
   I opened my mouth to say something but she continued.
 
   “Come on, we both know what Dex did was a terrible, terrible thing. When I found out, I was livid for weeks. I knew how he felt about you-”
 
   The anger built up in my abdomen again and caught the edges of my chest.
 
   “Felt about me?”
 
   “Yes. I mean, he didn’t mean to hurt you. He meant to hurt himself.”
 
   I sprang to my feet, knocking the chair backward.
 
   “I hope he fucking did hurt himself! Look, I don’t care about what Dex did and why he did it. OK? That’s in the past here. We were both to blame. I shouldn’t have been so stupid and I shouldn’t have believed for one minute that he thought of me more as more than a friend.”
 
   “But he does.”
 
   “Bullshit! Friends don’t fuck each other over. Or fuck each other and then fuck each other over!”
 
   “I know, I know, but he’s a messed-up little bugger and he made a terrible mistake.”
 
   I took a step closer to her and wagged my finger in her face. “Are you defending him? Did you think you could come here, to my house, to my life, and start defending him? Fuck you, too.”
 
   She reached for my hand but I snatched it out of her way and glared at her. She gave me a steady look.
 
   “I am not defending him,” she said with forced calm. “Dex is an idiot and he has his issues. I just thought you‘d like to know that he lost the most out of this.”
 
   My mouth dropped open and I let out a gasp.
 
   “Let me finish!” she raised her hands. “Let me finish before you kick my bottom. I didn’t come here to tell you about Dex or try to make you feel sorry for him. I’m just telling you the truth, even if it’s the truth you don’t want to hear or want to believe. What happened, even though it was his fault, destroyed him totally. He was so far gone-”
 
   “Rebecca!” I howled at her, the madness filling my face with heat. “I said I don’t care! I know Dex is still your friend and that’s fine, but it’s all over. The show. Whatever thing we had going on. Even you and me. I have a new life now. I have a new job, I have new friends and I have new dreams. You say you were worried about me; well all I can say is that I’m fine. I wasn’t fine for a while there, but I am now. It’s over. OK?”
 
   She looked down at her immaculately manicured nails. I was breathing hard and starting to feel faint again. I felt bad for blowing up at her but she should have known just what she was walking into when she showed up here.
 
   “OK,” she said, then sighed. She looked around the room again, avoiding my eyes. “I’ll get going.”
 
   She got up and made her way for the door. A small part of me wanted her to stay, to tell me more about how miserable Dex was and about how far he’d fallen. But that was the part of me that still cried over love songs sung by a bug-eyed pianist and I was pretty good at burying her needs and wants.
 
   She opened the door and was about to step out when I called out after her. Something had been bugging me for the past few months, something I had no way of finding out.
 
   She paused, her hand on the door, and looked at me with hopeful, glittering eyes. 
 
   “What?”
 
   “Did Dex ever say anything to you about the EVP tapes?”
 
   “EVP tapes?” She shook her head, her bob swinging back and forth. “No. What are those?”
 
   I sighed, disappointed. “We record sounds of what’s going on around us when we do our shoots. I…I had listened to one of the tapes and there was some pretty important stuff on it. But Dex wouldn’t have had a chance to listen to it until after I…left.”
 
   “Oh. Sorry. Dex hasn’t mentioned anything about it to me.”
 
   I sucked on my lip and thought things over. “Do you know who Declan O’Shea is?”
 
   “No. Is that Dex?”
 
   “I’m not too sure,” I said honestly. In the recording that Creepy Clown Lady (or Pippa, as she introduced herself as) had left, she had told me to ask my parents who Declan O’Shea was. I did about a week after I arrived home, when I finally calmed down enough to talk without sobbing or punching things. I asked my father, anyway, since he has a greater memory and he’s a lot smarter than my mom. He seemed surprised that I asked but he said he had no idea. Then of course he wanted to know why I was asking. I couldn’t very well say “well there’s this old lady who looks like a clown. I think she’s dead. Anyway, she said you’d know,” so I just said I had heard the name mentioned once and wasn’t sure if he was a friend of the family’s or not. Regardless, Declan O’Shea was definitely not a friend of the family. 
 
   “I could ask Dex for you, if you want,” she said in a small voice.
 
   The thought of that made my heart race and a strange heat creep up the back of my neck.
 
   “No, that’s OK. I’m sure it wasn’t important anyway. You know how ghosts are.”
 
   “Sure…” she said uncertainly. Then she smiled. “I’m glad you’re doing OK, Perry. I really am. I hope we’ll meet again one day.”
 
   I nodded absently as she gave me a short wave with her dainty fingers and left my room. I heard her go down the stairs and shut the front door behind her. Then the car started up noisily and seconds later, Rebecca was gone and out of my life again. Perhaps forever. 
 
   I sank to my knees and felt tiny prickles of moisture stinging the corners of my eyes.
 
   I didn’t know how I felt, but I felt…alone.
 
   “You need a friend?” Ada asked. I looked up. She was standing at the doorway, looking down at me with pity, or maybe it was affection. “And not a forced friend either.”
 
   I smiled gratefully as Ada sat down on the ground beside me and enveloped me in a much-needed hug.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER TWO
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   “Death! Death! It’s all about death! Satan inside, ripping out of my skin!” screamed the eyebrow-less lead singer for this metal band called Eat the Goat or something like that.
 
   I was standing in the far back of a gritty, jam-packed club with Ash, watching the band perform. It was the first act of the lineup and if it was any indication of the talent that was to follow, I needed to drink a lot more beer. I was only on my first one and it wasn’t making them sound any better.
 
   “May I?” Ash asked me, holding out his hand for my drink. Though Ash had handsome features and was tall, lanky and carried himself with an air of maturity, he was still only 20 and wasn’t allowed to buy any booze. So he pilfered mine most of the time. I didn’t mind, though. He’d been good to me so far.
 
   “Sure,” I said, and handed him my cup, looking around the dark venue to see if any narcs were watching. All I saw were headbanging bald guys in denim vests and cargo shorts.
 
   Ash took a big sip, relishing it with a smile. Draft beer in plastic cups tasted a lot better when you were underage. 
 
   He handed it back to me considerably emptier and said, “I thought with a name like Eat the Goat, these guys would be hell of a lot better. They are pretty gnarly.”
 
   “Gnarly as in good?”
 
   “Gnarly as in terrible. Sorry for dragging you out here.”
 
   I shrugged. “Don’t worry about it. Thanks for inviting me. Though, I would have thought the rest of the crew would have showed up.”
 
   The lead singer went into a piercing wail, giving Jim Gillette a run for his money. I put my free hand over my ear.
 
   “Mikeala is closing tonight,” Ash shouted over the noise, which was somehow increasing, “and everyone else was smart enough to stay away. You’re really my only friend who likes this type of music!”
 
   I snorted. “I don’t like this type of music. I like good music.” 
 
   We turned our attention back to the stage as the guitarist blasted out a generic solo.
 
   “What did you do today, anyway?” he asked conversationally, eying my beer like a hungry dog. I took a sip and handed it to him again.
 
   “Not much. I went for a jog. Then ran into someone I didn’t want to see.”
 
   “Ooooh,” he said with wag of his eyebrows.
 
   “She’s a girl.”
 
   “Ooooooooh.”
 
   “No, she has a girlfriend.”
 
   “Triple ooooh!”
 
   I laughed and punched Ash in his arm, causing the beer to spill out sideways and onto his skate shoes. He looked down with acute disappointment, probably more for his lost beer than his shoes.
 
   “Well, I guess that’s a sign to get another one,” I said, and turned to make my way to the bar.
 
   His face lit up. “Get two this time!”
 
   “Yeah, yeah.” I waved at him and walked over to the bar near the side. With the concrete floors and the bar, which consisted of fold-up tables and drinks kept in camping coolers, the whole venue had this “let’s throw a party in my parents’ basement” kind of vibe. 
 
   Of course, when the music is bad, the drink line is longer. There were five people in front of me and the ordering was going slow. I tapped my combat boots impatiently and was adjusting my Mastodon shirt when the dread-locked girl in front of me turned around and gave me the eye.
 
   “Nice shirt,” she said. I couldn’t tell if she was being sarcastic or not. Her voice was very low, almost manly. Her eyes were red.
 
   Not because she’d been crying but her actual irises were red.
 
   She was wearing vibrant red contacts with streaks of gold in them. They were beautiful but deadly-looking and sent a shiver down the back of my spine. 
 
   “Thank you,” I said, my voice trembling slightly. I was suddenly very afraid and I didn’t know why. They were contacts, right?
 
   She smiled, her red lips spreading slowly, until I saw all of her teeth. 
 
   Her very misshapen, sharp, dagger-like teeth.
 
   Aside from the lipstick, she had the exact grin of a shark.
 
   My eyes widened. A stabbing feeling erupted from my stomach.
 
   She continued smiling. A whiff of that foul, rotten smell that plagued the Port-Town bathroom came back and swirled around her, creating a wave of nausea throughout my body.
 
   Then she took her eyes off of me, looked past my shoulder and smiled again. A tall, beefy man with long hair and a pentagram shirt walked up to her and put his arm around her shoulder. 
 
   “Hey babe,” he said. “Still wating?”
 
   She nodded and they both turned around so I was staring at the back of their heads as they chatted to each other about how crappy the band was.
 
   For some reason, I felt shaky at the incident and the stabbing in my stomach intensified. What the hell? Did that girl actually get her teeth shaped to look like that? Who in their right mind would do such a thing? My god, Portland was fucking weird sometimes.
 
   I found myself automatically taking a step back, nearly bumping into the person behind me. That wretched odor still clung to the air and I was seconds away from throwing up.
 
   I walked away from the line as quickly and calmly as I could and made a beeline to the women’s washroom. 
 
   As I burst through the door, I was relieved to see that it was empty, though the fact that it was a disgusting mess did nothing to stop the vomit that was threatening my throat. I rushed into an open stall and puked my guts up, seeing the half-digested remains of my mom’s roast pork splash into the bowl. It was enough to make me vomit again.
 
   When I was done, I leaned against the cold metal door and caught my breath. The smell was gone, thank God, but the nausea still remained, coupled with the pains in my stomach. I sucked in my breath, trying to get air, keeping my hands on my abdomen. They felt like extreme period cramps but it wasn’t my time of the month yet. However, my last period was barely existent, so maybe my body was making up for it tenfold. 
 
   As the pain subsided enough for me to stand up straight, I left the dingy bathroom and went back into the chaotic noise of the venue. I ignored the drink line, not wanting to see the vampire-eyed, scary-toothed girl again, and went straight to Ash. It took a few moments to locate him in the sprawling mess of sweaty limbs, tattoos and piercings, so by the time I did, the pain was just as intense as before.
 
   He looked crestfallen at my empty hands but that quickly turned into concern.
 
   “Perry, are you OK?” he asked. He put his hand on my shoulder and squeezed it. 
 
   I shook my head and leaned against him, the pain so intense that I was having trouble standing up.
 
   “Can you drive me home?” I squeaked, my eyes pinched closed.
 
   “Of course,” he said eagerly, putting his long arm around me and ushering me outside of the building.
 
   What transpired next was one of the longest car rides of my life. I didn’t live that far from the venue, but the pain was so bad that I was biting the edge of my seatbelt to keep from crying out. Several times Ash was adamant that he take me to the hospital but I stubbornly refused. I just needed to be home where I could be in pain without being a bother to anyone except the people I’m normally a bother to. 
 
   I said my goodbyes to a persistent Ash, telling him I’d see him at work tomorrow. I doubted it, though. I barely made it to the front door.
 
   “You’re home early,” my mother said to me from her armchair in the living room, where she was flipping through a house magazine and sipping a steaming cup of tea. I stumbled past her, clutching my stomach, heading for the stairs.
 
   “I don’t feel well,” I managed to say through grinding teeth.
 
   “You drink too much?” she chided me.
 
   I barely heard her. I leaned against the post at the base of the stairs, unable to make my way up.
 
   “Perry? What is it?”
 
   She joined me at my side and smoothed the hair away from my face and put her hand against my forehead.
 
   “You’re burning up. Did something happen? When did this start?”
 
   “What’s going on?” I heard Ada say from the top of the stairs. 
 
   I don’t remember what happened next, so perhaps I fainted. Next thing I knew I was lying in my bed, curled up in a ball on my side, with someone trying to take my boots off.
 
   “Perry? Can you hear me?” It was my father. I lifted my head as much as I could, still reeling from the cramps, the hot little knives that cut away at my ovaries, and looked around my room. My mother was rushing in the door with a bunch of pill bottles in her hand and water. Ada was bent over untying my laces and my father was standing in the corner, arms crossed, worried but stern.
 
   “Where does it hurt?” he asked in a no-nonsense voice. “Were you drugged?”
 
   “No,” I whispered painfully. “I wasn’t drugged. It’s cramps. I’ve never had such bad cramps before.”
 
   If my dad was the eye-rolling type, his own would have shot up to the ceiling.
 
   “Just cramps?”
 
   “Hey!” Ada snarled at him. “You have no idea.”
 
   He looked both embarrassed and taken aback. He glanced at my mother but she just nodded.
 
   “Ada’s right, honey,” she said softly, then came to my side and peered at my face. “Just be glad you don’t suffer from them because when they are bad, they are really bad.”
 
   “These are scary bad, mom,” I said. My hand clutched around the corner of my pillow as another wave of pain rushed through me. 
 
   “How is your period? Are you bleeding more than normal?”
 
   “That’s it, I’m out of here,” my dad said quickly, and left the room. For a theology professor, he really wasn’t very mature when it came to the female body. Or maybe that was par for the course. 
 
   Ada sighed in disgust. “Grow up, dad, jeez.” She removed my other boot and told us she was going to go find the hot water bottle.
 
   I tried to ignore the pain by concentrating on my mom’s face as she fiddled with a pill bottle’s stubborn childproof cap. Even though it was a quiet Saturday night at home, she still looked as elegant as ever. She was dressed in a black jumpsuit, with a mint-colored Celtic shawl wrapped around her. Her face was lined with worry (it usually was whenever I was around), her light blonde bangs brushing the edges of her clear blue eyes. She looked every inch the Swede she was, yet at the same time, her face looked strangely familiar. Not familiar in the “d’uh, she’s my mother and has been for 23 years” kind of familiar, but that “I’ve seen someone lately who looks like her” kind of way. Of course, in my pain-riddled mind, I couldn’t begin to imagine who that could be. 
 
   She wrestled two ibuprofens out of the container and handed them to me. “This should help with the pain; it might take a while though.”
 
   I took the pills with a grateful smile and drank a heap of water to wash them down, hoping they wouldn’t come back up again. It was strange that I was so nauseous earlier and wasn’t now. Strange that the meat smell followed me into the club. I shuddered at the thought of the woman I saw.
 
   “Are you cold?” my mother asked, tucking the blanket around me tightly. 
 
   I wasn’t; in fact, I’d been especially warm lately, but I smiled and nodded anyway. It sounds sad but my mother rarely doted on me, so sick or not, I was going to get as much attention from her as I could. 
 
   “You haven’t been well for some time,” she said gently, and patted my arm. “I know you’re going through a rough time, but things will get better. You’ll get a better job and you’ll find love with someone good. You’ll find your way, pumpkin.”
 
   My mother was being uncommonly nice. I frowned at her, trying to figure out what her deal was, but she paid no attention. She straightened up and clapped her hands together. “I’ll put on some chicken noodle soup for you.”
 
   “Lipton,” I croaked after her as she left the room. “Or else I’ll have to pick out those gross chicken chunks.”
 
   After she left, I gritted my teeth until my jaw began to hurt and eventually drifted off to sleep. I was soon awakened by a presence nearby. Ada must have been back in the room with me.
 
   “Did you find the hot water bottle?” I mumbled into my pillow, not wanting to move or open my eyes.
 
   I heard the door shut and felt Ada’s presence move toward me. She stopped at the foot of the bed. 
 
   Stopped. 
 
   And waited. 
 
   I could hear her breathing; it was low and ragged, like her lungs were filled with loose stones.
 
   “Ada?” I asked again. “What are you doing?”
 
   When she didn’t respond, I opened my eyes and raised my head in her direction.
 
   There was no one there.
 
   The door was closed but Ada wasn’t in my room. I was alone.
 
   The back of my neck was enveloped in icy prickles. I had just heard someone, heard them breathing as clear as day.
 
   “Hello?” I asked timidly, my voice sounding extra small. There was this indescribable feeling around me, my bedroom blanketed by a heavy, eerie vibe. Everything looked normal, except the air near the lamp in the corner seemed to bend and warp, like a sheet of moving plastic.
 
   I rubbed my eyes and sat up slowly. I tried to focus on the anomaly until my eyes adjusted and everything looked fine again.
 
   “Ada,” I said loudly, hoping she’d hear me wherever she was in the house. “Did you close my door?”
 
   I waited for a response, waited to hear the breathing again. I held my own breath.
 
   The doorbell rang, its clang causing my heart to seize. I gasped, surprised and thoroughly spooked.
 
   It rang again.
 
   And again.
 
   Then stopped.
 
   My alarm clock on my bedside table said it was 11:42 at night. Who on earth was ringing our doorbell at this hour? Was it Ash?
 
   Rebecca?
 
   Someone… else?
 
   I felt a tightness in my chest at that last thought and carefully eased myself out of the bed and over to the window. I peered though it onto the driveway below. The motion detector lights weren’t on and I couldn’t see a car or anyone out there. I listened, hearing the front door open and my mother saying “hello?” into a darkness that didn’t answer back.
 
   There was a single knock at my own door. I cried out, my heart hammering wildly, and spun around to see a shadow sliding underneath the door and into my room. 
 
   “Ada?”
 
   Another knock. My door shook from its singular impact.
 
   “Mom?” Now my voice was shaking.
 
   Another knock, louder this time, as if to shut me up.
 
   “Um, come in?”
 
   I walked over to it, taking silent, slow steps, listening for whoever was on the other side. Whoever it was had knocked three times. 
 
   I heard that breathing again.
 
   I paused in mid-stride, then took one more step until I was up against the door. I reached for the handle in slow motion, hesitating before placing my hand on it, afraid of what I might find on the other side. I was always afraid of what I might find on the other side. I knew better now than to chalk up anything strange as pure paranoia. 
 
   If I thought there was a monster in my closet, there probably was a monster in my closet.
 
   My eyes flitted to the shadow on the floor. As if to prove my point, the shadow slowly eased back under the doorframe until it was gone.
 
   It was time to find out what was going on.
 
   I grabbed the handle and flung the door open…
 
   Ada was at the very end of the hallway near my parents’ bedroom, the red hot water bottle jostling in her hands.
 
   “I found it!” she yelled at me. “I got the tap water running until it was pretty hot. What’s wrong?”
 
   I shook my head. “Were you just in my room?”
 
   “No, I’ve been looking for this in mom’s closet. Why?”
 
   She came toward me and placed the bottle in my hand. It was hot and soothing and just holding it, and having Ada and her slender company, made my heart beat slower to a comfortable level.
 
   “I thought I heard someone knocking on my door.”
 
   She scrunched up her forehead, the day’s waning makeup crusting a little at the corners.
 
   “I know I heard the doorbell ring three times.” She turned to the stairs and shouted down them, “Mom! Who was at the door?”
 
   “I don’t know, sweetie,” came the response from the kitchen. She sounded a little put out. “Kids playing nicky nicky nine doors, maybe.”
 
   I exchanged a look with Ada. At eleven o’ clock at night? In this neighborhood? both our eyes seemed to be saying. 
 
   My mom appeared and came up the stairs with a tray containing a hot bowl of chicken noodle soup (no chicken chunks), a glass of orange juice and a bottle of Nyquil.
 
   I eyed the NyQuil. “You trying to drug me, mom?”
 
   “It’s to help you sleep. Get back in bed, Perry,” she said, and shooed me into my room. I did as she said and placed the hot water bottle on my pelvis. The cramps had already died down a bit thanks to the pain meds. I swallowed the sticky plastic cup full of NyQuil, hoping the stuff would make me pass out. My mind was racing and it needed to be put to rest. I was hearing things and seeing things, most likely brought on by my delirious pain of earlier. Most likely.
 
   When my mom left, Ada sat on the bed beside me, her long legs folded up until her chin rested on her knees. I felt safer having her there. Maybe she knew that.
 
   “Today totally sucked, right?” she said.
 
   “Right,” I said, sinking deeper into the mattress. It was a fucking weird day. First Rebecca appears randomly, stirring all these feelings I wanted to keep at bay. Then the incident in the club, the vomiting, the cramps, followed by thinking someone was in my room and nicky nicky nine doors. 
 
   “Your friend Ash was nice to drive you home.”
 
   “He’s a nice guy.”
 
   “Do you, like, like him like him?”
 
   I smiled. “Like him, like him? No. He’s too young for me.”
 
   I sensed Ada tensing up. I turned my head to look at her. Her eyes were bright and shiny. Oh dear.
 
   “Is he young enough for me?”
 
   “Hell no. He’s twenty. And you’re still fifteen.”
 
   “Only for a few more months,” she protested.
 
   “And you have a boyfriend,” I pointed out. She had been going out with this Layton fellow for the past few months. I’d met him. I wasn’t impressed. Especially when he called me “Ghoul Girl” and threw up the gangster symbol. 
 
   “I don’t know,” she said wistfully. “Sometimes I think I don’t like Layton anymore. He just doesn’t get me, you know. I want a guy who gets me.”
 
   “Oh, I know,” I told her, feeling drowsier by the second. 
 
   “He thinks my fashion stuff is stupid. He thinks I should be a cheerleader, but I think cheerleaders are stupid. Cuz they are. And he won’t take no for an answer.”
 
   I eyed her carefully, speaking through a thick, dry mouth. “What do you mean he won’t take no? Is he pressuring you to have sex?”
 
   Her cheeks flamed and I knew the answer was yes. Ever since I had found condoms in Ada’s drawer, I thought she was already having sex. The fact that she wasn’t brought a wave of relief to my tired soul. 
 
   “Ada, the guy is not for you. Not only should he respect your wishes, but he sounds like a douchebag. And believe me, I know douchebags. You need someone who likes you no matter what. Your fashion, your ideas, your blog, your scary mood swings, your secret love of Japanese pop music and your aversion to physical activity. Everything.”
 
   She looked at me with shy eyes. “I just want to be liked for me.”
 
   Her honesty pinched my heart. “I know. Everyone does.”
 
   “Have you ever had that? Had someone who liked you for everything that you are? You know, without shady motives?”
 
   I gave her a sad, drug-induced smile. “No. I haven’t.”
 
   Her face fell. It matched the sinking feeling in my heart.  
 
   “But it doesn’t mean I won’t,” I added with some sincerity.
 
   “Even when they find out about your…um, powers?”
 
   It was startling to hear her address my ghost-hunting business as powers, especially in such a serious tone of voice, but I guess she wasn’t all that wrong. 
 
   “Well. Now I’m thinking twice,” I joked, almost slurring.
 
   Ada opened her mouth to say something and then slowly shut it. She pursed her lips and let out a deep breath through her nose. There was something else on her mind.
 
   “What is it?” I asked lazily. Sleep was just seconds away.
 
   “What if…what if I’m just like you?”
 
   What the hell is that supposed to mean, I thought and fought to say it out loud to her. But my mouth was too weak to form words. My eyes closed and the formidable pull of slumber won.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER THREE
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Despite the bouts of pain that still stabbed me from time to time, I managed to show up to work the next afternoon, much to the surprise of Ash and Shay.
 
   “Honey, if you want to go home, go home,” Shay said to me as I put on my apron. “Ash said you were almost dead.”
 
   I rolled my eyes and looked at Ash. “It wasn’t that bad.”
 
   “Perry, you nearly chewed through my seatbelt,” he said, widening his eyes believingly at Shay.
 
   “Your seatbelt is from 1982,” I told him. “It’s old.”
 
   “Hey, I’m from 1982,” Shay cried out. Shay wasn’t old by any means. With her bubbly personality, youthful Pakistani complexion and round face, Shay looked younger than I did. She was also the nicest boss ever, providing you didn’t get on her bad side. 
 
   “1982? Nah, you mean 1992,” I said, covering up smoothly.
 
   Shay shook her head and let out a laugh. “OK, Scary Perry, if you say you’re fine, then I believe you. You certainly act fine.”
 
   The fact was I was faking it. The medication made me tired and even though it dulled the pain, it was still there. It’s a strange sensation to feel the throbbing but not the pain. It couldn’t be a good thing; my body surely knew that something was amiss in my nether regions. The only good thing I had going for me was that I got a fine sleep thanks to the Nyquil and I didn’t have to ride my motorbike Put-Put to work; my dad had a meeting at a church and said he’d drop me off. Both my parents were OK with me staying home but I could see I made my dad just a little bit proud when I told them I’d manage and that making a living was more important.  
 
   Unfortunately, it wasn’t total bullshit.
 
   Anyway, I was soon sucked into the world of lattes and cash machines and overpriced pastries while trying to keep my cramps at bay. The distractions were certainly helping and I was almost grateful for the dude who spilled the entire container of milk on the fixings counter.
 
   I was crouched down wiping the spill up from the floor with a wet rag when I heard a voice emanate from near the cashier.
 
   “Pardon me, ma’am, would there be a Perry Palomino here?”
 
   For the second time in two days, my heart skipped a beat and then froze.
 
   I kept low and pivoted in time to see Shay behind the counter, pointing my way. In front of her was a very tall, very well-built man dressed in hiking boots, faded jeans and a green checkered shirt underneath a tan leather jacket. 
 
   He didn’t have to turn his ginger head in order for me to know his eyes would match his shirt exactly. But he did and looked right at me.
 
   Maximus.
 
   To say I was devoid of thought would be an understatement. As with Rebecca the day before, I could only blink, my arm continuing to mop up the milk like it was on autopilot. 
 
   He smiled, a wide flash of white teeth against weather-beaten, freckled skin and sauntered over to me like he hadn’t a care in the world. He stopped right before me so I was nose to his boots, which were just as worn and dusty as his jeans. 
 
   “Miss Palomino,” he drawled in his light Louisiana accent. He held out his large hand for me. Without thinking, I put mine in his. It looked so small in comparison. 
 
   He lifted his hand up until I was at my feet. I had risen as if he had Jedi powers.
 
   “What…uh, what?” was my very intelligent response.
 
   He squeezed my hand and that action sent two competing feelings through my body. One was uneasiness, that this was a friend of Dex’s, or an ex-friend, but at least an associate to a past that kept trying to rear its head in my life. The other feeling was one of warm shivers because he was oh so handsome, maybe even more so now that we were out of the grime and desolation of Red Fox (where I had met him before), and he and Dex never really got along to begin with.
 
   Still, the question remained and I couldn’t help but blurt out, “Maximus! What the hell are you doing here?”
 
   “Why Perry, you haven’t changed at all,” he said with a smirk. “Do you mind if I steal you away from your, uh, position, for a few moments?”
 
   I looked over at Shay. Even though she was in the middle of talking to a customer, her eyes met mine and she gave me a slight nod and a deliciously bemused smile. Unfortunately, Ash’s expression was one of utter distrust for the tall, handsome stranger. I couldn’t blame him. Maximus stuck out in Portland like an exotic flower in a bed of weeds (even though half the weeds probably got a similar shirt from Urban Outfitters). 
 
   He continued to hold my hand while I awkwardly held the milk-soaked rag in the other and he led me to the corner of the shop where a table sat unoccupied. 
 
   In true gentleman fashion, he pulled out my chair and gestured for me to sit down.
 
   I did, feeling out of it and stupid. He pulled up the other chair, his long legs sprawling out underneath. He rested his elbows on the table and looked me over slowly.
 
   I made sure to do the same to him. It gave me time to gather my thoughts.
 
   I had only known Maximus for a short amount of time. A weekend, really, back in October. It was the second Experiment in Terror episode that had Dex and me trotting out to New Mexico to uncover a so-called poltergeist. Only it wasn’t a poltergeist at all, but the work of an evil shaman, or medicine man, and his bewitched lover, who conspired to bring her husband’s ranch to its knees.
 
   Maximus was the one who had set it all up. He had been called in because he is, in some ways, like a ghost whisperer. Obviously he doesn’t have Jennifer Love Hewitt’s boobs in this case, but what he does, or what he says he does, is pick up on the readings, or “imprints,” of the people who died. He can figure out what they were doing and thinking in their last moments of death. Some of Maximus’s “power” went further than that, I believe, so that it was almost a psychic ability. But neither Dex nor I saw any sign of this condition when we were with him in Red Fox. The only thing Maximus deduced was that “nothing died there,” which could have been a lucky guess. Dex seemed to think that Max was just full of it and trying to scam the living by saying he could talk with the dead. 
 
   I wasn’t sure what to think. In some ways I’m the same, so it’s not like the ability is far-fetched or impossible. On the other hand, I never saw any proof of this power directly. He had proved before that he cared for me and for the Lancasters, yet I was always a bit suspicious of his true motivations. Maximus and Dex had a falling out after college, after Dex’s ex, Abby…
 
   Stop, I shouted to myself. I didn’t want to think about that anymore. Even the sound of her name caused a shiver to run through my already weak body.
 
   “I’m sorry,” Maximus said quickly. He reached out and placed his hand on my arm and gave it a quick squeeze. “I didn’t mean to intrude by dropping by like this. Are you all right?”
 
   “I’m fine,” I squeaked and tried to act more composed. “I’ve just been sick lately. Nothing to worry about, though. Anyway, Maximus…what the hell?”
 
   “Right,” he grinned again and leaned back in his chair. “I forget that this is all new to you.”
 
   I must have shown my confusion on my brow because he continued, “I moved to Portland about six weeks ago. I thought Jimmy or Dex would have told you.”
 
   At the mention of them, my face grew cold as stone. Jimmy had mentioned something about Maximus and Portland back at the Christmas party in December, but at the time I had been so focused on not pummelling the snot out of Dex’s girlfriend Jenn, that it hadn’t really sunk in.
 
   “It must have slipped my mind,” I said somewhat truthfully.
 
   He scratched his cheek, his stubble making a scratchy sound. “No worries. But here I am. I was biding my time, wondering if I should look you up. Then Jimmy gave me the push.”
 
   I raised my brow. “Jimmy gave you the push?”
 
   What did Jimmy have to do with Maximus anyway? It had struck me as weird that he had been the one telling Dex and I about him.
 
   “You really have been out of the loop, haven’t you darlin’?”
 
   I wasn’t a fan of the word darling, but it sounded oh-so charming coming out of his mouth. 
 
   “I’m sure if you’ve been talking to Jimmy, you know what happened.”
 
   He nodded with sympathy. “Yes, I do. I heard. That’s partly why I’m here.”
 
   “Here, in Portland?”
 
   “No. I was always planning on moving here, or at least the Pacific Northwest, anyway. But I got in touch with Jimmy a few months ago, inquiring if there was any work for me. Dex and I did go to the same school, remember. Well, Jimmy wasn’t too sure about me and my ways, I could tell. But then a position became…available.”
 
   I looked at him sharply. “What position?”
 
   “We want you back on the show.”
 
   Whoa. 
 
   “Show…,” I stammered. “Experiment in Terror?”
 
   “Yes  ma’am,” he said, and leaned forward across the table. He smelled like cinnamon. 
 
   “I quit the show.” Boy, did I ever, in the world’s most dramatic quitting scene.
 
   “We know. But the reason you quit wasn’t because of the show itself. It was because of who the cameraman was.”
 
   My face scrunched up at the thought of Dex.
 
   “I reckon I’m right, aren’t I?” he said. His jade peepers were looking inquisitively into mine. Man, I knew I was so easy to read.
 
   “Well, yes. But that’s not the whole thing.”
 
   “So you wouldn’t come back on the show if there was another cameraman?”
 
   “No,” I blurted out. I didn’t even think about it but that’s what my first reaction was. No way, no how. Dex or no Dex, I was done with that whole thing. It was life-threatening, unpredictable and an unreliable way to make an income. My parents would kill me, if the ghosts didn’t get me first, and, to be honest, I didn’t want to be in any situation that would have me wishing Dex was with me.
 
   He cocked his head. “You sure about that?”
 
   OK. So I wasn’t. I looked down at my yucky rag full of milk, then up at the counter where Shay and Ash were busy. I was probably pushing it by continuing to talk to Maximus instead of working.
 
   “I should get back to work,” I said, getting to my feet.
 
   “Hey,” he said, coming around to me. Next thing I knew I was in a cinnamon-scented hug with someone over a foot taller than me, wrapped in very firm, very wide arms. I had no choice but to rest my head against his hard chest. 
 
   “I’m really sorry about what happened,” he said into the top of my head.
 
   I tried to shrug but he held me there.
 
   Finally he released me and my cheeks went hot from the unexpected intimacy. 
 
   “Don’t worry about it,” I said shyly, stepping back and avoiding his eyes. 
 
   “You don’t have to answer me now, you know. You can think about it. There’s some other stuff Jimmy has me doing on the side, so it’s not a huge rush. We just think it would be a great thing, for all of us.”
 
   “I’ll think about it,” I told him and shot Shay another glance. She and Ash were full-on gawking at me. 
 
   I took a step toward them and was about to tell Maximus I’d see him sometime when he reached out and grabbed my arm. He pulled me back to him. His boldness surprised me.
 
   “That’s not the only reason I’m here,” he said, and for a change I saw his cheeks flush the same color as his hair. 
 
   He dropped his arm from mine and reached into the front pocket on his shirt. He snapped it open, pulled out a cream-colored business card and held it out for me.
 
   I took it from him as he handed me a pen from the other pocket.
 
   “Could you write down your number? It seems you’ve changed yours.”
 
   “Oh, right. Yes.” I wrote it down on the back and gave it back to him.
 
   “I’m going to call you now,” he said simply. “Will you answer?”
 
   “Um, yes?”
 
   “What will you say if I call to ask you to the movies?”
 
   “Um…” Now I was totally caught off-guard.
 
   “Um, yes?” he asked hopefully, his full lips twitching at the corners. “Don’t tell me you’ll think about it.”
 
   I didn’t know what to say. He was asking me on a date. This was more than surprising. It was intriguing. A rare butterfly fluttered around in my stomach and that’s when I realized I hadn’t felt any cramps for the last five minutes.
 
   I tried to play it cool.
 
   “Yeah, sure, yeah, that would be great,” I stammered. “Thank you.”
 
   So much for playing it cool.
 
   He grinned at me in return and stuck my phone number into the pocket. He did a mini bow and drawled, “I’ll be seeing you darlin’” before turning his sturdy frame around and sauntering out of the shop.
 
   If this was a romance in the South, where he was from, I would have dabbed my face and chest with the rag full of dirty milk.
 
   I walked back to the counter, unable to hide the strange smile on my face. There were no other customers so Shay and Ash were able to interrogate me uninterrupted. 
 
   “Who on earth was that hunk of fine meat?” Shay asked, putting a thrust to her hips.
 
   I laughed. “He’s an old friend of mine.”
 
   Ash still didn’t look too impressed. He gave me a funny look and turned to clean out one of the blenders. “He didn’t look like just a friend.”
 
   I put my hands on my hips. “Well he is. He was on the Red Fox episode when we were in New Mexico.”
 
   “Thought he looked familiar,” he grumbled, and turned on the water full blast so he couldn’t hear me. If I didn’t know any better, I would have thought Ash was jealous. Poor guy. There was a chance he had been sending me signals all along but I was too clueless and self-absorbed to pick them up. Can men and women really not be friends after all? Seemed all my friendships had something unrequited going on and they never ended well.
 
   “You gave him your number sweetie,” Shay said knowingly. “Something tells me you may be more than friends now.”
 
   I waved at her but smiled and blushed at the same time. I had never given Maximus much thought, despite thinking he was a good egg and a looker at that, but now things were different. Especially now that I knew how he felt about me. It made my toes tingle.
 
   After I reveled in my giddiness, Shay tapped me on the shoulder and placed a mop in one hand and a disinfectant spray in the other.   
 
   “Hate to burst your bubble, girl, but there’s a bathroom that needs cleaning.”
 
   And there went my high.
 
   I gave her a defeated smile while I swallowed my sigh of disgust and trudged off to the women’s washroom with the mop and spray in hand. I entered the empty room cautiously, afraid of the smell I knew what was lurking, afraid that for some reason it would trigger my cramps again or make me lose my lunch. At least I had a mop to clean it up.
 
   The bathroom wasn’t too bad today, despite the shop being relatively busy. I locked the door behind me and got to work, making sure I was both thorough and quick in case a customer was waiting.
 
   I tackled the toilet first, trying not to lean over the bowl too much. The smell was vague but it was present.
 
   While I worked, I thought about how strange it was to have two people from my past show up in the last two days. First Rebecca, wanting to check up on me – or make me feel sorry for Dex. Then Maximus, wanting me to rejoin Experiment in Terror, but with him, and then asking me out to the movies. It had been a good few months of anonymity, of avoiding the past, of hiding from it. But somehow, it had found me. No matter how hard I tried to stay away from ghost-hunting, from Dex, from that life, I was pulled back into it. I wondered if it would ever go away and I wondered if there was a reason for it. Something I didn’t understand yet. Something beyond this world.
 
   I was busy, deep in thought and scrubbing the stopper in the sink, when it happened.
 
   The lights in the bathroom suddenly went out.
 
   I let out a cry of fright. Then a cry of agony.
 
   A rush of pain hit my insides, so intense that I could only drop to my knees on the cold, hard ground. I fell over, clutching my stomach, feeling the slick tiles beneath my head. The ground trembled as if people were running outside of the bathroom, in my direction. 
 
   And then I heard a noise I never thought I’d hear.
 
   The consistent drone of a wasp flying around somewhere near my head. I froze automatically, my breath stopped and I didn’t blink.
 
   The door shuddered back and forth and I heard the cries of Shay outside of it, but I couldn’t pay it any attention. There was a wasp in the dark bathroom with me.
 
   I’d been in a similar situation before.
 
   Without warning, the buzzing from the wasp stopped.
 
   I felt it land on my cheek, its tiny legs brushing against my skin.
 
   If my world was black before, it now turned even blacker. Whether it was from pain or from fright, I don’t know. I was gone.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   When I woke up, I was lying on a stretcher being wheeled down a hall in what looked to be a hospital. All I could see were the panels in the ceiling above my head as they slowly went past. They were perforated and white, except for the corners, which seemed to leak this black fluid. It came out in clumps, narrowly missing me as it fell to the ground in a splat.
 
   I turned my head, it was as heavy as a pipe, and looked at the person beside me pushing the stretcher. He was a doctor, or a surgeon. He was wearing a mask, his kind eyes focused on mine.
 
   “Not much longer till you meet her,” he said through the mask, the fabric bumping up and down with his mouth’s movement. “Everything is going to be just fine.”
 
   “What happened to me? Where am I going?” I asked, my voice coming out congealed like jelly.
 
   “Hush now; you’ll need your strength. The hard part is over. She will live. You did a great job.”
 
   The doctor took one hand off of the metal handle and laid it on my forehead. His palm was ice cold. 
 
   I flinched but felt surprisingly constricted. I looked down at my arms. They were strapped in place by heavy, thick leather.
 
   “You were a great host,” he added. His eyes went across the stretcher. I was suddenly conscious of someone else beside me. Flabbergasted, I turned my head the other way to see who he was talking to.
 
   Her dreads were swept up underneath a white cap, but it was the demon girl from the other night. She had a mask on, covering up those terrible, sharp teeth, but her red, predator eyes were the same. 
 
   “Perry, Perry, Perry,” she whispered. A low cackle erupted from her throat. “Oh, you had no idea, did you sweetie?”
 
   What, I tried to say but my lips were too dry.
 
   The movement suddenly stopped and the stretcher was still. The doctor and demon girl left my side abruptly, and I was alone, strapped down, facing a door at the end of the hallway. 
 
   “Hello?” I cried out.
 
   I lifted my head and shoulders up as much as they could go and looked around me. There was an old man sitting on a chair outside the door, hands resting on a cane, his eyes concentrated on his feet. There was no one else around. I looked down at my legs. I was still in my Port-Town uniform; skinny jeans, black polo shirt, black apron. There was a sticky, wet sensation on my jeans when I shifted, especially around my crotch. With whatever happened to me, I wondered if I had peed my pants in fright.
 
   A weird skittering sound, like light nails brushing against steel, came from my right, from the ground. I turned and looked to see a large creature that looked like a wood bug undulating past me. It was the size of a dog; its grey, segmented shell of a body moving back and forth with each step of its many spindly legs.
 
   My breath stuck to my lungs and I was unable to let it out until the wood bug skittered past the old man and around the corner. The old man, his attention still at his feet, paid the giant insect no attention.
 
   What the fucking fuck was going on? This had to be another dream. I had to still be on the floor in the bathroom at work, that wasp still crawling on my face. Even though what happened earlier was terrible, it was still preferable to what was happening here.
 
   A low, steady creak came from the front of me.
 
   The door I was parked in front of opened and who stepped out of it but Dex Foray. He was holding a bundle of something wrapped in thick, white cloth, holding it like a baby.
 
   Seeing Dex’s face both scared and calmed me. He looked much like he did the last time I saw him. Handsome in a rough, dark way. Eyes like mahogany-glazed coal. It would have filled me with hatred so frighteningly uncontrollable, but I couldn’t feel anything but confusion and fear.
 
   “I didn’t think she’d make it,” he said in his gravelly voice. He was talking to me, I think, but looking at whatever he was holding in his arms. “Thank you, Perry, for doing this for us.”
 
   “What are you talking about,” I whispered. I tried to get a better look at him but was distracted by a redness that was spreading on the sheet beneath me. I hadn’t peed my pants – that was blood that covered my lower half.
 
   “Oh, God. What happened to me?” I squeaked. I tried to break free of the restraints but I was held firmly in place. The leather cut into my skin as I struggled, but I didn’t care.
 
   “Relax, Perry,” came a voice from behind. I tilted my head up to see Abby standing over me. Abby, Dex’s ex-girlfriend. Dead ex-girlfriend.
 
   Unlike the last time I saw her, she wasn’t mangled into a million bloody pieces. She looked like a normal, pretty college student. Straight blonde hair with a red tint. A pink dress that flared out from the waist. She looked completely normal.
 
   Until she smiled. 
 
   There were wasps crawling on her teeth.
 
   She promptly shut her mouth and swallowed until the moving bumps under her lips disappeared, then walked over to Dex. She put her arm around him and peered at what could only be a baby in the blanket.
 
   “It has my eyes,” Abby said in her Fargo accent and looked up at Dex. He was now staring straight forward at the wall, not moving. 
 
   “Would you like to see?” Abby asked me, taking the bundle out of Dex’s stiff, frozen arms. She walked toward me with delicate precision, her shoes echoing extra loud in the strangely silent hall. As she came forward, I looked at the old man with the cane, wondering if he could help free me. He was now looking at me, his eyes black, his mouth wide open in a silent scream. It seemed to carry on forever, his gaping, empty mouth with no sounds coming out, the blackness of his throat, until Abby was all that filled my view.
 
   My horror was indescribable.
 
   “Of course you want to see the baby,” Abby said, and lowered the bundle until it was right in front of my face.
 
   It was a baby, all right.
 
   A baby covered in a very fine coat of black hair all over its little body. It was nestled deep in the white blanket. I stared at it, mesmerized. Horrified.
 
   The baby moved a bit onto its side and the change in position caused a single wing to flap out of the blanket. It was as thin and delicate as a bat’s, wrinkled in its folded state and covered with throbbing veins. The baby lifted its head and opened its eyes. 
 
   They were a dark black-brown, like Abby’s, like she had said. The baby did have her eyes.
 
   The baby then opened its mouth to reveal shark-like teeth. It regarded me with contempt and, in a rush of guttural, vibrating words that reached deep into my skull, said, “I’m still inside you. You can’t get me out.”
 
   The old man’s scream finally found its way to me, blasting down the hall like a radio that has just switched on. He screamed for the both of us.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   Moments later, I was in an operating room with an exquisite pain tearing through my insides. The same doctor who pushed my gurney earlier lifted his head sharply. He was between my legs, blood on his arms. He looked at someone off to his right.
 
   “Patient’s awake!”
 
   I felt a commotion behind my head, a few beeps from machines, and a mask was placed over my mouth. My eyes rolled back.
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER FOUR
 
    
 
    
 
   “Perry?” I heard Ada’s voice sink into my brain like a soft feather.
 
   I groaned and tried to move. The stiffness scared me and I had a flashback of being tied down with leather straps, but after a few attempts I was able to lift my arms. Barely, but I could tell they weren’t constrained.
 
   I forced my eyes open. I was staring up at the ceiling again, the same perforated white panels. Dread filled my heart. I thought that had been a dream.
 
   I brought my head to left, in the direction I had heard Ada’s voice, but was immediately met with a crushing pressure inside my skull and my vision filled with a swarm of spinning black dots. I shut my eyes hard as a moan escaped my lips.
 
   “Easy, easy,” another voice said. It was female, measured and soothing. “You’ve been through a lot. You’re in the hospital. You’re with a nurse, me, I’m Sheila. And you’re with your sister, Ada. Your mother just stepped out for a moment. She’ll be back. Just rest. There’s no rush.”
 
   I let out a deep breath and tried to open my eyes again. I felt my hand being grabbed by slender, slightly-sweaty fingers and Ada’s anxious face filled my vision.
 
   “Perry, it’s me,” she said softly. Her eyes were wet and I could see her heavy eye-makeup had created sticky trails of dark tears.
 
   “Ada,” I said slowly. “What happened? Where am I?”
 
   “You’re in the hospital. You fell down at work and…and…”
 
   She trailed off and looked behind her. She kept hold of my hand while a woman came into my view.
 
   She had squinty eyes that portrayed a wealth of kindness and a ruddy complexion that came in your fifties. 
 
   “Perry. I’m Sheila.” The apples of her cheeks raised pleasingly as she talked. “What was the last thing you remember?”
 
   “I was at work,” I told her. I must have sounded unsure because the last place I really remembered was a hospital just like this one. “I was cleaning the bathroom. I had these really bad cramps again, this terrible pain. I fell over onto the ground.”
 
   I didn’t mention the wasp. That would have been a bit too weird, and in this case, probably irrelevant. If it even happened at all. 
 
   She smiled as if she were confirming everything I said. “Yes. Your co-workers found you in the bathroom. The door was locked so they had to break it down. They found you on the ground, unconscious. They said the lights were off. Do you remember turning off the lights?”
 
   “No,” I said softly. “They just turned off. At the same time I had the pain. I don’t know why.”
 
   She nodded and leaned a bit closer. Ada still had hold of my hand.
 
   “Do you remember waking up during the surgery?” Sheila asked quietly.
 
   “That was real?” I blurted out.
 
   Sheila exchanged a glance with Ada and gave me a sad smile. “Sometimes we don’t know how much anaesthesia to give. Because you came here in an unconscious state, it made things difficult. We couldn’t be sure what was wrong with you until we did the ultrasound.”
 
   Ultrasound? At the sound of that my veins felt replaced with vinegar and it wasn’t because of the IV my other arm was hooked up to. 
 
   “Did you know you were pregnant, Perry?”
 
   Pregnant!? My eyes widened and Sheila looked a bit chagrined.
 
   “You didn’t know,” she said to no one in particular.
 
   “Pregnant?” I managed to exclaim. “I wasn’t pregnant!”
 
   “Yes, I’m afraid you were, Perry.”
 
   No. I wasn’t! I had my period like a month ago. Oh my God. That would be impossible. I would have been almost three months pregnant. “That’s not…you’re wrong.”
 
   She was wrong. And crazy. How could she think I was pregnant? The idea was ludicrous.
 
   “We weren’t wrong,” Sheila said. “And I’m sorry to say that you lost the child.”
 
   “Child?” WHAT CHILD?!
 
   I heard a whimper from Ada and I craned my head back to look at her, ignoring the spots at the corner of my vision. 
 
   “Ada. What’s going on? Why are they saying this? You know me…I wasn’t pregnant!”
 
   She wiped the corner of her eyes and looked at Sheila before saying anything.
 
   “But you could have been. Couldn’t you have? You had gained some weight. You were sick all the time, you felt pukey, you were tired and cranky.”
 
   “I’m always that way! Plus I had my period.”
 
   “How many times?” Sheila asked, straightening up.
 
   “Twice,” I told her.
 
   “Were they heavy or light?”
 
   “Very light…but, that still counts…”
 
   Nurse Sheila brought out the chart from the bottom of the bed and started flipping through it. Her face was still fairy Godmother-ish but was acting more authoritative. 
 
   “Unfortunately, your period is not always the best sign of not being pregnant. It’s rare, but in cases like yours, it does happen.”
 
   Oh my God. My hand ripped out of Ada’s and flew to my mouth. How could I have been pregnant? My worst nightmare had actually come true and I wasn’t even aware of it. 
 
   “So…I’m not pregnant anymore. Did you give me an abortion?”
 
   Sheila put the chart back and gave me a dry look. “No, dear. We did not give you an abortion. You had a miscarriage. We had to make sure that it was removed safely and properly. That’s what we had to do; it wouldn’t have been safe for you otherwise.”
 
   She looked between Ada and me and added, “It’s nothing to be ashamed of. It occurs more than you think, especially first pregnancies and especially when the mother isn’t looking after herself. But I assume the baby isn’t something you would have wanted.”
 
   Well, no, it wasn’t. Or wouldn’t have been. But it didn’t mean it wasn’t a shock to my body, my heart and my mind. I felt a million things but the one that stood out the most was that I was very, very afraid.
 
   As if catching a bit of that feeling, Sheila came over to me and patted my arm. “You’re with your family now. You’ll be as right as rain. I’ll go get your mother and the doctor, in case you have more questions. You have nothing to worry about.”
 
   She left the room and walked out into the fluorescent lit hallway.
 
   I looked at Ada. “What happened?”
 
   “It’s like she said. Shay and Ash said they found you on the floor. You were totally passed out. They said…there was a whole bunch of blood around you.”
 
   “Oh no,” I closed my eyes. How embarrassing this was, how bad it looked for the company.
 
   “Perry, be happy you’re alive,” she admonished me.
 
   “How could I have been pregnant?” I repeated, even though it was starting to make sense to me. It did explain a lot of what had been going on. 
 
   “I know,” she said. “I actually thought it last night but I didn’t want to say anything in front of mom. She doesn’t know you slept with Dex. Well, she didn’t know.”
 
   “Oh, God.”
 
   “Yeah, she obviously knows now. Dad too.”
 
   “Fuck.”
 
   “I think they both want to kill him. Like, way more now than before.”
 
   Surprisingly, I felt no hatred toward Dex about this. This was just as much my fault. We didn’t use a condom. The thought had crossed my mind but I decided to ignore it and deal with the consequences later. And here I was. While I probably wouldn’t have kept the baby, the end result was the same. I was left with a ravaged body and a guilty conscious. 
 
   “Perry, honey,” my mom said as she came inside the room. Her face was at maximum worry levels. However, as concerned as she looked, I picked up a tinge of frustration. After it was established that I was going to be OK, I was going to be in big BIG trouble with her and dad.
 
   “Hi mom,” I greeted her quietly. I suddenly felt extra embarrassed. 
 
   She leaned over me and kissed my forehead, smelling like her heady tuberose perfume. Didn’t the hospital have rules about no smells?
 
   I was going to stay strong and stubborn but the moment her eyes searched mine and I could see how upset she actually was, I weakened. “I’m so sorry, mom.”
 
   “It’s fine. We’ll talk about it later,” she said, burying that last hint of annoyance somewhere. “The important thing is you’re going to be OK. It’s all going to stop now.”
 
   “She may have more cramps and bleeding over the next few weeks,” a man’s voice cut into our conversation.
 
   I raised my head to see who our new visitor was and my body froze in a mix of panic and shock.
 
   It was the same doctor from my dream and from waking up during surgery.
 
   He paused at the foot of my bed, looking nonplussed at my reaction, at my face scrunched up in horror. He even smiled.
 
   “Glad I could meet you under more appropriate circumstances,” he said. “I’m Dr. Cain.”
 
   Of course you are, I thought wildly. I looked at my mom and Ada to see if they found anything amiss about the situation. I couldn’t tell. They certainly weren’t terrified.
 
   “What’s wrong?” my mom asked me.
 
   I could only shake my head and looked back to Dr. Cain with fear.
 
   “She’s all right,” he told her. “I’m probably quite the sight to her. You remember me, don’t you Perry?”
 
   I couldn’t find the words so I just nodded. I noticed I was gripping Ada’s hand really hard. She said “ow” under her breath.
 
   He looked back at my mom with the same kind eyes that had accompanied me down that hallway with the demon girl. “It can be traumatic for patients when they wake up during surgery.”
 
   “I would assume so,” my mom replied haughtily. “Poor girl; you should have known how much anaesthesia to give her.”
 
   “It was a difficult call. We thought we made the right one. But Perry would have still been in a painless, dream-like state. It was shocking to her, but she was in no pain.”
 
   I calmed down enough to narrow my eyes at the doctor. How did he know? I remembered some of that pain very well. His eyes may have been kind, but they weren’t fooling me.
 
   “We’ll be keeping her here overnight for observation,” he continued. “The circumstances that brought her here weren’t the usual. But, aside from the breakthrough bleeding and cramps that may follow, she should be fine. We’ll give her some medication to keep her afloat and it’s best if she stays at home, in bed over the next few days.”
 
   The doctor rattled on with some more instructions to us but the wooziness and shear overwhelming nature of the situation had my thoughts bogged down to a minimum and my eyes were slowly drooping shut.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   When I woke up again, I was alone. The small, windowless hospital room was awfully dark, with the only light coming from various machines that flanked my bed. I wasn’t hooked up to any of them – only the IV was attached to my arm – yet their lights were on and they gave off an impersonal hum.
 
   My mouth was drier than the Sahara and when I ran my tongue over my lips, it felt like sandpaper against cracked concrete. I wanted water and I wanted it now but I had no idea how to call the nurse. I thought Ada or my parents would have been around and their absence stung a little. Sure, I was in no danger, but what I had gone through was pretty traumatic. I was having a hard time even fathoming all of it.
 
   I placed my hand on my stomach and pressed down slightly until it hurt. Had the bit of weight gain really been a result of pregnancy? The cramps and the bloating and the mood swings? I felt stupid for ignoring the symptoms for so long and ignorant that I just brushed the idea aside just because I had my period. You’d think I’d know more than a 14-year-old girl before Sex Ed, but apparently not.
 
   I sat up carefully, conscious of that icky feeling of the IV needle as it pulled against my skin and vein. A machine beside me beeped three times, sounding almost menacing in the dark. I peered at it, wondering what the hell it could be monitoring, and the light pulsed, alternating between red and yellow. 
 
   As the lights flashed against the walls, I thought about going for a wander down the corridor. I’d probably have to take the drip with me but at least I’d be able to get some water and maybe find out where my family took off to. They wouldn’t dare leave me overnight like this; they could be callous sometimes but not that bad.
 
   Swinging my legs over the side of the bed, I gently lowered my bare feet until they met the cold, linoleum floor. A sharp stab of pain flooded my insides and the growing sensation of wetness flowed between my legs. I brought my hand down and felt around. It was like I was wearing diapers and it added to the thick, muddled feeling that I felt all over my body, from my head to my groin. I took in a deep breath and fought for clarity. I grabbed onto the portable IV drip with one hand and with the other, made sure the back of my paper-thin hospital gown wasn’t open for the world to see, and cautiously walked over to the door.
 
   I opened it with some effort – it was heavier than I anticipated – and stuck my head out into the harshly lit hallway. I blinked rapidly. I felt like I was doing something I shouldn’t be, even though there were no rules about getting out of your bed. It’s not like I had escaped or anything.
 
   Surprisingly, there was no one about and the corridor was entirely empty and devoid of any sound except for a dripping that seemed to come from nowhere. I wondered what time it was.  Hospitals were usually a hotbed of activity.
 
   I padded my way down the hall, wincing at the squeaky wheels of the IV drip that seemed to echo around me. All the doors were closed, dark and quiet. It was as still as a tomb and that lack of movement, lack of humanity, frightened me. An icy trail went down my spine, as if the IV needle relocated to the back of my neck, and I stopped walking.
 
   Up ahead, at the end of the hall, came a shuffling sound, like the slow, uncertain walk of an injured or old person. I waited, holding my breath.
 
   An elderly woman came around the corner. She was dressed in the same hospital gown as I was, holding a similar IV machine with her papery, varicose-veined arms. Her face was done up in a bouquet of bright colors: Red cakey lips, thick magenta blush that swept from nose to temple along her sagging cheekbones, vibrant green eye shadow that was partly obscured by the heavy folds of her eyelids.
 
   Creepy Clown Lady.
 
   I was stuck to the floor, unable to move and unwilling to take my eyes off of her. She slowly came my way but didn’t look up at me. Though the sight of her was eerie as all hell, in some way, I was glad to see her. It felt like it had been awhile and once my tongue found its movement again, I knew I would have a lot to ask her.
 
   It felt like an eternity until she was halfway down the hall and right in front of me. She went to the left of me in her slow shuffle. She kept her eyes on the ground, only looking up at me at the last minute. Her pale blue, clouded eyes met mine, briefly, and in them I saw a multitude of warnings.
 
   I opened my mouth to say something but she kept going, as if she didn’t know me. Somewhere I found the strength to speak.
 
   “Hey,” I croaked ineloquently. I reached out and grabbed her arm lightly and a green/blue spark erupted from the contact. It seemed to fuse my fingers to her skin and she stopped, reluctantly turning her pin-curled head. I had never touched her before. Her solidity surprised me.
 
   She looked into my eyes, obviously recognizing me, and her accented voice flooded my brain while her chalky, dried lips remained closed. 
 
   I can’t stay. I have to go, she said.
 
   Where is everyone? I thought, trying to project it to her. 
 
   You’re not supposed to be here. It’s happening too soon. There was a tinge of alarm in her voice, which made the hairs on my arms stand up.
 
   What is?
 
   Her eyes dropped to the ground and for the first time I realized how small and frail she was. Despite the crazy makeup, in her hospital gown she looked someone’s forgotten grandmother, lost in the world. 
 
   I tried to warn you. I left that message. I know you heard it. 
 
   I did but I didn’t know what it meant. Am in trouble?
 
   Yes, she said matter-of-factly. You’re in terrible trouble, Perry. And I haven’t been able to come see you. I can’t anymore.
 
   You’re seeing me now.
 
   You’re not where you think you are.
 
   The thought struck me cold. I looked back down at my gown, at the glossy floor and the empty, sterile hallway. It suddenly occurred to me that I may not be in a hospital. I may not be anywhere.
 
   Where am I? I asked incredulously. 
 
   It would be best if you didn’t know. 
 
   Are you kidding me? I thought angrily, pressing my fingers deeper into her arm. Do you think you’re actually being helpful? You think you can come here, show up in my life like this and fuck around with me?! 
 
   Swearing at her didn’t help. Her expression was blank as a canvas.
 
   You came to me this time, she said. It only works one way now.
 
   Please then, I pleaded, softening my tone, just tell me where the hell I am.
 
   She gave me a wry look. Rest assured, my dear, it’s not hell. Not yet.
 
   She looked away, down the empty hall.
 
   I must go, she said. They are watching me. They are watching you. 
 
   And with that she started shuffling again. 
 
   I watched her leave, dumbfounded but able to yell one last thing.
 
   “Who is Declan O’Shea?!”
 
   My words echoed after her until they both disappeared into thin air.
 
   “Perry?” I heard my sister’s voice from behind me. 
 
   Startled, I turned around and saw Ada standing there in her grey denim leggings and studded moccasins, holding several fashion magazines in her arms. She wasn’t alone. The hall was suddenly filled with people, as if the hospital came to life when my back was turned. Voices, beeps, closing doors, cries and wheeling gurneys filled my eardrums. It was like a veil had been lifted from my eyes and cotton balls were plucked out of my ears. 
 
   I quickly looked back at where Creepy Clown Lady had disappeared. Not surprisingly, she was still gone but the rest of the hall was occupied by nurses and patients going to and fro.
 
   “You shouldn’t be out of bed,” Ada said, coming closer. She took note of my worried face and waved the magazines at me. “I went to get some mags to keep me occupied. Mom said I don’t have to go to school tomorrow, that I could stay overnight with you. I’m not sure if the docs will allow it, but I’m going to try. This is way better than algebra.”
 
   As she talked excitedly about what she’d be missing on her Monday, my thoughts automatically went back to Creepy Clown Lady. Where was I now? Back in the hospital or somewhere else? And where was somewhere else? Where she came from? Where was that?
 
   “Come on weirdo, let’s get you back to bed before the doctor catches us,” she said, placing her hand on my arm, turning me back to my room. “I think anyone with the name Dr. Cain is just waiting to inflict some serious punishment on people. Thank God he’s not a dentist, right?”
 
   I sucked on my lip, debating whether to tell her about where I saw the doctor earlier. Ada had always believed me when I talked about the ghosts I saw – she was one of the few people who did.
 
   I settled back into the uncomfortable hospital bed and watched as Ada got out one of her magazines and began flipping idly through it. 
 
   “I had something just happen to me,” I said quietly. 
 
   Ada paused and lowered the magazine to her lap and brought her eyes to mine. I had her full attention.
 
   I quickly explained seeing Creepy Clown Lady in the hallway, then what happened before I woke up in the hospital, the demon baby, Dex and Dr. Cain.
 
   “What do you think?” I asked her when I was done.
 
   She shivered and brought her wide cardigan closer around her skinny frame. “I think there’s no way I’m sleeping tonight.”
 
   “But what do you think it means?”
 
   She pondered that for a moment, her blue eyes swimming from the faint glow of the closest light. “I don’t know. I think what you saw earlier, with Doctor Cain, was a dream brought on by the drugs, or the shock of what happened.”
 
   “And Creepy Clown Lady?”
 
   “I guess it could be too. Do you feel any different now with me then you did five minutes ago?”
 
   I thought it over. “A bit. I feel more awake now. I couldn’t really think straight before, everything felt so…muddled. But I still think I saw her.”
 
   “Mayhaps. It might have just been in your dreams though. Maybe you were sleepwalking. It doesn’t mean she wasn’t trying to reach you. But I doubt you just strolled onto, like, another dimension or something.”
 
   We both laughed at the last part but it sounded forced. I think we both knew, as farfetched as the other dimension situation was, anything was possible.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Five
 
    
 
    
 
   The next three days off of work were like a mini-vacation, only I was unable enjoy it like a normal person would. My body was sore and fragile most of the time, which resulted in a lot of bed rest, which eventually turned into couch rest. When I wasn’t sleeping or reading, I was occupying the couch in the living room like a permanent fixture, present for whatever my sister, mom or dad wanted to watch. I wasn’t even that big of a TV person; I just wanted to be around people, even those who annoyed me, even when my mom forced me to watch The Bachelor. 
 
   I started to hate being in my bedroom. I felt strangely alone and afraid. Each night I could have sworn I heard someone whispering my name from my closet and when I wasn’t freaking out over that, I was torn up inside by the reality of what had happened to me. Though I never wanted a baby, and having a child would have probably ruined my life in some way or another, I was fighting a battle between despair and relief. One minute I was relieved that I lost the baby, the next I was wrecked to the point of tears for feeling that way. It was almost as if I was upset over what could have been. A what if that preceded the what if. And that first what if was something I didn’t let myself think about. 
 
   By Thursday night, Maximus got in touch with me. He apologized for not getting back to me earlier (something about doing a reading for a local couple) and I apologized for not having an answer for him about the show. With all that had happened, returning to Experiment in Terror was the last thing on my mind and I couldn’t bother devoting an ounce of thought to it.
 
   He didn’t sound too bothered by my reluctance, though.
 
   “You take your time darlin’,” he said through the phone. “The only thing I’d like an answer on is when can I take you out on the town?”
 
   I was sitting on the couch and my mother was at the end of it, pretending to pay attention to the commercials in between America’s Next Top Model, though I knew she was listening to my conversation like a hawk.
 
   It was a good question. I hadn’t felt like going to work and dealing with day-to-day people, let alone go out on a date. It was far too soon for me to handle.
 
   “I know this sounds like an excuse,” I began, turning away from my mother for the slightest bit of privacy, “but I’m really sick. I haven’t been going to work, even.”
 
   “Sick?” he drawled. “You want me to come by and bring you soup? My mama taught me a mean recipe, extra spicy, shoots that cold right out of ya.”
 
   “No, that’s OK,” I told him. “I’m doing better. I just need to take it easy for a while.”
 
   “All righty,” he said. “I know when I’m being brushed off. But I don’t give up that easily.”
 
   “I swear I’m not brushing you off,” I told him. “Though I admire your persistence.”
 
   “Darlin’, you ain’t seen nothing yet.”
 
   I couldn’t help but grin at that and flushed red once I realized my mother was now blatantly staring at me. 
 
   “How about,” he continued, “I call you next week. Give you time to pep up.”
 
   I sighed internally. He really was persistent. I remembered the way he hounded me in Red Fox, trying to convince me to leave with him and leave Dex behind with the skinwalkers. I didn’t bend then and I tried hard not to now. 
 
   “You can try,” I said, making sure to add a teasing tone to my voice so he wasn’t too discouraged. 
 
   “Then I shall. Have a good night, my lady.” 
 
   There was a click of silence and I slowly pressed the end-call button. 
 
   “Who was that?” my mother asked carefully. There was an edge to her voice.
 
   “Oh,” I said with a shrug. “Just some guy.”
 
   “Dex?” she asked venomously. Her tone jolted me.
 
   “No!” I exclaimed. “Not Dex. Do you think I’m stupid?”
 
   She didn’t say anything. Of course she thought I was stupid. Look what had just happened to me.
 
   “It was this guy Maximus,” I explained with a sigh, tucking my feet underneath the quilted blanket. “I met him while we were in Red Fox. He lives in Portland now.”
 
   “Oh,” she said. She still looked suspicious but a wave of relief washed across her brow. It was official; my parents hated Dex with a passion. And I couldn’t blame them at all. 
 
   Not that I cared.
 
   “Is this Maximus a nice guy?” she asked.
 
   “I think so. He’s very polite. Old-fashioned. You’d probably like him.”
 
   “Then we should have him over for dinner sometime.”
 
   I was taken aback. I gave her an incredulous look. “We aren’t dating mom. I mean, he just asked me out on a date but I’m certainly in no shape to go anywhere, let alone with…a man.”
 
   “But that the last date you went on, nothing came of that.”
 
   “With Brock? Mom, he was a meathead.”
 
   “He seemed like a nice young man.”
 
   “You never met him!”
 
   “He got you to lose weight.”
 
   “Mom…,” I warned.
 
   “Perry,” she retorted in her clipped voice. She turned her attention back to the show, where vapid American model wannabes were bitching about each other. “You are a pretty young woman. You could be on this show, if you lost enough weight-”
 
   “And grew eight inches,” I interjected.
 
   “And found some confidence. You deserve to have a nice man in your life. Someone stable, who will take care of you, put up with you-”
 
   “Thanks mom!” I rolled my eyes.
 
   “-and love you. Your father and I, it hurts us to see you like this. For the last few months you’ve just been…sleepwalking through life. You’re not yourself anymore. I’m glad you’re finding friends where you work but it’s time that you start finding that right person for you.”
 
   I crossed my arms and tried to focus on some bald model called Raquel. “I’m only twenty-three years old, for crying out loud.”
 
   “And life goes by far too quickly than it ought,” she finished in a tone of voice that signified that it was, thankfully, the end of the conversation.
 
   She went back to watching her show, instantly drawn into the drama, while I was left pondering what other weird wrench could be thrown into my life. As if I didn’t have enough things to think about.
 
   The erratic thoughts about my tumultuous love life followed me into my sleep, where I lay tossing and turning in my bed, half awake in a delirious state. Finally I had enough and rolled over, forcing my eyes open. It was 2:42 in the morning but I was lucky I had one more day off before I returned to work.
 
   I sighed at my restlessness and let my eyes adjust to the dimness of the room. My ears rolled into effect and picked up the various noises around me, the faint howl of the wind outside, the whir of my laptop computer, the fuzzy sound of static from my TV.
 
   Wait, static from my TV?
 
   I slowly rolled over and looked at my TV in front of the bed. It was on, the red light at the bottom left was lit, but the picture was near black and the faint fuzz of static warped around the corners of the screen. 
 
   That was odd. Why was the TV on? I had only watched TV downstairs with my mother. I hadn’t watched a thing up here for days.
 
   I was reaching over for the remote on the bedside table when the TV suddenly lit up with the grey and black static of a lost signal. 
 
   It reminded me a little too much of Poltergeist. My heart hammered loudly in my chest.
 
   I aimed the remote at the TV and quickly pressed the off button.
 
   Nothing happened.
 
   I pressed it again, aiming it at an angle.
 
   Again, nothing happened. The static grew louder and the outline of a woman’s face filled the screen, her face comprised of wavering, jagged black, white and grey lines. I couldn’t make out any detail except for grey tubes that were lips. They moved up and down, as if the face were talking.
 
   This…was not good.
 
   I got out of bed and approached the TV as if it were a skittish deer, keeping the remote aimed precisely at the off/on button. I pressed it repeatedly as I approached the screen, but to no avail. I was going to have to turn it off by hand.
 
   I was right up against the screen, my hand going for the physical button on the bottom left corner when the face moved. I froze, eyes drawn to the dancing screen. The lips opened.
 
   “Perry!” the face on the TV screamed.
 
   I screamed back. I hit the button with my fist but it did nothing.
 
   The TV screamed my name again, the voice coming out of the speakers. 
 
   I quickly lunged for the back of the unit, taking the power cord in my hands and yanking it out of the wall. 
 
   “Help me!” the TV screamed again, in a voice not unlike my own. It wasn’t plugged in anymore. But it still screamed.
 
   I scampered for the door and flung it open, taking off down the dark hallway that was only lit by the nightlight by the bathroom door. I went straight for Ada’s room, ripped open her half-shut door and jumped into bed with her. 
 
   “Ada!” I cried out in the darkness, putting my arms around her. “My television is possessed!”
 
   I paused after I said that. Ada didn’t feel like Ada. She felt…leathery. Beneath the sheets, something hard and cold and pointed flicked my way and it wasn’t her legs. 
 
   “Ada?” I whispered in horror, an unbearable feeling rising up in my throat.
 
   Whatever I was holding shuddered, as if it were laughing.
 
   The rough protrusion stroked my inner calf.
 
   Then the light went on and I was blinded into a sea of yellow/white.
 
   “What the hell?” 
 
   I squinted at the direction of the voice and saw the blurry shape of Ada standing by her door, one hand on the light switch, the other at her chest, clutching her pajama shirt.
 
   “Oh my God, Perry, you scared the hell out me! What are you doing?”
 
   I looked down at where I was on her bed. I was holding her pillows in my arms.
 
   “I don’t know. I…my TV…it came on…”
 
   “So did the TV downstairs.”
 
   I sat up straight as she came over to me. She was wearing her striped designer pajamas, her hair sticking out at crazy angles, mad scientist style. 
 
   “What?” I asked, rubbing my temples and trying to make sense of everything that just happened.
 
   “I woke up because I heard the TV turn on from downstairs. I don’t know if it was always on or what. You turned it off when you and mom were done, right?”
 
   I nodded. “Yeah, I remember. But my TV just turned on now too.”
 
   She calmed down as we rehashed our stories. I wish I could say the same about me. I was fixated on the fact that I had, very clearly, not been holding onto her pillows a few moments ago.
 
   “Maybe there’s a weird power surge in the house,” she said, lowering her voice so she wouldn’t wake my parents. 
 
   “Well how does that explain the TV staying on after I unplugged it?” I pointed out fearfully. 
 
   “I don’t know. I’m sure it’s possible.”
 
   “Come on,” I said, getting out of her bed and tugging at her sleeve. “I’ll show you.”
 
   We went to my room but lo and behold, though the TV was unplugged as I had left it, there was no power flowing through it.
 
   “It said my name,” I implored, looking at her, trying to get her to believe me.
 
   “You were probably asleep,” she said. 
 
   “But I wasn’t.”
 
   “But maybe you were. Look, I don’t know, Perry. You’ve been through a lot. You just watched a whole bunch of Tyra Banks. Combined, those things can create nightmares.”
 
   And with that, she left me in my room. A hugely selfish part of me wanted to beg her to stay with me and keep awake until I fell asleep, but I knew that she had school in the morning and I could afford to sleep in. I was just going to have to suck it up and try and get some shut-eye. 
 
   Luckily there was still some NyQuil left behind in my bedside table and before I had time to dwell on the evil television I was swept under by a merciful, drug-induced sleep.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   The next day, I pried myself out of my NyQuil coma and forced myself to partake in some exercise. It had been days since I left the house and my body was cooperating a lot better. I wasn’t well enough to run, as my innards felt achy at times, but I was good enough to take a brisk walk down by the river.
 
   It was a beautiful day, too. The sun was weak and obscured by a thin layer of mist that rested over the river and treetops like a strip of gauze, but the light danced beautifully and there was a hint of spring in the air. It was nice to walk the route for a change, instead of running past in a blur. I took the time to enjoy the pockets of nature, to pay attention to the crisp, clear pools of the river where shadows of spry fish swam underneath, and the spindly trees whose branches bore the slightest hint of green buds. It reminded me of being young and pretending I was in fairy land.
 
   By the time I returned back home, I was in better spirits and feeling more optimistic about everything. One thing that had really bothered me the past few days was how bad it looked for me to take off so much time from work. I know it wasn’t like I asked to end up in the hospital but it was one of those situations where my absence would have been felt. I know Ash and the others would have covered for me (in fact, I had spoken to Ash the other day and he assured me everything was fine) but it didn’t really help me in my quest to get full-time employment. Having finicky health didn’t make you look like the most reliable employee. 
 
   But I had a plan. I was going to go into work and work extra hard. I’d take a million painkillers if I had to; I just wanted to prove that I was someone you could depend on, someone who would go the extra mile. Yes, it was just a stupid barista job, but it was still the only way out of my parents’ house and down a path all my own, where I didn’t have to put up with my parents worrying that their child was going to end up a spinster in her early twenties. 
 
   I was almost at my parents’ driveway when I saw my neighbor walking down the street with her lab, Cheerio, again. I waved at her, and I waved at the dog (as you do), giving him my brightest smile.
 
   At the sight of me, the dog froze on the spot, nearly yanking his owner off her feet. His eyes were fixed on mine, his legs stiff as boards and shaking ever so slightly.
 
   I looked behind me to see if perhaps he saw another dog or a rabbit but there was nothing.
 
   “Cheerio!” my neighbor scolded. “Come on, now. That’s just Perry.”
 
   She tried pulling at the dog but he wouldn’t move. The only thing that did was his mouth, as his droopy lips spread open, showing perfectly white, pointed teeth.
 
   A low guttural growl seeped out between them. I nearly felt it in my running shoes. 
 
   “Cheerio, what -” she started.
 
   Before she could finish, the dog leaped forward, ripping the leash out of her hands and bringing my neighbor to her knees on the rough concrete. She cried out in pain and the dog kept running, coming straight for me.
 
   Coming to kill me.
 
   I turned on a dime, losing no hesitation, and sprinted toward the house, ignoring the pain in my sides as I coaxed my legs to leap wider, run harder. 
 
   I reached the door just as I heard the wet, snapping snarls a few feet away, flung it open and slammed it shut as Cheerio flung his body up against the door. I fell back onto the foyer and the door sprang back open, having not latched properly.
 
   Cheerio had fallen too, and there was a brief instance where both of us were on the ground, eyeing each other like predator and prey, before scrambling to get to our feet, with only an open door between us.
 
   I reached the door first and put all my weight against it, holding it in place as Cheerio slammed his body against the door repeatedly, shaking me with each throw. 
 
   I kept myself against it until I found the agility to lock it, my fingers fumbling as I slid the chain across. Then I curled up into a ball at the foot of the stairs and cried until my parents came home. 
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   “You’re not touching your mashed potatoes, honey,” my mom said gently, gesturing to the steaming pile of starch, which looked as appetizing as a heap of albino crap. 
 
   We were having dinner, and thanks to my incident with Cheerio earlier in the day, I lost the will to eat, even though mashed potatoes and chicken parmesan were among my favorite foods. I could only pick at it and push the food around my plate, feeling on edge and depressed at the same time.
 
   My dad sighed, loudly, and folded his hands, his chubby fingers smeared with old ink stains. He rested his chin on them and peered at me over the top of his thick glasses.
 
   I shot him a derisive look. “What now?”
 
   His eyes narrowed momentarily but he managed to rein in his temper. It never did me any good to get snappish with him, but I was sick and tired of having everyone look at me like I was a mental patient. They did that already anyway, and now it was even worse.
 
   “I think we’re all worried about you,” he said carefully. He glanced at Ada to see if she’d disagree. But from her quiet, pensive demeanor, I could see she was worried too. 
 
   “I’m also worried,” I admitted. “Animals usually love me.”
 
   He sighed again and leaned back in his chair. “Perry, come now, you must have done something to provoke the animal.”
 
   “Like what?” I exclaimed. “I just waved.”
 
   “You waved at a dog?”
 
   “I always wave at dogs! And I always wave at Cheerio. Go ask the neighbor.”
 
   “We would but I think she’s still in the hospital getting her knee looked at. That was her bum knee, you know.”
 
   “No, I didn’t know,” I said, pushing back my plate in anger. It rattled loudly on the hard table. “How the hell should I know that? It wasn’t my fault her damn dog went psycho.”
 
   “Perry!” he admonished. The tension in the room shot up. “We do not use that word in the house.”
 
   “Damn? Hell?” I repeated. “Why the hell not? You think God is going to come down and smote you for it? Fry you like a piece of Goddamn bacon right here?”
 
   “Perry, for goodness sake!” my mother yelled, her voice warbling in a mix of fear and anger. 
 
   I looked at my family, at their tense, tight faces, and squelched the anger I felt rising through me. I don’t know what happened, but it was like I lost all control. Not only of my emotions, but of my actual being, my body and my mind, like I was being split into two people. The scary thing was I’d been feeling like that quite a bit.
 
   I took a deep breath through my nose and closed my eyes, trying to regain focus.
 
   “I’m sorry,” I mumbled. “I don’t know what came over me.”
 
   Silence. I opened one eye and saw my parents exchanging looks across the table. Ada was observing me with her big eyes and reached over to pat my hand.
 
   “Don’t worry about it, you weirdo,” she said with a small smile. She looked down at my hand and raised her brow. “Wow, you’ve got some nice nails going on for once.”
 
   I frowned and looked down at fingers. I did have nice nails. They were longer than normal, expertly shaped and coated in a shiny coral pink color.
 
   The room started to spin slightly. 
 
   I’d never worn pink nail polish in my whole entire life. I never even had a bottle of it.
 
   “Oh, those are nice, Perry,” my mom added, happy to change the subject. “Your nails are usually such a mess.”
 
   I brought my hand out of Ada’s and raised it up to my face. This was my hand, right? It was attached to my body, it had the same slight scarring across the top from when I was an emo teenager and thought cutting myself with a safety pin would be a good idea. I pinched the tips of my nails, checking to see if someone had glued on fake nails as a joke. But they were real, attached to my fingers, even though I had no recollection of ever painting them that color.
 
   “What’s wrong?” Ada asked.
 
   I shook my head, swallowing the confusion.
 
   “Nothing,” I squeaked out. “I just…don’t remember where I got this color from, that’s all. Is it yours?”
 
   Ada looked at my nails a little closer. “No, that’s too orangey. I have a similar shade but it has sparkles.”
 
   I looked up at my mother hopefully. Her nails had a perfect French manicure. 
 
   “Not mine,” she said. “But I’d like to borrow it.”
 
   I nodded at that and stared back at them. Everything around me got fuzzy and swirly while I thought things over. When could I have done this? How could I forget something like painting my nails? Not that it was a significant event but it wouldn’t be something that would just fall out of my head. And where the hell did I get the color? I didn’t remember ever buying it. I mean, pink? Yuck. 
 
   This was the kind of thing that happened when you were drunk. Perhaps I’d been blacking out through the NyQuil or while I was on the pain meds earlier in the week. It still didn’t explain where the nail polish came from in the first place. Maybe I had been doing some major sleepwalking, like the kind that sent me to raid the 24-hour Walgreens for nail polish.
 
   “I thought you were turning over a new leaf,” my mother said, delicately munching on a bite of salad. “It would be nice if you-”
 
   She was interrupted by three quick knocks at the front door. My heart lodged somewhere in my chest. One glance at Ada’s frightened face and it was apparent she felt the same way too.
 
   My dad frowned, more perturbed than alarmed, and got up out of his chair, tossing his napkin on the table.
 
   “I’ll go see who it is,” he grumbled and made his way down the hall. I looked at my sister and mother, who were leaning forward in their chairs, shoulders tense.
 
   We heard my father slide the chain across and open the door.
 
   “Who’s there?” his professor-like voice boomed out into the night. “Show yourself.”
 
   There was a pause and the sound of his shoes on the front brick stoop, then him coming back inside, the door closing softly behind him.
 
   He emerged from the hall, shaking his head and holding something in his hands. 
 
   “What is it?” I asked. 
 
   He stopped in front of us and held up a miniature pair of pastel blue slippers, the knit kind made for a newborn baby. How freaking creepy.
 
   “I found them on top of the flower pot,” he explained. The slippers were attached by a thick rope of yarn and when he hung it from his index finger they danced back and forth from the movement, as if they were taunting me. 
 
   “Ew, dad.” Ada grimaced, shielding her face. “Get them away from the dinner table, jeez.”
 
   My mom agreed, telling him he didn’t know where they had been.
 
   I was the only one who felt personally impacted by the slippers, and was mildly horrified until my dad took them over to the trash can and placed them inside. The lid closed with a heavy thud but in my heart I felt like it wasn’t enough to keep them out. 
 
   Was this someone’s idea of a sick joke? I had a miscarriage and suddenly a pair of baby shoes appeared at the front door. But who else besides my family knew about my situation, and who would do such a thing?
 
   I shivered and quickly excused myself from the table, not caring what my parents thought. My appetite was totally gone.
 
    
 
   CHAPTER SIX
 
    
 
    
 
   I woke up in a strange, dark place. There was no pillow or mattress underneath me. Instead I was lying on something spongy that scratched my bare arms and tickled the back of my legs. 
 
   I sat up carefully as a cold breeze whipped around me, making the ends of my hair fly. I was in a forest filled with a blue-green glow. All around me fireflies and lightening bugs darted and danced with each other.
 
   A baby’s cry broke the thick silence of the trees and I immediately leapt up off the mossy ground and walked across the uneven terrain until I came to a darker patch of the forest grove. I entered along a tight, unwelcoming path and ducked underneath the low branches that seemed to reach for me. I was certain if I looked up at the trunks, I’d see pairs of wooden eyes watching my every movement. I could almost hear them rolling back and forth in the bark.
 
   I walked and walked for what seemed like forever until I reached a clearing. A man sat on a log in the middle of it, a fire burning brightly in front of him. His back was to me and he was holding something in his arms, staring down at it and occasionally saying something in a language I had never heard before. 
 
   I paused halfway across and the man lifted his head. I could see now that my suspicions were correct. It was Dex, down to the faded grey hoodie. And he knew I was here.
 
   “Perry,” he said. His low voice sounded as if it were touched with metallic reverb. 
 
   I came forward and walked around the log so I was between him and the fire. He didn’t look up at me. He kept his attention focused on whatever he was holding in his arms. I couldn’t see it properly since it was swathed tightly in white cloth but I knew it must have been a baby, most likely the one who I’d heard crying earlier. 
 
   “I wish it had been ours,” Dex remarked with an eerie lack of emotion. “Here, you take it.”
 
   He held out the bundle and I took it into my arms warily. I peeled back the corner of the cloth. There was nothing inside but a pile of raw, oozing flesh that squirmed and squiggled against me. Within seconds, putrid blood saturated the bundle and began to spill down my arms in sticky torrents. 
 
   “Isn’t she beautiful?” Dex asked, and raised his head to face me. His eyes were dead white and smoothly blank, like they were plucked from a marble statue. 
 
   “What the dickens?”
 
   My dad’s voice boomed out from the trees and my vision was suddenly filled with artificial light. I winced at the brightness then coaxed my eyes back open.
 
   I was standing in the middle of my kitchen, in only my boxer shorts and a ripped concert tee. In my hands was a giant piece of steak, bloody and raw. Half of it had dripped down my arms and legs, staining them a pinkish red, and a transparent puddle pooled at my feet.
 
   I turned around and looked at my father, who was standing by the fridge, his hand on the light switch. His eyes widened at the sight of me.
 
   “Perry…what on earth are you doing?”
 
   I looked back down at the steak. I had no idea what had just happened. One minute I was in a forest, the next I was fondling steak in my kitchen.
 
   I was sleepwalking.
 
   My dad opened a cupboard, took out a plate and got me to drop the steak on it. It landed with a sickening splat. 
 
   “Were you trying to make something? It’s the middle of the night,” he commented warily after he placed the plate on the counter and handed me a wad of paper towels to wipe myself with. “My goodness, were you eating that raw?”
 
   He reached over and touched the side of my face. It was wet and sticky all around my mouth. It was then that I noticed the taste of blood and meat on my tongue. I guess I had been.
 
   A wave of revulsion swept up through me and I barely made it over to the double sink before I vomited into it.
 
   I heard my dad mutter something and he quickly disappeared from the room. I didn’t care if I was making a mess of the kitchen; I had to get this poison out of my system. 
 
   He came back a few minutes later with my mother in tow. I had nothing left to throw up by then.
 
    “Oh, Perry,” my mother said once she saw me.
 
   I waved her away with one hand while I wiped my chin with the other. I turned on the taps to wash away the vomit, careful not to look too closely at it or it would happen all over again. Then I splashed the cold water on my face and dried it off with a stained dishtowel.
 
   I took in a deep breath as shudders swept through me. I was weak and surprisingly still hungry. I turned around and faced my parents. They were silent and I could only imagine what they were thinking. With the two of them so close to each other, and a healthy distance away from me, it made me feel even more alone. I knew my mother acted afraid of me at times, but now it was both of them and I wasn’t sure it was entirely unwarranted.
 
   I was probably losing my mind.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   “Uh, miss. This isn’t what I ordered.”
 
   A man just uttered every barista’s worst nightmare.
 
   I poked my head around the espresso machine and looked at the culprit. It was pompous Larry again. Figures that I’d bother to know his name and he still called me miss. Maybe that just proved that he annoyed me more than I annoyed him.
 
   I sucked in a small breath and gave him what I hoped was an apologetic smile. It was my first day back at work and everything that could go wrong, had gone wrong. I’d spent the morning taking it easy and just sorting out the merchandise in the backroom but as soon as Shay left for the day, I was ushered out into the front of the store where the chaos reigned. I was messing up orders, snapping at people and just feeling like I was slogging through mud to get the simplest things done.
 
   Not to mention there were times where I’d be doing something like grinding a bag of beans for someone and then the next instance I’d be wiping tables and I had no recollection of how I went from one thing to the other. With time slips now part of the question, Larry was just icing on the cake.
 
   “I’m so sorry, Larry,” I said, putting special emphasis on his name. “I’ll get you a new one right away.”
 
   I quickly made him another drink, even though the lunch hour rush was in full swing and with Shay gone, it was just Ash, Mikeala and me at work. I could feel Mikeala shooting me a dirty look from the register as she scribbled another order on the paper cup and slammed it down beside me. She had taken a while to warm up to me. She’s always had an obvious crush on Ash, though, and now I could see why I annoyed her.
 
   I tried to squelch the flustered feeling and made the drink, properly this time, taking deep breaths through my nose as I did it. When I got flustered I made even more mistakes and then I panicked. I’d been through too much recently to panic over coffee.
 
   I handed Larry the right (and terribly convoluted) version, and apologized profusely. He raised his chin and set out of the store. That was usually the sign that things were OK.
 
   “Daydreaming again?” Mikeala asked under her breath as she brushed past me to grab something. 
 
   Actually, I hadn’t been. I’d just been asleep on my feet, trying to clear my thoughts and get it together. I could still feel the sickness of last night and it only grew worse with each waking hour I’d spent in the shop. You guessed it, that bathroom smell was back again, and since it always reminded me of bad meat to begin with it didn’t bode well with my midnight raw steak endeavor. Also, I was fairly certain I’d only gotten two hours of sleep since I weaned myself off the NyQuil, lest I start going to Walgreens for glitter and false eyelashes.
 
   
  
 

“Hey, she’s back, that’s all that matters,” Ash yelled over the grinder as he prepared a bag of fresh java for someone. 
 
   Mikeala didn’t look too pleased at that, which only solidified my theory. Mikeala wasn’t a bad-looking chick at all. She was tall and flat-chested but had a delicate porcelain face - when she wasn’t giving me the stinkeye. She was funny, too, and someone I hoped to win over one day, whenever that was. The way I was acting, I started to doubt having much of a future at Port-Town. 
 
   I gave Ash a grateful smile. I’d make it up to him one day. I didn’t want to lead him on – my acquired hatred for men didn’t extend to him – but he really had been the biggest supporter, along with Ada.
 
   “Tall, extra hot, no whip, sugar-free caramel latte,” Mikeala barked as she scribbled down another order and plunked the cup in line. I quickly noted the person who had been at the register, a man in a pointy blazer and hipster glasses, and got started on the drink.
 
   I moved over to the syrup dispenser but for the life of me couldn’t locate the sugar-free caramel one, which was weird since I had to use it at least three times in the last half hour.
 
   I leaned over and concentrated, carefully examining the label of each one. We had vanilla, sugar-free vanilla, mint, sugar-free mint, caramel, almond, sugar-free almond, hazelnut and cinnamon. No sugar-free caramel.
 
   “One second.” I raised my finger at the man and ducked down to raid the cupboards by the sink. Ash was standing beside me, wiping the excess coffee grinds off the bag.
 
   “What are you looking for?” he asked.
 
   “The sugar-free caramel. I was just using it, but now it’s gone,” I said, straining as I reached to the back of the cupboard. I pulled out a bottle but it was vanilla like all the rest of them were. 
 
   I looked up at Ash. “Did we run out?”
 
   He looked over at the syrup dispensers by the machine. He frowned. “Isn’t that it right there?”
 
   I turned my head. Right beside the machine, in plain view and separate from the others, was a bottle of syrup with a sienna-shaded label. 
 
   I walked back to my station and picked it up. It was sugar-free caramel. It would have been in front of me the whole time; how the hell did I not see it?
 
   “Perry,” Mikeala growled softly as she plunked down two more cups. The line in front of her seemed to be growing and growling with impatience. “What is the holdup?”
 
   I couldn’t answer her. I looked up at the hipster businessman who was waiting for his drink while distractedly flipping through a newspaper.
 
   “Excuse me,” I asked him. He looked around and then came forward.
 
   “Yes?”
 
   I pointed at the syrup. “Was this always here? I mean, did you put this here? Or was it here all this time?”
 
   His head lurched back on his neck and he eyed me through his glasses. “I beg your pardon?”
 
   “I just want to know if I’m going crazy or not,” I blurted out. “Because this wasn’t here a second ago and yet now it is. Explain that.”
 
   I heard Mikeala inhale sharply.
 
   “Are you accusing me of hiding the syrup?” the man asked incredulously. And loudly. I think the entire shop turned its head to look our way.
 
   “No,” I said, my face going beet red. The thing was, I did feel like he hid it on me. I could see his beady little face as he came up to the line to place his order, like he had this whole thing plotted out. When I wasn’t looking, he’d take the syrup to mess me up, and then put it back. Make me waste my time. Make me look crazy. 
 
   “I’d just like my drink then. Please,” he added, with false politeness. 
 
   “Well, you’re not getting your drink until you say you’re sorry,” I said.
 
   The store grew quiet. So quiet I could hear the edges of his newspaper fluttering from the waves of shock that I was sure were hitting him. I couldn’t quite believe it myself but I couldn’t stop myself, either. 
 
   “Perry, I don’t think you’re feeling well,” Mikeala said, placing her hand on my arm and gripping it hard.
 
   I glared at her and ripped my arm out of her bony grasp. 
 
   “Oh, don’t you try and coddle me,” I said. “I know when I’m being made to look like an idiot. And that’s just what this guy is doing. Doesn’t like the look of me, thinks I’m unstable.”
 
   Someone in the back of the shop let out a small laugh and my blood boiled inside my head. I’d find who did it, find them and kill them.
 
   “Perry,” Ash’s voice said from behind me. It was soft and shaking. “Can I talk to you for a second, Perry?”
 
   He asked so politely, so…afraid, that it caught me off-guard. 
 
   And I realized what I was doing. I was fighting with a customer over a bottle of syrup.
 
   As if everything slowed down, I saw Mikeala’s awestruck, angry face, her small mouth open in shock, I saw Hipster Glasses’s fingers clutch the newspaper tightly, I saw Ash’s sunny face clouded over in fear, and maybe pity, and I saw myself, bitter, red-faced and seething from a reality that wasn’t quite there.
 
   I looked at everyone, the faceless blurs in the crowd, then I turned around and ran into the back room. Ash followed me and tried to calm me down, tried to get some sense of what was happening, but he couldn’t leave Mikeala out there all alone and I was no help whatsoever. I couldn’t begin to explain a thing except that I wasn’t myself. I wasn’t well. The only thing I was good for was keeping out of the public eye, and with a quick phone call to Shay, I was sent home for the rest of the shift.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER SEVEN
 
    
 
    
 
   The ride home was absolutely miserable. There’s really nothing worse than riding in the rain and even though you’d think I would be used to it from living in the Pacific Northwest and all, it still sucked. But it suited my mood, suited the level of defeat I felt from the meltdown with the customer. 
 
   How could I have been careless, to let my emotions get the best of me like that? I was acting out of character and succumbing to my own paranoia that there wasn’t something right with me. I just couldn’t seem to get my head screwed on properly, couldn’t seem to focus and bring myself into the present, into the here and now. Even the ride home, with the nasty, cold rain and the wind that picked up as I rode and battered me from the side, even that felt like it happened to someone else. 
 
   I called for my mom but she was out, so I went upstairs to my room, each step rising above me like a mountain, and crawled right into bed.
 
   I lay on my back for a while, just staring up at the speckled ceiling. I was numb and grateful for it. I knew there was a whirlpool of feelings just churning beneath the surface, waiting to come out. All I had to do was think about how scared I was and how alone I felt. All I had to do was wish I had someone at my side who would know what was wrong with me and do whatever they could to fix me. I had that once and I didn’t have it anymore. If I thought about that, the tears would never stop coming, so I pushed the thoughts away.
 
   Rolling over on my side, I spied a pamphlet that my mother had brought back from the hospital, sitting on my bedside table. I picked it up and flipped through it. It was all about miscarriages and the recovery process and was littered with poorly drawn cartoons. I was surprised it wasn’t called So, You’ve Had a Miscarriage! 
 
   I wondered if losing time and accosting customers were part of the side effects. There was mention of heavy bleeding and cramps, but that all stopped a few days ago. I suppose since my pregnancy (it was still weird to refer to it as that) wasn’t even one term, I got lucky. Though nothing about my life seemed the slightest bit lucky anymore. 
 
   The other thing the pamphlet mentioned was how every woman reacted differently. Some women were distraught beyond repair and needed to mourn the loss. Others didn’t feel much of anything. I still didn’t know how I felt but I knew my body was healing at a much faster rate than my mind. Sometimes I felt like I didn’t even know who I was anymore.
 
   Even though it was the afternoon and a weak sun was pushing apart the rain clouds and streaming in through my windows, I fell asleep with tears teasing the corner of my eyes and the pamphlet folded open in front of me. When I came to, it was almost dark. The clouds had rolled back in and a wind rattled the window pane every couple of seconds. A layer of frigid air seemed to descend from the ceiling and I shivered intensely, bringing my blanket in closer around me. 
 
   There was a knock at my door but before I had a chance to panic, it opened, revealing Ada.
 
   “I didn’t think you were home,” she said, hovering in the doorway, backlit from the hall. 
 
    “I was napping. It’s freaking freezing in here, isn’t it?”
 
   She shrugged. She was only wearing leggings and a lacy tunic. “So what do you want?”
 
   “Huh?” I asked. 
 
   She crossed her arms. “I’ve got to get ready. I’m going out with Layton. What is it?”
 
   I frowned at her. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
 
   “Well, you just called me,” she said impatiently.
 
   “No I didn’t. What do you mean?”
 
   “Yes you did,” she said as she gave me a strange look. “You were just yelling Ada, Ada, Ada.”
 
   I sat up. “Nooooo, I wasn’t. I was sleeping.”
 
   She raised her eyebrow. “Sleeping and texting?”
 
   “What?”
 
   She sighed and came over to the bed, flicking on the bedside lamp. I watched as Ada accessed her text messages. She pointed at the screen with her slender finger.
 
   “See.”
 
   I looked. There was a text from me saying Ada, come here, I need you and her response B rite ther. I obviously hadn’t sent it. The time said it was sent three minutes earlier. I had been asleep and I was pretty sure my phone was in my purse by my bed.
 
   I told Ada so and she brought it out. My phone was in there, as I thought, but when we went to the texting app, I saw the same outgoing message. 
 
   “So you don’t remember sending this like two seconds ago? You don’t remember calling my name?” Ada asked. She sounded casual enough about it but I could tell from the slant of her brow that she was starting to worry. 
 
   I debated about lying to her to save some face but I couldn’t. 
 
   “No, I don’t remember. And to tell you the truth, I don’t remember painting my nails the other day either.”
 
   “Maybe you’re sleepwalking. And sleeptexting. And sleepprimping.”
 
   “What’s next?” I grumbled to myself. Things were getting more out of control by the minute.
 
   “I don’t know,” she said, straightening up and tucking her phone into the waistband of her leggings. “Just don’t start sleepfucking.”
 
   “Ada!” I admonished her. 
 
   She smiled and shrugged, delighted for having offended me. “So there was really nothing?”
 
   “Well now there’s something. I’m doing things and not remembering them! Do you have to go to the movies tonight?”
 
   She sucked in her lip. “I don’t have to but I want to. I haven’t been with Layton outside of school all this week.”
 
   “I thought you were going to break up with him,” I said.
 
   “Maybe that’s what I’m doing,” she told me.
 
   I nodded to myself. I wasn’t going to keep her from doing something she needed to do just because I was scared. I mean, what could Ada do anyway except take my mind off of things. And maybe prevent me from sleepfucking, God forbid. 
 
   She put her warm hand on my shoulder and squeezed it. Then she paused as she stared at my face. “What’s wrong with your eyes?” 
 
   I felt a strange, sickening fear tighten the muscles in my back.
 
   “My eyes?” I shook my head slowly. My voice trembled, “You tell me.”
 
   She leaned over and tilted my head so that it was facing the light more and looked directly into my eyes. A frightened expression spread across her face.
 
   “What is it?” I asked frantically. 
 
   “Your pupils…are…are huge. Like, so fucking huge. You look like you have, like, shark eyes. Are you on something?
 
   The fear spread up my spine. I leaped out of bed, nearly getting tripped up by the covers, and ran over to my mirror. 
 
   I gasped and the room started to spin. I reached out for the corner of my vanity and held myself up, stealing glances at my face. I couldn’t bear to look head on. 
 
   Shark eyes were a good way of describing it. My pupils were so unbelievably wide that only a thin ring of color encircled it. And the weirdest, scariest, creepiest thing was that the color wasn’t blue, as it should have been. But brown. A golden brown.
 
   “They’re brown!” I cried out.
 
   “What?” Ada came over to me and gave me another examination. “No they aren’t, they’re blue. And horrifying.”
 
   I looked back at the mirror. My pupils were still huge but the ring of color was the cornflower blue of my own eyes. The brown was gone. Maybe it was never there.
 
   “What did you take?” she asked me. “You promised you weren’t going to do drugs anymore, Perry.”
 
   I was shocked and actually offended at her accusation. I wanted to protest angrily but I could see how hurt she was just by thinking it. 
 
   Looking at her honestly, with my funny eyes, I said “I didn’t take anything, Ada. I haven’t done drugs for who knows how long. Haven’t even touched the stuff. I’m not on anything. Not even those painkillers.”
 
   She was hesitant to believe me. I couldn’t blame her. I must have done a number on her back when I was her age. I was one stupid teenager. 
 
   “But what if you’re sleepdrugging,” she said quietly.
 
   I took one last look at my scary-assed face and brushed past her to my closet.
 
   “Now you’re just being ridiculous. Where would I even get drugs from?”
 
   “Where did you get the nail polish from?”
 
   “Well, I guess I picked it up at Walgreens,” I said, glaring at her, “right next to the crack cocaine aisle.”
 
   I put a Baroness tee on and a hoodie and hopped back in bed. Ada was still watching me.
 
   “Aren’t you going out?” I asked her, not wanting her company anymore.
 
   “Are you going to be OK?” she asked.
 
   “I’m not on drugs,” I insisted, my tone laced with annoyance.
 
   “If you say so,” she replied. “Call me, though, if you need anything. Just try and make sure you’re awake when you do it.”
 
   She gave me a compassionate smile and left the room, closing the door behind her.
 
   “Patronizing bitch,” I mumbled in a strange voice. I quickly clapped my hand over my mouth, horrified at what came out of it. I didn’t mean to say that. I wasn’t even feeling it. Or was I? 
 
   I had to distract myself. The more I focused on what was happening, and the peculiar way I was feeling, the more scared I got. I almost felt there were two parts inside me arguing with each other. One was very mean and wanted to do mean things to Ada, Ash, my parents. The other side was fearful and cowering. At this rate, the mean side would win. I would be Mr. Hyde.
 
   I picked up the remote and flicked on the TV. Though it was plugged in again, I hadn’t watched it since the incident the other night. A note of terror tugged at my heart in anticipation of something supernatural happening but everything looked normal and bright. The episode of Friends where Ross and Chandler have to pivot the couch was on and the laugh track was coming from the speakers. I giggled despite myself and settled back in my bed, deciding to spend the evening watching sitcom reruns. I couldn’t remember the last time I had done something like that and mindless entertainment was long overdue. 
 
   After two episodes of Friends and two episodes of Frasier, I heard my dad pull his car into the driveway and a wave of relief rushed through me. Subconsciously, I must have been on edge, despite the antics of Niles Crane. 
 
   I heard the front door open and my mom saying something to him. Then I heard their footsteps cross the driveway and the car doors close.
 
   “Nooo!” I cried out and ran to the window. My dad’s SUV was backing up down the drive, my mom in the passenger seat. They pulled onto the street and disappeared into the darkness and waving trees. 
 
   “Fuck,” I swore. They probably just went to a friend’s house or out to get food, but that meant I was all alone in the big house for who knows how long. The wind whipping around outside, the cold blasts, and shuddering windows weren’t making the situation any calmer. Of all days, I did not want to be by myself. 
 
   I tried to watch a rerun before prime time kicked in but couldn’t get into it. I left it on so that the voices would keep me company but my mind was all over the place. I kept relaying the events from the day over and over again and wondered what was next. 
 
   Twenty minutes later, an old episode of The Outer Limits came on the tube. Now that was something I didn’t need to see. I made the move to switch the channel and as I picked up the remote I knocked the miscarriage pamphlet off the bed. It made a solid sound as it landed on the floor. Odd. It was essentially just a few pages and light as a feather. 
 
   I looked over the edge of my bed and saw the pamphlet sticking up at a funny angle, as if there was something under it. Curiously, I reached down and picked it up.
 
   The blue baby slippers were beneath it on the floor.
 
   I dropped the pamphlet in alarm and leaped back in my bed, my heart doing a jackhammer impression. I grasped nervously at my hoodie and wished to God that my parents were home. 
 
   Seriously, what the fuck was going on? Had Ada brought them to me? I peered my head over. The slippers looked clean and new, waiting for newborn baby feet. There was no sign of them ever being in the trash but I know they had been there. I had seen my father put them in there and I even tossed an empty carton of orange juice on top of them in the morning. I could have gone downstairs and checked but leaving the false security of my room seemed out of the question. It didn’t matter anyway. Somehow they had found me again and I didn’t think I could ever fully escape. Like clock wheels that were just beginning to fit in place, I realized someone, or something, was on a mission to frighten me. It wasn’t all in my head. It couldn’t have been.
 
   With my parents out and Ada on her date, there wasn’t much I could do. But I could call Maximus and I did just that.
 
   I grabbed my phone from the table, keeping a safe distance from the slippers in case they started moving on their own, and quickly dialed his number.
 
   “Perry,” he said warmly as he answered.
 
   His voice filled me with a spark of hope. “Hi, listen, what are you doing right now?”
 
   “Right now?” he repeated carefully. I held my breath, afraid he might already have plans. I was so scared though, I would do what I must to convince him. 
 
   “Yeah, I could really use some company. I need to get out of my house,” I tried to say as calmly as possible, but it still came out flustered.
 
   “Are you in trouble?” he asked, getting straight to the point.
 
   “I’m not sure,” I said honestly.
 
   “I’ll be right over. Where do you live?”
 
   I told him and we hung up. The thing I knew about Maximus was when you called, he came running to you. 
 
   I passed the next thirty minutes by dolling myself up. I don’t know what possessed me to start thinking I was going on a date – he was saving my ass from going crazy was what he was actually doing – but looking at it this way eased the terror from my stomach and replaced it with butterflies. The good news was when I finally found the courage to look at myself in the mirror, my reflection was no longer demonic. My eyes were back to normal, and though I was pasty, I covered that up with a swipe of bronzer.
 
   I ransacked my closet looking for something to wear but couldn’t decide on anything until I spied a purple sundress at the back. For some reason I was drawn to it and I slipped it on.
 
   I glanced in the mirror. It was startling to see myself in that color but it went well with my black hair and paleness. I looked girly and for once I liked it. It felt oddly natural. I put on my own leggings and black combat boots to even things out and as I grabbed a cardigan from the closet, I heard a car vroom up to the house. 
 
   Below was an old-fashioned red truck with white trim, steam rising up from the exhaust and blowing away in cold gusts. Maximus kept the truck running and got out. I knocked on the window quickly to indicate I’d be right down, then I grabbed my purse and went for my door. 
 
   I hesitated before I touched the door knob. There was a tingly feeling in my hands, kind of like when you think you’re going to get a static shock. I wasn’t afraid of no shock; however. I was suddenly, inexplicably afraid that I’d try to open the door and there would be something on the other side refusing to let me out.
 
   “I’ll just jump out the window then,” I said out loud to intimidate things that were probably in my imagination.
 
   It was true, too. The roof below my window sloped gently and with an oak tree at the corner of the house, it was easy to stealthily move across and then climb down the tree. It was an escape route used many times in high school.
 
   But this wasn’t a time to sneak around. I breathed in deeply and grabbed the door handle. It swung open with ease I wasted no time running down the hall and stairs and to the front door. The lights were on, which made things less creepy, but I didn’t want to spend an extra second in that house anymore.
 
   I leaped out the door and quickly locked it behind me before speed walking toward Maximus, who was holding open the passenger door.
 
   “Nice truck,” I said with a smile.
 
   He returned the smile with extra wattage. “Nice dress.”
 
   I was too cold and uneasy to blush. I jumped in the seat and he shut the door just as the wind picked up again. 
 
   He got in his side and gave me the once over. “Where to, little lady?”
 
   “Somewhere far away from here,” I said, eyeing my house. It looked menacing, ominous, and not at all like the house I grew up in. “And somewhere with booze. A lot of it. This little lady needs a fucking drink.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER EIGHT
 
    
 
    
 
   Maximus ended up taking me to a quaint little wine bar that overlooked the river at the end of Waterfront Park. In the summer, the patio area would be packed with tourists and locals snapping up the breezes off the water, but in the winter it was small and cozy. If I were in the right frame of mind, I might have even called it romantic, especially with the lights as they twinkled off the black, waving currents outside and contrasted against the soft glow inside. 
 
   I wasn’t in my right frame of mind, though, and Maximus knew it. As he drove us here, he kept the conversation safe as a disoriented Tom Waits crooned from his stereo, mimicking how I felt. I tried to keep my mind somewhere else. But once we settled down in our tiny, windowside table, his large frame looking almost comical in the narrow spot, and ordered our first drinks, he started giving me the expectant eye. 
 
   The waiter placed a shot of tequila down in front of me and I raised it in the air at Maximus. 
 
   “To…,” I trailed off, unable to think of a single thing worth toasting to.
 
   “To us,” he finished, raising his Corona. I raised my brow. His green eyes twinkled in the candlelight.
 
   “Well, it’s better than nothing,” I said with a smirk and we clinked glasses. I tried to hold his eyes as I did the shot but it burned hard in my throat and I coughed.
 
   “Easy there, it’s not a race,” he chided, picking up my lime and passing it to me.
 
   I shoved it in my mouth until the bitterness took the wincing away. I smiled at him, all lime mouth, and sat back in my chair feeling more relaxed than I had in weeks.
 
   “That’s a nice look for you,” he said with a wink. I took the lime out and placed it in the empty shot glass. 
 
   “You’re looking very pretty tonight,” he continued after clearing his throat. “I don’t know why I never pictured you wearing a dress before.”
 
   “Because I don’t wear dresses, unless it’s a special occasion.”
 
   It was his turn to raise his brow. “Is this a special occasion?”
 
   I shrugged as the waiter came by again and poured me a glass of riesling. 
 
   “No. Maybe. Some part of me thought it was a great idea to wear it.”
 
   “Well I’m glad that part of you did.”
 
    “I just wish I knew what part.” I gave him a steady look. 
 
   I took a large sip of my wine and immediately felt the smooth, golden liquid go straight to my head where the tequila was already sitting. I don’t even think I ate anything for dinner. Things like food were slipping my mind lately.
 
   “So what happened tonight that made you call me? I’d like to pretend you just wanted my company, but it sounded as if anybody would have done the job.”
 
   My lips twitched slightly as I observed him. He looked a bit put upon, like there was a chance I could hurt him if I told him that actually anyone would have done the job and I just wanted to get out of the house, to be with people. But I wasn’t sure how true that was.
 
   “I think I’m being hunted,” I said, leaning in closer to him, keeping my voice low. “Or haunted. Or I’m going crazy. One of those three. Or all of them.”
 
   He leaned forward too, and his forehead nearly bumped against mine. He grabbed my hands with his large, weatherbeaten ones and squeezed them. It was a comforting gesture.
 
   “Tell me everything,” he whispered. His drawl was incredibly sexy when he whispered like that. I didn’t like how I was noticing him in that way. Not tonight.
 
   I dropped my eyes to the table and begun the long, crazy tale of the last few weeks. I left out the miscarriage part because it was none of his business. I just told him I had severe “woman problems” and I’m not sure if he deduced anything out of that. I concluded the story with the last straw, the baby slippers in my room.
 
   While I was talking Maximus kept quiet; his eyes were squinty emeralds in the low light. I met them occasionally, afraid to see signs of doubt in them. To his credit, he only seemed engrossed by my story and then extremely concerned. He finished the rest of his beer and placed it on the table so that the bottle spun around like a top.
 
   “I wish I wasn’t the designated driver tonight, darling,” he said finally, “because after hearing that story, I reckon I want another drink. And I know you do too.”
 
   The idea of throwing caution to the wind and convincing Maximus to get loaded with me was suddenly very tempting. But I had a mystery to solve. 
 
   “Well, what do you think?” I asked cautiously. 
 
   He gave my hands a quick squeeze again and leaned back in his chair. 
 
   “I’m going to speak my mind here, Perry,” he said. My heart thudded around a little. He thought I was crazy. He thought I was nutso. He thought I was losing my mind.
 
   “I do think you are being haunted,” was his matter-of-fact answer. “And I’d love to come over, spend some time in your house, and do a reading. Get to the bottom of this.”
 
   Oh.
 
   “Are you serious? You believe me?”
 
   “Of course I do. Not every haunting is a clear-cut case. There’s no guide for ghosts to follow. If you’re being haunted by something, it could mess up a lot of things in your life.”
 
   “But it doesn’t explain everything…”
 
   He stroked his chin for a few moments and observed new people entering the bar, the cold blast from outside following them in. “No, it doesn’t. I reckon your problem is you’re combining all these events that have happened to you and expect them to all be connected. But I don’t think that’s the case here.”
 
   I waved my hand for the waiter and caught his eye. Screw it, Nancy Drew must have let her hair down once in a while.
 
   “So what says ‘ghost’ to you?” I asked, my attention back on the burly redhead.
 
   “Obviously the slippers. The doorbell. The knocks. The yelling, the TV, those are all things that poltergeists do.”
 
   “Last time you thought there was a poltergeist, it turned out to be skinwalkers,” I pointed out.
 
   He smiled, a tad embarrassed. “I’m not saying it can’t be anything else…”
 
   “What about my nail polish?” I say, wiggling my right hand at him.
 
   “It’s very pretty.”
 
   “I mean, how did this get on my nails? And for that matter, who hid the syrup on me?”
 
   He gave me a sharp look as the waiter approached the table. I composed myself and smiled up at him. 
 
   “What will you be having?” the waiter asked. “Another of the Quails Gate?”
 
   I nodded and Maximus caved and ordered another beer.
 
   His eyes followed the waiter until he was gone, then he leaned forward, putting his elbows on the table. I noticed his steel grey shirt was made out of fine silk, like fancy cowboy wear. 
 
   “What happened to you in Seattle?”
 
   I flinched, surprised at the question. “What do you mean?”
 
   “I don’t mean with Dex, I don’t care to hear about that.”
 
   I could have sworn a dark shadow passed over his freckled face as he mentioned his name. The same look probably appeared on my face as well, and often.
 
   He continued, “What ghosts did you encounter?”
 
   “Oh. Well I don’t care to particularly think about that. You saw the footage that aired, right?”
 
   He nodded. “And that was it? Was there anything else in that asylum?”
 
   I thought about Creepy Clown Lady’s message on the EVP. Then I thought about Creepy Clown Lady in the hospital.
 
   “You know how I was telling you about that woman I saw?”
 
   “Circus freak?”
 
   I bit my lip to keep from smiling. “Yeah. She left a message for Dex. Well, us, really. On the EVP. And only I had heard it. Dex might have now, but I heard it first and told him not to listen and then everything, well, you know…she really does seem to want to warn me about something.”
 
   He leaned closer still. I caught a whiff of his spicy cinnamon smell. I breathed it in and automatically found myself closing my eyes for a second.
 
   “What did the message say?”
 
   “I can’t really remember,” I said, somewhat truthfully. “She told me to ask my parents who Declan O’Shea was…do you know?”
 
   “Not unless Dex had a different last name. He hasn’t for as long as I’ve known him.”
 
   I nodded, not really expecting to have gotten an answer. I took in a deep breath before I blurted out the more painful stuff.
 
   “She knew I had done some things to Dex.”
 
   He eyed me suspiciously. “What things?”
 
   “Don’t judge me, but…I switched his medication. I mean, I found out what he was taking and then I replaced half his pills with placebos.”
 
   “Jesus,” Maximus swore, his eyes going wide as saucers. He let out a low whistle. “Perry, I’m not sure what to say.”
 
   “You don’t have to say anything,” I said quickly, feeling cold sweat nip at the center of my palms. “I know what I did was wrong. I just had to know. I had to know what was wrong with him.”
 
   “Did you find out?”
 
   “I think he’s as sane as I am. I don’t think there’s anything that medication can fix.”
 
   “I don’t know about that,” he began.
 
   “I do,” I said firmly. “And I don’t mean to talk about him. I don’t want to talk about him. There was something else. Pippa, circus freak, said that she’s being watched. By the soulless ones who keep her there…the…demons.”
 
   “Demons?” Maximus repeated. He sounded rather disbelieving and I didn’t want to have to convince him by bringing up some of the freaky shit I dealt with in the past. Freaky shit like Jacob.
 
   “Yes, that’s what she said,” I reiterated. “Then she said, I’m in real danger, especially if he thinks I’m fine. When I’m safe, the damage will be done. That she’d come after me…”
 
   “She? Who? Pippa?”
 
   I looked down, my head twitching no. I placed my hand on the crook of his elbow, needing something solid to hold onto.
 
   “No. Not Pippa. Pippa was warning Dex. About Abby.”
 
   Because my hand was on him, I could feel all the muscles in his arm tense up at the mention of her name. I looked up at him slyly, and grinned. I felt a wave of hate dripping off of myself, as if it clung wetly to my teeth.
 
   “You remember me, don’t you Redboy?” 
 
   A look of utter terror filled his face. “W-what?”
 
   “I said, you remember Abby, don’t you?” I gripped his arm for a second and then let go. The strange rush of anger I felt seconds earlier was released. “You told me about her yourself, in New Mexico.”
 
   “That’s not what you just said,” he stammered and pulled away like he was suddenly scared of me. “You just called me Redboy.”
 
   I had no idea what he was talking about. “Maybe crazy is contagious.”
 
   He seemed to think about that.
 
   “Maybe,” he finally said, his voice low and wispy. A line of fear never left his face. “Maybe.”
 
   “Well, we saw Abby all over the damn place.”
 
   “We?”
 
   “Dex and I. We both saw her. In the asylum, on the street, in the apartment.” I couldn’t help but shudder at the vision of her walking across his apartment, dripping blood onto the floor, the thick splats. The wasps. The smell of gin. 
 
   “I think she might be fucking with me,” I said slowly. It was like dawn was bursting through the windows and illuminating a very simple problem. “Abby. I think she’s haunting me.”
 
   Maximus nodded but I could tell he wasn’t too impressed with my deduction skills. Of freaking course Abby was haunting me. That’s what Pippa warned would happen. That’s why I saw Abby in my dreams, in the hospital. That’s who was knocking on the doors and leaving baby slippers everywhere. 
 
   Talking about her was making me feel extremely edgy, like she was perched somewhere on my shoulder, waiting to slip inside through my ears. 
 
   “Can ghosts…,” I started, then looked around me. The crowd was loud and the sound of clinking glasses reverberated around the room, but I was still incredibly conscious of what we were talking about. “Can ghosts fuck with you like that? Like, get inside your head? Can they…take over?”
 
   “You mean like possession?” he asked, and at the word, my blood ran cold. I brought my cardigan around me.
 
   I urged him to continue by gesturing with my fingers.
 
   “It depends on the culture,” he explained. “In some societies, shamans can possess someone. In others, like in Wicca, they can be possessed by the Goddess, willingly. In Catholic society, some believe you can be possessed by the Devil.”
 
   “Do you?”
 
   He looked a bit uncomfortable and fidgeted in his seat, trying to get comfortable. “I don’t know if I do. It’s usually something else. Mental illness.”
 
   Oh, of course. Everyone goes for the mentally ill angle.
 
   “OK, and what about ghosts. Plain ol’ dead people. Spirits. Specters. Et cetera. Do you think they can take over?”
 
   He pursed his lips and wiggled them back and forth as he thought. “No. And if they can, if they do, I believe it has to be voluntary. But that doesn’t mean that they can’t get inside your head. That doesn’t mean you don’t have a nasty, revenge-fueled poltergeist on your hands, straight from Seattle, Washington.”
 
   I let out a burst of hot, booze-soaked breath I must have been holding onto for the last hour. So there was a distinct chance that some of the crazy, terrifying things that were happening to me were because Abby had decided to haunt me and make my life a living hell. I felt partially relieved at having come to some sort of conclusion, but it left me with the overall debilitating sense of what the fuck do I do now?
 
   I mean, seriously?
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   I had forgotten I had thought of the solution to my predicament earlier. And that was to get extremely drunk. After the Abby epiphany, I drank more wine and Maximus said we’d take a cab back, and then he got in on a few rounds and shots of whisky.
 
   We stayed at the wine bar until it closed. I fielded texts from my parents and Ada wondering where I was and if I was OK and I reassured them I was fine. But I hadn’t expected to stumble out of the bar at 2 a.m.
 
   We both waved drunkenly at the waiter, who was only so happy to see us go as he locked the doors with a resounding click, and Maximus grabbed my arm and led me to the bike path that weaved its way along the dark, churning river and passed through the open park space where homeless bums slept on the benches. It was cold and a little bit frightening, but I felt safe with his hand on me.
 
   And I felt safer two seconds later when his hand slid down my back and wrapped around my waist.
 
   I gazed up at him as we walked, like we were on a romantic middle-of-the-night stroll in the waning days of winter. I didn’t know how I felt about him. I felt drunk, that was for sure. I also felt scared, and it wasn’t just about Abby, or about the weird shadows that lurked in the park, or the fact that I would be going home tonight. It was that I knew I didn’t have to go home tonight, and that scared me too. Because the last thing I needed was to get embroiled with another man, especially this man. As charming a gentleman as Maximus was, he was still so tightly woven into the story of me and Dex that I didn’t see how any of this could be a good idea. 
 
   And when I started to think that maybe I did like him, like him (as Ada would say), I wondered how much of that was real. And how much of that was because I was scared. And how much of that was because I was lonely. And how much of that was because there was something deep inside me that still craved one final stab of my own revenge. I wasn’t going to pretend I was better than that, that I wasn’t thinking how poetic it would be for me to sleep with Dex’s ex-best friend.
 
   But that was a bit icky. And when Maximus brought me closer to him, I felt all warm and gooey at the strength of his hands and I couldn’t imagine just walking away with nothing happening between us. Lonely, icky, scared…I wanted him and I wanted him badly. I ached for him. 
 
   As if picking up on that vibe I was emanating from my lady parts, he stopped at a part of the path that jutted out in a semi-circle, where people would stand on sunny days to take better photographs of the river. I stopped with him and he put his other hand on my side and faced me straight on.
 
   My goodness, he really was a tall guy. The wind off the river whipped up his hair, messing up his Elvis-like do, and it looked colorless in the cold lights of the city. His eyes were still green somehow, like a liquid forest, and they stared down into mine. It wasn’t intense or dramatic or even particularly romantic, but I could see the feverish want in them fighting against his ever-present need to be respectful.
 
   “Are you going to kiss me?” I whispered, my voice catching on a damp gust.
 
   He grinned, that sly, lazy smile that only worked one side of his mouth. “I was thinking about it.”
 
   I might need a ladder, was my last thought before he leaned over and placed his lips on mine.
 
   His lips were slightly rough, but they were large and pillowy and stirred up tickles on my tongue that traveled down to the base of my spine. He put one hand behind my head and held me there, the back of my head feeling very small, and I had the image of a baby bird being cupped between two hands. It was a weird mixture of feeling desire and feeling safe and the longer we made out in that park, his hands never straying from my head or the dent of my side, the safer I felt. Like nothing could touch me except him and as long as I was around him, I would be OK. Dex used to make me feel that way with everything. Except my heart.
 
   I lifted my hands and placed them inside his leather jacket, which was open slightly. I could feel his muscles underneath his silky shirt. He wasn’t rock hard; instead, he looked predestined to carry weight rather than lose it, but his body was still a pillar of strength and the more my tiny coral-painted fingers pushed and prodded against him, the more I felt like nothing could knock him over. He was as rooted as a tree. I wanted to borrow some of that strength, take it from him. Just thinking it made my kisses faster, more frenzied.
 
   Finally he pulled back and moved his hand around to the side of my face. It was warm against my cold cheek that was braised by the chilling wind.
 
   “It’s getting late,” he said, his voice uneven. He cleared his throat.
 
   “It already is late,” I whispered, not wanting to stop.
 
   “And cold,” he said as he pulled my cardigan around me. “You need something warmer than this.”
 
   “You’ll do,” I said. I was surprised at my boldness. Maximus was too.
 
   “I’m pretty hot, I’ll admit that,” he said slyly, then chuckled at himself. “But we need to be inside a warm cab before you get pneumonia.”
 
   He gave me a quick peck on the lips, then took my hand in his and led me back to the path. Now that the makeout session was over, the terrors and shadows that lurked in the back of mind were free to play. I didn’t want to go home. I couldn’t. Abby would be there. 
 
   But I couldn’t bring myself to say any of this to him as we cut across the park, the damp grass brushing against the bottoms of my boots, the bums who lurked beneath the trees. I probably would have felt safer snuggling up to the guy who slept under his garbage bags full of beer cans than alone in my room. 
 
   We hailed a cab fairly easily once we got to Burnside Street – it was the weekend and downtown Portland was in full swing with people spilling out of hole-in-the-wall bars, music venues with shitty bands, and late-night dives. I wanted the night to keep going. I wanted to line up with the masses at Voodoo Donuts and feel like the city had my back.
 
   But instead we both got in the cab. At least Maximus made sure to drop me off before him, even though he lived way closer to downtown than I did. 
 
   As the cab pulled down my familiar street, he asked, “Do you have a big day tomorrow?”
 
   “I was scheduled to work,” I said, feeling a pang of embarrassment, anxiousness. “But who knows what’s going on with that anymore. I guess I’ll just get haunted. Maybe I’ll take up knitting. Baby slippers seem to be pretty popular.”
 
   My voice was shaking slightly at that last bit and I swallowed back my tears. My house loomed in front of us, the cabbie reciting my address.
 
   “Perry,” Maximus said, reaching for my hand. “I know you’re scared. But so far, nothing really bad has happened.”
 
   “What?” I snapped at him. I briefly eyed the cabbie in the rearview mirror and he quickly looked away, none of his business.
 
   “Abby is taking it slow. Knocking and slippers, painting your nails.”
 
   “And taking over my body!”
 
   I could sense the cabbie was looking back at me again, wondering who the hell these weirdos in his cab were.
 
   Maximus lowered his voice. “We don’t know yet if it’s connected, remember? I don’t think it is. In fact, I know it’s not. You’re still you, Perry. One hundred percent.”
 
   “Oh, well, if you’re so smart, why don’t you tell me what else it could be?”
 
   He gave me a small smile, immune to my anger. “I don’t know. I know you don’t like to hear that it could all be in your head-”
 
   I gasped at that. Appalled.
 
   “But,” he continued, “you’ve been through a lot. So I would at least consider it, if I were you. I’m going to come over in the next few days and we’re going to figure this out and start from there. One thing at a time. Abby won’t be a problem, you’ll see.”
 
   I wondered when he had gone from Ghost Whisperer to Ghost Buster, but I had no choice but to believe him. He was the only person who had experience in this, and the only person who took me seriously. Maybe not entirely seriously, but enough. And he was a good kisser.
 
   He leaned forward and hugged me and that cinnamon smell engulfed me again. Then he said, “I’ll call you tomorrow.”
 
   I would have stayed all night in that cab if I could, but I reluctantly got out. To his credit, he kept the cab waiting outside until I had unlocked my front door, then it sped away into the night. 
 
   I tiptoed up to my room, trying to ignore the darkness of the sleeping house, and made it to bed. The slippers on the floor were gone. The pamphlet was back on the table. I don’t know why I was so against having it all be inside my head. That would actually be glorious. Maybe there never were any slippers. And if there were no slippers, there was nothing to fear.
 
   It didn’t explain a lot of other things, though, but before I could even indulge those possibilities, the evening of wine and tequila folded over me like a breaking wave and I was down for the count. 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER NINE
 
    
 
    
 
   “Wake up, sleepy head,” Ada’s chipper voice cut into my dreams. My dreams where I was falling and falling through a red inferno, giant wood bugs crawling up the side of my mind.
 
   I groaned and tried not to move as the events from last night snapped into place. I knew I was hungover as shit and if I opened my eyes and moved a muscle, I was going to pay for it dearly.
 
   “Go away,” I slurred, unable to say anything more.
 
   “It’s a beautiful day outside,” she responded, ignoring me. I could hear her walking over to the window and opening it. “Ahhh, smell that air. Spring is on its way.”
 
   Why was she so chipper? Usually Ada was a goddess of grump in the mornings. 
 
   I felt her sit down on the bed and I bobbed up and down on the mattress. I moaned again and threw my arm over my face. The air coming in did smell cool and inviting but it wasn’t enough to clear the cobwebs. 
 
   “What did you do last night? You stink.”
 
   I ignored her and attempted to go back to sleep, feeling my brain getting sucked into the dark weightlessness. Before I could, she grabbed my arm and lifted it up, forcing the light into my face. I winced.
 
   “I said go away,” I repeated, dragging out the words into a whine.
 
   “Do you have to work today?”
 
   Pause.
 
   “Fuck.” I totally forgot about that. 
 
   I opened my eyes carefully as the stabs of light entered. It really was a beautiful day out, but all I could see at that moment was blankness, like I was standing in the middle of the sun.
 
   Then I saw Ada on my bed, holding my phone out, like she knew exactly what was going on. She was wearing a kelly green dress and her hair was tied into a knot at the very top of her head. She looked like a clear-eyed forest nymph. I felt a pang of envy.
 
   I took the phone, muttering “thanks,” and dialed the shop’s number. I didn’t have enough time to get scared or nervous because Shay snapped it up on the first ring.
 
   “Don’t worry about it, Perry,” she explained to me after I apologized profusely for not being there. “We’ve just taken you off the schedule until you get better. You just rest up and sort yourself out.”
 
   I hung up the phone feeling worse rather than better. I hadn’t been let go or fired but this was all too familiar. This was how I almost lost my last job (before, you know, I screwed myself over on purpose). My employers had been worrying about me because I was seeing Old Roddy in my bedroom. Now it was different ghost, same problem. Was this doomed to repeat itself throughout my whole life? Was I never, ever going to escape the dead? I wished I knew what they really wanted with me.
 
   “It’s because you’re one of them,” Ada said. 
 
   I jumped at her voice, forgetting not only that she was in the same room as me but sitting next to me, a foot away.
 
   “Pardon me?” I asked her as my heart quickened.
 
   She rolled her eyes. “I said you’re one of them. I asked why your slacker coffee shop was so understanding and I answered it’s because you’re one of them. You’re a slacker. They need your kind there. I’m just talking to myself really, since you don’t ever seem to hear a word I’m saying. Ever.”
 
   That wasn’t true. Not entirely.
 
   “How was last night?” I asked, gingerly sitting up in my bed. I rubbed at my temples as the room spun. I think someone had replaced my mattress with a water bed.
 
   “Do you actually care to know?” she asked snidely. 
 
   I peered at her with one eye. It hurt less than with two. “Yes, don’t be so emo.”
 
   I could tell she was going to come up with a retort about me being emo, but she swallowed it. It was always a matter of who called the other one that first.
 
   “OK, if you care to know, we broke up.”
 
   I managed to open the other eye so I could study her face better. Her chin was lifted defiantly. She looked confident. “Are you OK?”
 
   She nodded. “Never felt better.”
 
   “So you know you did the right thing, then. How did he take it?”
 
   She giggled, then broke into a huge grin. “He had the nerve to throw it in my face of how long he had waited and now he wasn’t ever going to get any.”
 
   “What a fucking douchecanoe,” I said, wanting to punch Layton’s lights out.
 
   “Total fucking douchecanoe,” she reinstated. “That’s how I totally knew I made the right choice. He was so angry, his face went all, like, red and he was babbling crap and telling me I’ll never be anything...”
 
   I let out an angry laugh. “That’s rich, coming from some dillhole whose biggest accomplishment will be to get his head crushed in by some lame college football team.”
 
   “If he’s lucky,” she said, tracing her finger along the pattern on my quilt. “But then I told him it must burn to be dumped by someone like me then. And then I left. Well, I gave him the finger. And then I left.”
 
   Even though it hurt my head to do so, I leaned forward and gave Ada a quick hug. 
 
   “I’m proud of you,” I blurted out, feeling strangely emotional.
 
   She snorted. “That’s cuz you’re lame.” But I could tell it made her happy, as lame as I was.
 
   “Hey, listen - ” 
 
   I was interrupted by a piercing, terrible scream from downstairs. 
 
   Our mother’s scream.
 
   Our eyes met for a brief, horrifying instant and we both leaped out of bed as fast as we could. I was only in a long t-shirt but it didn’t matter. I had never heard my mother scream like that before and I prayed that we weren’t going to run down the stairs and find her dead on the floor.
 
   We scampered down the stairs two at a time, with Ada calling “Mom!”
 
   “Girls!” she yelled back, sounding calmer, which relieved me. Her voice was coming from my father’s study.
 
   We hustled our way over there. The door was open and my mother was standing in the middle of the room, a stack of papers at her feet, plumes of dust rising up from them and catching in the sunlight that was coming through the opened blinds.
 
   Her back was to us, her limbs frozen in front of her, like she was still holding onto the papers. Her attention was on the walls so that’s where my attention went too.
 
   I gasped. One hand flew to my mouth while Ada grasped the other.
 
   My dad’s study had been destroyed. The walls had huge tears in them like someone took an axe and just started hacking at it randomly. The edges of the tears were dripped with red and with the same color someone had painted pentagrams all over the walls, even the ceiling. Some were as small as your hand, others were the size of a tire. The decorative crucifixes he had displayed were all upside down. That sight chilled me more than anything else. It chilled me so bad that a violent shiver shuddered through me and I nearly lost my balance. I reached out for the edge of the door and hung on. 
 
   Ada and my mom took no notice of me. How could they with what they were looking at.  Even all the paintings of popes and religious figures that my dad had framed as artwork were disfigured, their eyes carved out so they only had black, inhuman holes. 
 
   “Who would do this?” my mother asked in a half-whisper.
 
   Ada shook her head softly.
 
   Only I had an idea of who could have done it, but I wasn’t stupid enough to say it. My parents wouldn’t have believed it was Abby in a million years. But they would believe I was nuts, somehow put the blame on me, and lock me away somewhere.
 
   As if she heard me think that, Ada turned her head to look at me as I leaned against the door for support, trying to keep my hungover eyes focused.
 
   She gave me a strange look, like she was trying to figure something out about me. Like something about me was making her think. I had a feeling I knew what it was too. 
 
   I raised my brow and twitched my head ever so slightly. She frowned and then looked back at the room and at mom.
 
   I know she was thinking that maybe I had done it in my sleep. Maybe I had forgone the nail polish last night and decided to raid Home Depot, picking up cans of red paint before going to town on all of my father’s religious stuff.
 
   I looked down at my hands. There were no signs of paint on them. There weren’t any on my feet or anywhere else either. I doubt I would have been able to clean myself up so well. The thought made me feel better. What stores would even be open at three in the morning? Walgreens didn’t have paint. I wondered if setting up my own security camera there would be a good idea, though, just so I could stop being a scapegoat.
 
   “We should call the police,” I said, my voice sounding thick.
 
   My mom nodded slowly. It was obvious she was in shock. We all were.
 
   “Where’s dad?” I asked.
 
   “Church,” Ada said, as if she didn’t quite believe her answer.
 
   I straightened up and walked into the room. Hangover or not, someone needed to take charge of this situation and my mother and Ada were too stupefied to do anything.
 
   “Listen, I think we need to call the cops now. Then when they’re done we can clean it. I don’t want dad coming home to see any of this.”
 
   “But who would do such a thing?” my mom repeated. Her accent got thicker when she was upset and in that instance she sounded an awful lot like Creepy Clown Lady. A weird, blurry feeling settled over my brain, as if thinking was suddenly hard, like I had layers to get through.
 
   “You call them,” Ada said, snapping me out of it and gesturing to the phone in the study. She grabbed my mom by the arm and began to lead her out of the room. 
 
   I blinked hard to wake myself up, then picked up the phone and called it in.
 
   After I was done, with the police promising they’d send their nearest squad car over, and placed the phone back in the receiver, two shrieks resonated from the kitchen.
 
   What now? I thought as I raced around the desk and ran down the hall, my bare feet slapping against the hardwood floor. 
 
   My mother and Ada were on the other side of the island, staring at the sink. I quickly made my way over to them and froze in my tracks when I realized what they were really looking at. 
 
   The wide cupboards beneath the industrial-sized sink were shut and leaking red fluid out of the bottoms and corners. It seeped out in sickly rivulets until it congealed in a crimson puddle on the floor.
 
   I hoped there were a couple of cans of open paint back there and they had spilled. But as I sniffed the air, it wasn’t the scent of turpentine that filled them, but that terrible raw meat smell that plagued me many times before. I don’t know why I had been so naïve to think that someone painted my dad’s walls with actual paint. It wasn’t paint at all.
 
   It was blood.
 
   “I’m going to open it,” Ada said, and made a move for it, bending down.
 
   “Are you crazy?” I hissed and grabbed her roughly. I pulled her back. “You don’t know what’s in there.”
 
   “Whatever it is, it’s messing up my kitchen,” my mother said blankly. And before I could let go of Ada and go after her, my mother put both her hands on the cupboard knobs and swung the doors open.
 
   The body of a headless pig burst out of the cupboard and onto the kitchen floor with a sick thud, its coat already more red than pink. It had been split up the middle and its gooey, slimy organs and entrails spilled out like an unraveling rope, splashing the three of us with drops of acidic liquid as they spread across the bloody puddle.
 
   What I remember next was screaming. All of us were screaming and running out of the house and onto the driveway. Ada went to go vomit in the bushes while my mother flapped her hands like a flightless bird and I chewed on the collar of my t-shirt while simultaneously trying to pull it down to cover my exposed legs as the morning air nipped at them. 
 
   It was disgusting, is what it was. Disgusting and disturbing. Where exactly was that pig’s head? I shuddered. But I wasn’t taking it as hard as Ada and my mother were. I guess I had a lot more experience with this stuff than they did. Not that it was a good thing.
 
   “Guys, it’s OK,” I said coming over to them, the rough bricks cold against my feet. I grabbed my mom’s hand and squeezed it hard, stopping her useless waving. “Mom, it’s fine. The police are coming. They’ll find out...” I almost said what, “who did this.”
 
   She nodded, the whites of her eyes shining spookily as she surveyed the neighborhood. I know she was thinking it could have been anyone, that there was someone out there plotting against her, plotting against her family. It could have been true. I didn’t know for a fact it was Abby. In fact, since my dad was a theology professor, it could have been a number of disgruntled students. Maybe someone he failed. They would know exactly how to get back at him, how to disturb him.
 
   That said, it didn’t explain how it could have happened without anyone hearing anything. And I knew, deep down, where the dreaded feeling stayed, that it had something to do with me. This was about me and this was retribution from a dead girl.
 
   I never thought I could hate a ghost so much.
 
   When Ada was done upchucking (I really had seen way too much vomit in the past few weeks), she got a hold of herself and helped me convince our mom that everything was going to be fine. Sure, someone came and destroyed dad’s study and painted pentagrams everywhere with blood, and there’s a gutted, headless pig in the kitchen and speaking of that, let’s see where the head turns up, but I’m sure the police see this kind of stuff all the time. It’s Portland, man. It’s weird!
 
   At least her arm flapping and psycho eye-rolling had stopped before the police car pulled up. Officers Hartley and Monroe were the first on the scene. Hartley was young with a Channing Tatum vibe, dumb-looking but personable, while Monroe was in her mid-30s, black, pretty and obviously the brains of the operation.
 
   I only had to talk to them for five minutes before we entered the house and I ran to my room to put on a bra and a pair of pants. By the time I joined them back downstairs, Channing was talking to my mom and Ada in the living room while Monroe was investigating the house room by room. She was coming out of the kitchen when she saw me and called me over to her.
 
   I approached her cautiously, not wanting to get close to the carcass, which I could smell too clearly.
 
   “Perry, right?” she asked in a concise voice.
 
    I nodded.
 
   “Your mother mentioned that the neighbor’s dog tried to attack you the other day.”
 
   My jaw tried to drop, but I held it shut against its will.
 
   “It did,” I said, lowering my voice. “His name is Cheerio. He’s normally the friendliest dog around, so I don’t know what happened. But he went for me like he was going to kill me.”
 
   Monroe looked over my shoulder toward the living room and nodded as if she understood. We walked away from the kitchen, stopping by the front door.
 
   “Do you know why your mother might have told me that?”
 
   I sucked on my lip while I sussed her out.  
 
   “No…why?”
 
   “Is it true that this same neighbor who owns Cheerio, owns a few pigs?” she asked with a tilt of her head.
 
   I nodded as everything started coming together in a most horrible way. 
 
   “This was her pig, wasn’t it?” I asked. Suddenly I felt extremely bad. Yes, her dog went psycho, but the neighbor bungled her knee and now one of her pigs was dead and headless in our house.
 
   “We’re going to go check on that,” she said matter-of-factly. “I just wanted to make sure you didn’t hold any grudges.”
 
   “Grudges?”
 
   She didn’t say anything. She let out a sigh from the corner of her mouth and kept her eyes focused on mine, waiting for me to figure it out.
 
   “Wait a minute,” I said. “You think I went and murdered my neighbor’s pig. Her huge honking pig? Dragged it over here, diced it open, chopped off its head and stuck it under my sink? Because her dog tried to attack me?”
 
   “Stranger things have happened, Miss Palomino.”
 
   I was nearly speechless. I put my hand to my chest and tried to smother the rage.
 
   “I’m sorry, but I think you’re barking up the wrong tree here. This has nothing to do with teaching her a lesson, this is about teaching my family a lesson. Teaching me a lesson.”
 
   The officer frowned at me. “Who said anything about teaching someone a lesson?”
 
   I paused.
 
   Her eyes squinted at me. “Where were you last night? Were you out?”
 
   I rolled my eyes. I couldn’t believe the way this was going. Why did my mom even bring that whole thing up about the dog? What did that have to do with anything?
 
   “Yes, I was out.”
 
   “With who?”
 
   “A friend.”
 
   “When did you get home?”
 
    “3 a.m.,” I replied warily. “I’m sorry, but am I under investigation now?”
 
   Monroe sighed and brought out her note pad. She scribbled something down as she talked, but I was too far away to see what it was. “I’m just doing my job and trying to piece together a timeline for when this could have happened. Obviously, no one in your family saw anything, but we won’t know for sure until your father gets back.”
 
   My father. That was not going to be pretty.
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER TEN
 
    
 
    
 
   A low growling noise stopped me in my tracks. To the left, by the neighbor’s fence, I could see the silhouette of Cheerio, snuffling and snapping at my presence. Even though the fence was thick with old knotted wood and a prickly bush spread out at its base, I entertained the thought of hopping over it into their yard and teaching the dog a lesson.
 
   “Perry!” I heard my mother’s voice near my ear and I was suddenly aware that she had been yelling it a few times already.
 
   She was at my side, clutching her shawl with her dainty hand. In the afternoon light, its mint tone matched the fading grass at my feet.
 
   “What are you doing out here? Where are your shoes?”
 
   I looked down at my feet. I was wearing my pajama pants from earlier, along with a hoodie. My hair was tied back into a ponytail. I didn’t know where my shoes were. Come to think of it, I had no idea why I was standing in the depths of our back yard, just staring at the neighbor’s fence. What was I doing out there? Where had I been before? Once again, I couldn’t remember.
 
   “What were you going to do to the dog?” she asked quietly.
 
   I looked at her as if she had two heads.
 
   “The dog?”
 
   “Why are you standing out here?”
 
   “I…I…needed fresh air.”
 
   My mom’s eyes roamed all over my face, her lips pursed as she thought about who knows what. Probably that I was a pig killer. Then she took my hand and said in her extra-gentle, fabric softener voice, “You look cold, pumpkin. Come on inside.”
 
   That tone of voice brought back some pretty dicey memories. It was like déjà vu to high school all over again.
 
   I forced a smile at her as we walked back up the damp grass to the house. I couldn’t get too wrapped up in what she thought and I couldn’t let her worry about me any more than she needed to. She had my dad to worry about. When he came home to see Officers Monroe, Hartley, and a few other cops taking photos of the house, he nearly had a heart attack. When he found out exactly what happened, his skin went so pale, I swore I could see his skull underneath. I thought he was going to scream or maybe throw up (seemed like the thing to do these days) but he just absorbed it all and shook. That was far scarier. My dad needed to throw things and yell and flip tables. That was his thing. That’s how he dealt with life. The fact that he just took it and kept it inside made me feel queasy. There was officially too much anger and fright in this household and it was only going to get worse.
 
   We went up the back patio steps and through the back French doors into the house and walked past the study without even a glance. I was afraid to look. It was shut and tomorrow there would be a team coming over to clean it but I could still feel the evil seeping through the cracks.
 
   My mother sat down next to Ada and my father in the living room. They were watching A Fistful of Dollars but they weren’t really watching it. They were watching each other. Watching the house. And getting lost in their own heads.
 
   There was a small part of me that was almost glad that they were freaked out. It was comforting to know I didn’t have to suffer alone, even though they only knew a very small percentage of what was going on. I wanted to keep them in the dark about the rest for as long as possible and there was only one way to do that. I had to know what I was dealing with and how to get rid of it.
 
   I know Maximus had said he’d talk to me in a few days, but I didn’t have a few days. I couldn’t explain it, but it felt like I was running out of time. Besides, I didn’t mind kissing him again. I welcomed that whole distraction with open lips. I mean arms. 
 
   Taking my phone out of my hoodie pocket, I called him and went up the stairs to my room to finish the call in private.
 
   “Darling,” he answered.
 
   I smiled and hoped he could hear it over the phone. “Hey. How are you?”
 
   “I’m…I’ve felt better. Good ol’ whiskey head. My apologies that I didn’t call you earlier.”
 
   “That’s OK,” I said, having forgotten myself in all the commotion. I thought I heard a girl giggle in the background. My brow furrowed automatically. “Where are you?”
 
   He cleared his throat. “I’m out getting some fresh air. You know, at the market. It’s just wrapping up. Great tacos here.”
 
   I listened harder. It did sound like he was somewhere where there were a lot of people. I don’t know why I was being so paranoid. 
 
   “Look, something happened today,” I said, not wanting to say too much over the phone.
 
   “Are you all right?” 
 
   “Yes, I am. We all are. But the cops were here earlier and…”
 
   “Cops?” he exclaimed. “Well I’ll be. You sure you’re all right?”
 
   “I am for now but I was wondering if you’d come by and do like, a reading or something? I don’t know, I just feel like I’m running out of time and if this is going so far as to scare my family and not just me, I can’t just watch it happen. I can’t. I won’t!”
 
   “All righty, no worries Perry. I’ll head over right now.”
 
   “Thank you,” I whispered softly into the phone.
 
   “You got it,” was his answer and the phone went dead.
 
   I took in a deep breath and changed into leggings and a long teal sweater so I didn’t look like I just rolled out of bed, then did a quick run of concealer and mascara on my face.
 
   Downstairs, my family was still silent, still pretending to watch the TV. I perched on the edge of my dad’s armchair and lay my hand down his. It was cold. He looked up at me and smiled. It was strained, but it was something. 
 
   “I have a friend coming over,” I announced quietly.
 
   Everyone turned to look at me, surprised.
 
   “Perry,” my mom said with disapproval. “After what happened today.”
 
   “Because of what happened today,” I corrected her. I didn’t want to bring up anything about ghosts but I had to say something. “He’s new in town. And…he makes me feel safe.”
 
   My family was adept at the three-way “Perry” glance. Eyes were darting all over among Ada, my mother and my dad.
 
   “Who is he?” my father asked.
 
   “You’ve never mentioned anyone,” Ada shot in.
 
   “Is is that fitness guy?” my mother asked, a little too hopefully. I had forgotten about her fears of me turning into a spinster, but now I knew I had to milk that for all it was worth. 
 
   “No,” I said to her. Her face fell and I added, “It’s that Maximus guy I told you about.”
 
   “Maximus, huh?” Ada commented with a sparkle in her eyes. “Would this be the same Maximus that you met out in New Mexico?”
 
   “That’s the one,” I said, my voice on edge as I shot her the stinkeye. I didn’t want her to bring up his ghost-whispering business in front of the rents.
 
   “Oh, Perry, I hope you’re done with all those…those…doorknobs,” my mother said, slapping her thighs. By doorknobs, I’m pretty sure she meant Dex.
 
   “He’s not a doorknob. Or any knob,” I said, and Ada giggled. Probably because I said “knob.”
 
   My mother and father exchanged another look. They were suspicious, wary, disbelieving. But that was OK with me because lo and behold, they were worried about me and not about some mystery person who left decapitated livestock in the house.
 
   They asked me a few more questions about him; most of them I couldn’t even answer because I didn’t know myself, like what the hell his last name was. Then we turned our attention back to the screen and watched that until Clint Eastwood killed some more Mexicans and the doorbell rang.
 
   Shit. 
 
   I leaped up and ran for the door, opening it and jumping down on the front stoop where Maximus was standing. 
 
   “Whoa, where’s the fire?” he drawled, putting his hand on my arm. He gave it a squeeze and peered down at me. “You all right, little lady?”
 
   I nodded quickly. “Yes. Well. I don’t know. But here’s the thing…”
 
   I leaned over and quietly shut the front door so my family inside couldn’t hear me. Maximus lifted his brow.
 
   I lowered my voice and continued, “My family doesn’t know you’re a ghost whisperer or anything like that. They don’t believe in that stuff and to bring it up, well, it causes problems. I don’t know why. And especially today, they want to believe what happened was caused by someone living, not dead. So we have to keep everything on a low pro, OK?”
 
   “I got ya,” he said, his eyes darting over to the windows of the front sitting room. A light there had just gone on. It was probably my dad, wondering where the hell I went. “So what happened today?”
 
   I gave him the Cliff Notes version while my dad watched us out of the window. I waved at him as I explained, hoping he would know we’d be coming in soon and to not interrupt us.
 
   “Did you find the head?” Maximus asked when I was finished.
 
   “No.” I reached over and grabbed his hand. “Do you think you can get a good sense of what’s going on tonight? Like, will you be able to do anything?”
 
   He looked up at the house, taking it all in. He didn’t look all that confident. “I’m not too sure. This might be a slow process. You know I can only pick up on what the person was feeling when they died. Abby, if it is her, she didn’t die here. So I don’t know what I can do with it. And I’m pretty sure I know exactly what she felt when she died.”
 
   “But you said you’d fix this,” I pleaded, almost stomping my feet like a little girl.
 
   “I’m going to try,” he said, placing his other hand on top of my head as if to calm me down. “I promised you that. We’ll figure out what it is first and then take it from there.”
 
   “Take it where? Like an exorcism?” I shuddered at the thought.
 
   “You’re not possessed, Perry,” he said. “And exorcisms are a waste of time. Good luck getting someone to do it in the first place. Then you have to prove you’re possessed, which is hard to do, cuz like I said, it’s often in people’s heads. Personality disorders are usually the cause. There is, as it turns out, always another explanation. And getting a priest or a shaman to exorcise a person who isn’t possessed is very, very dangerous. To the victim, to the priest, to everyone. Besides, you don’t exorcise a house. You clear it.”
 
   “So do you think you’ll be able to clear it? Can you do that?” I felt more anxious by the second. “And don’t say you’ll try.”
 
   He paused and licked his lips. Then…
 
   “I never try anything,” he drawled. “I just do it.”
 
   It was a line from one of my favorite movies, Faster Pussycat! Kill! Kill! and I felt a grin tugging at the corner of my lips. This man knew exactly how to calm me down and possibly get in my pants.
 
   “Wanna try me?” he added.
 
   I smacked him on the arm, then took hold of his hand again and led him inside the house.
 
   “You know, I reckon you look a bit like a young Tura Satana,” he whispered into my ear.
 
   “Must be the boobs,” I tossed over my shoulder just as my dad appeared in front of us, having been waiting in the sitting room all this time. 
 
   “Perry, I thought you weren’t coming in,” he said with a nervous smile as he looked up at the burly redhead. My dad wasn’t very tall, so Maximus towered over him.
 
   “Dad, this is Maximus,” I said. “Maximus, this is dad.”
 
   Maximus shook my dad’s hand firmly, looking him straight in the eyes, and said, “You have a very lovely daughter here, sir.”
 
   My dad beamed. He never beamed at any guys I brought home. OK, so I brought home only one, but still. 
 
   “Oh, well, we like her.” He laughed awkwardly.
 
   Sure, I thought. Now you like me.
 
   We walked down the hall while Dad asked Maximus where in Louisiana he grew up and they started talking about the Cajun food. We came to the living room, where Ada and my mom were standing, waiting for us.
 
   Maximus shook hands with both of them and I could see his frame, manners and charming drawl was winning over my mother in two seconds flat. Ada, on the other hand, was a bit snarky. I gave her a funny look, warning her to behave but she just rolled her eyes and plopped down on the couch, pretending the movie credits were fascinating. 
 
   “Since you’re here, how about we order Chinese,” my mom offered brightly. “I don’t think I’ll be cooking in that kitchen for a long time.”
 
   Maximus nodded and folded his hands in front of him. “Perry told me what happened. I’m very sorry for all of you. I hope whoever did this will be brought to justice soon. In the meantime, if there is anything I can do, I would be happy to help.”
 
   He looked to my dad. “I know you have cleaners coming in tomorrow, but I would be happy to give you a hand in putting the room back together, make it look like nothing happened in there. I know how terribly upsetting it must be to have your sanctuary desecrated.”
 
   Man, he was good.
 
   My father almost looked chagrined at Maximus’s generosity. I looked over at Ada to see what she thought but she gave me a sarcastic look. Sheesh, what was up her butt? Did she have ginger-vitis?
 
   I tried to think of a smooth way of getting him out of their hair but Maximus was smooth himself and turned to me with his extra-watt smile. “I’d love to see the rest of your beautiful house, Perry.”
 
   I stifled a giggle and took hold of his arm, gently leading him out of the living room and up the hall to the stairs. I looked over my shoulder to see if my family was following us. They weren’t but I could hear excited, hushed words in my wake. They’d be talking about him for a while. 
 
   “I’d particularly like to see your bedroom,” he said as we walked up the stairs.
 
   “Wow, you are on a roll tonight,” I commented.
 
   “That’s been the hotspot of supernatural activity in your house, hasn’t it?”
 
   Oh. Of course. Right. We were back to talking about ghosts.
 
   “Uh-huh,” I said in a raised voice and opened the door to my room. I had done a quick clean before he came over so there weren’t things lying about that I didn’t want him to see. 
 
   He walked into the center of the room and looked around slowly, his eyes scanning every nook and cranny. I shut the door and leaned against my desk, watching him. 
 
   I didn’t say anything and neither did he for quite some time.
 
   Finally, he spoke. “There is something here.”
 
   An icy trail seared down my spine and I shivered.
 
   “What?” I squeaked, and looked around the room, trying to see past the normalcy, past the façade of my band posters, my stuffed animals, my photographs I’d framed. I looked for that warpy shimmer in the air that I had seen many times before, too many times. But there was nothing.
 
   He closed his eyes and raised his hands up in the air slightly. I watched him, afraid to breathe or move. I wanted to feel it too. How come I couldn’t see Abby like I could the others? Were ghosts able to pick and choose who saw them?
 
   I wanted to ask if it was Abby but I bit my lip and waited for him.
 
   “It’s her…”he said.
 
   “It is?” My heart quickened its pace. Thinking it and knowing it was like the difference between being scared and being absolutely horrified.
 
   “I’m picking up on some of her thoughts,” he said, eyes still closed. “But they are all over the place.”
 
   “Thoughts?” 
 
   “When she died,” he said slowly and with patience.
 
   Right. I kept my mouth shut and did a once over of the room again. It was too bad, in a gruesome way, that the slippers weren’t there anymore because he might have been able to get a reading off of them. I know he said he picked up on their last thoughts, but surely he could do more than that. Then again, what could I do? I was hovering by my desk, watching my room with eagle eyes for something I couldn’t see myself.
 
   “She’s angry,” he said. “But it’s stronger than hate. It’s evil.”
 
   “Evil?” I repeated. I felt suddenly cold all over and wished I was wearing more layers.
 
   Maximus opened his eyes. They looked at me, through me, like I wasn’t there.
 
   “She’s gone,” he said softly. Then he relaxed a little, his shoulders and arms dropping.
 
   “Are you OK?” I asked him. I took a step forward. 
 
   He nodded and winced, as if he was in pain.  His eyes were watering.
 
   “Is it painful when you do that?”
 
   “That one was,” he said, his voice straining.
 
   “What can I do?” I joined him at his side and took his hand in mine.
 
   He rubbed his forehead with his free hand, then shook out his shoulders and arms and legs.
 
   “Bah. It’ll pass.”
 
   “So you know for sure it was Abby?”
 
   “I thought so,” he said, then sat down on my bed and put his head between his hands, combing them through his thick, glossy orange hair. “But then, it didn’t make sense. If it’s her, she died and went to someplace where she should have never come back.”
 
   I wiggled my fingers nervously. “Where is that?”
 
   “I don’t know,” he said, his voice muffled. “I don’t know if I want to know.”
 
   I sat down beside him. “I don’t either. But I think we might have to if we’re going to solve this. No trying, remember? Just doing.”
 
   He slowly raised his head and eyed me. He was paler than usual and a thin sheen of sweat had broken out along his wide forehead. “I’m going to have to poke around the rest of the house, if that’s OK.”
 
   “Of course.”
 
   “I feel like…maybe it’s not just Abby.”
 
   My eyes felt like they were going to pop out. “I have more than one ghost?”
 
   He sighed and straightened up. “I don’t know. It felt like it. This felt…special.”
 
   Oh, fucking brilliant, I thought. I have a special ghost.
 
   He got up and reached down for me, scooping me to my feet by the elbows.
 
   “Is there anywhere else where there’s been activity?” he asked.
 
   I thought about the obvious places like the study and the kitchen. Then I remembered.
 
   “Ada’s room,” I said. “That’s where she thought I was calling her.”
 
   “I hope she won’t mind,” he said with a small smile. “I reckon you don’t want to piss that lady off. And I have a feeling she doesn’t like me too much.”
 
   “No, you don’t want to piss Ada off,” I replied, and we left the room and went down the hall. I could hear my parents downstairs talking to each other and the drone of yet another inane TV program. 
 
   I knocked at her door. She had her Do Not Disturb sign hanging from the knob but it was always like that.
 
   I heard a mumbling and grumbling from behind the door. She opened it, not at all surprised to see us.
 
   “Well?” she asked impetuously.
 
   “Can we come in? Please?”
 
   She sighed like this was the greatest inconvenience of all time then stomped over to her bed, flinging herself down butt first and crossing her arms. She eyed us like we were about to rob the place. What happened to the chipper girl I met this morning?
 
   “We just, uh…” I looked at Maximus for help. He looked uneasy around Ada and I didn’t blame him. Being in a full-fledged teenager’s room didn’t help either. 
 
   “You want to do a reading,” Ada filled in for him. She balked at our surprised looks. “Whatever. You told me he was like some weird ghost whisperer.”
 
   “I did not call him weird.” Really, I hadn’t.
 
   “That’s all right, darling,” he said to me. Ada looked like she was going to barf at his southern-style sentiment. “You’re right. I do want to get a feel for things. Do you mind?”
 
   She sighed, then shook her head no. I closed the door behind us and joined Ada on the bed beside her. 
 
   “Would it kill you to be nice to him?” I whispered harshly in her ear.
 
   “Ladies, please, silence,” he said. He stuck out his arms and closed his eyes, like he was expecting to be rained down with riches.
 
   Ada and I sat side-by-side and watched him. It felt nice, actually, to have Ada in on the ghostly stuff. I didn’t know if she felt the same way, though.
 
   After a few minutes ticked by, according to her bedside clock, Maximus opened his eyes.
 
   “It wasn’t as strong in here. But it was here at some point.”
 
   He looked at Ada. “You seen anything strange? Felt any cold spots?”
 
   She shook her head adamantly to both of those.
 
   “Heard any talking, maybe whispers?”
 
   At that Ada became still. Her eyes flashed guiltily and she looked down at her hands. 
 
   “What?” I asked her, prodding her gently with my shoulder.
 
   “I heard whispering.”
 
   I let out a small gasp as my chest tightened up. Not my baby sister as well.
 
   Maximus came over and squatted down on the floor in front of us, placing his hand on her knee.
 
   “Where did they come from? What did they say?”
 
   She pointed to her closet and then to the foot of the bed. “They say Perry’s name. And sometimes, I can’t understand them. It’s like another language or something.”
 
   I eyed the closet. A ghost in there would be Ada’s worst nightmare. No one goes in Ada’s closet.
 
   “It’s happened more than once?”
 
   “A few times,” she continued. Her admission shocked me.
 
   “Why didn’t you tell me?” I asked her.
 
   She shrugged. “You’ve got a lot on your plate. I can deal.”
 
   “Well, you shouldn’t have to.”
 
   She fixed her gaze on me. “And neither should you.”
 
    “Dinner’s here!” my mother yelled from downstairs as we heard a single knock at the front door.
 
   Ada rushed out of the room, glad to leave us behind. I walked unsteadily over to the door and Maximus held my side the entire way. I couldn’t believe that Ada was hearing voices too. It gave me more credibility that these things were actually happening, but I didn’t want her to suffer the same way I had. She didn’t need any of that.
 
   With those thoughts running through my head, it was no wonder I could barely touch my food, even the beef and broccoli, which I adored. I put it into my mouth anyway, chew, chew, chew, swallow. But I didn’t taste it. 
 
   It was weird to sit at the dinner table with a guy and my family. I couldn’t even call him my boyfriend, because he wasn’t. He was just a man I made out with, who liked to call me darling, and who I hoped had some sort of answer to the destruction around me. But I was the only who felt a bit awkward by the whole thing. Well, not counting Ada. Maximus talked to my parents like he’d known them for years and even though it tickled me that they were getting along so well, it pissed me off at the same time. I think it’s because they never had a nice thing to say about Dex (with reason) and I didn’t feel the same way about Maximus as I did about him. 
 
   Your heart needs time, I thought to myself. I was right, too. Everything with Dex was such a fast, precarious, passionate blur. I needed someone steady and normal (relatively) and good. Dependable. Like Maximus. I might lack the passion at the moment, that yearning in places other than between my legs, but I had just met the guy.
 
   And yet there he was, shoveling chow mein in his face while talking to my parents. And I was dwelling on this when there were other things to focus on. Dangerous things such as multiple ghosts.
 
   I started piling some lemon chicken on my plate in order to look busy when the doorbell rang three times with a slight pause in between each one.
 
   My heart thudded about loudly. After everything, I didn’t think I could take any more. 
 
   “Who wants to get that?” my mom asked, the fear ripe in her voice.
 
   “I will,” Maximus volunteered, like I knew he would.
 
   He patted me on the arm as if to say he’d be right back and took off toward the door. My dad, feeling unsuited as the man of the house, took off after him, and of course I had to follow as well. Because I was scared and stubborn at the same time.
 
   With the door open, they were staring at something on the steps, Maximus’s tall frame beside my dad’s short and stocky one, the light from the motion sensors shining down on my dad’s bald spot.
 
   Before I even saw what it was, I knew what it was. The pig’s head.
 
   And I was right. As I poked my way between the two men, I saw the poor hog’s gory, disgusting, chopped-off head lying on the front stoop. Its eyes were gouged out. A nice, evil little touch.
 
   I was more annoyed than scared. I walked back in the house, shaking my head, as Ada and my mom came cautiously around the corner.
 
   “Oh, very mature Abby!” I yelled up at the ceiling, shaking my fist dramatically. “Couldn’t think of anything better, could you? Is that all you got?”
 
   “Perry,” I heard Maximus’s warning tone. “I wouldn’t…”
 
   I shrugged and in the back of my mind I realized I was that close to accidently enacting a scene from I Know What You Did Last Summer. I pushed past Ada and my mom, telling them, “It’s the head of the pig. You don’t want to see it,” as I walked back into the dining room.
 
   I plunked myself down in my chair and let out one exasperated sigh. My head was swimming. Every thought had importance. Every thought was a loaded gun.
 
   My dad called the cops from the kitchen phone, while Maximus and the rest of them came back into the room. They all stood behind their chairs, staring down at me and down at the food. I guessed everyone’s appetite was gone after that. 
 
   Ada announced she was tired of the fuzz and going to bed and Maximus helped my mother clear the trays and put them in the kitchen. I thought about how nice that was of him, even though part of me felt like he was sucking up. The bitterness of the thought was surprising. I mean, I wasn’t helping. But I had a lot on my mind.
 
   When he was done, he came back into the dining room and took the seat beside me.
 
   “How are you feeling?” he asked. His voice was gentle. Too gentle.
 
   I eyed him. “I haven’t been babbling in Latin, if that’s what you mean.”
 
   He paused and licked his lips. “What makes you say that?”
 
   I shrugged. “I don’t know. Isn’t that what the demonic people speak?”
 
   “I think you watch too many scary movies.”
 
   Or maybe I don’t watch enough, I thought. They could teach me a thing or two.
 
   He looked up at the clock on the wall and from the hesitant vibe that was rolling off of him, I knew he was thinking about leaving. I couldn’t let him, though. Not after last night. Not after today.
 
   “Can you stay over here? With me?” I asked, conscious of my parents being in the next room over.
 
   He gave me a small smile and I knew it wasn’t going to be good news. Goddamn it, what happened to the Maximus who asked me out on dates and was always flirting with me?
 
   “I don’t have any of my belongings on me.”
 
   I nodded and looked down at the greasy lemon chicken.
 
   “But you could come over to my place. If you’d like. I’d like you to.”
 
   I brought my head up sharply and ignored the vice-like feel in my head. “You mean it?”
 
   Why didn’t I just add Gee, golly at the end of it? But despite sounding like a fawning idiot, the fact that I didn’t have to stay in my house was like music to my ears.
 
   He nodded quickly and smiled wide. “Of course I mean it, Perry. I’d love it. I just have a one bedroom, though, but I can take the couch. It’s super comfy and light as a good beignet.”
 
   I didn’t know what that meant but I gave him a grateful smile and got up to get my stuff together and escape the confines of my house of horror.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER ELEVEN
 
    
 
    
 
   Maximus lived in a small apartment in a sleek tower of new apartment buildings by the freeway. The sound of cars zipping past on the I-5 was as comforting as a warm bath; how could anything go wrong when the comings and goings of civilization were just outside the door?
 
   “This is pretty nice,” I said, putting my duffle bag down on the ground and taking off my shoes.
 
   He shrugged. “You reckon? I don’t know. Where’s the character?”
 
   He walked into the middle of the room and looked at the walls, which were white and barren. His head twitched with disgust. 
 
   “I wasn’t sure how Iong I’d be here for, so I took a place with a month-to-month lease. Otherwise I would have scooped up one of the older brick beauties. Something with heritage. History. Oregon has nothing on Louisiana. Everything is so…new.”
 
   “Well, tell that to the ghosts in the Benson hotel,” I said, remembering the old building with its sordid history and hauntings.
 
   “Darling, if you think something a hundred years old is old, you’ve got something coming to you.”
 
   I stacked my boots in the corner and put my hands on my hips playfully.
 
   “Oh yeah? And what’s that?”
 
   He grinned. “I’d say it involves beer. Do you want one?”
 
   “I’ll have several.”
 
   He disappeared into the kitchen and I followed him. Like the rest of the apartment it was cramped, but it still looked snazzy and streamlined. Maybe that’s why I liked the apartment; there didn’t seem to be any history here to haunt me.
 
   As he fished a six-pack of Blue Moon out of the fridge I asked him, “So do you know yet if you’re going to be staying here? You know, for good?”
 
   He straightened up and slammed the side of the bottle top against the edge of the counter. The cap flew off and landed in the sink with a rattling noise. He looked down at the counter and at the small impression the force had left in the cheap material. He ran his fingers over the damage approvingly.
 
   “There. Now it has more character.”
 
   He handed me my beer, slammed open another beer and raised his bottle to mine.
 
   “To Portland then,” he said.
 
   “To answering my question,” I replied, keeping my bottle close.
 
   He took a quick sip of the beer and sighed. He ran a hand through his hair, being extra careful not to mess up the slight pompadour at the top, and walked into the living room, plopping his big frame down on the “beignet-soft” couch.
 
   I leaned against the kitchen wall and stared at him, waiting.
 
   “Well, Perry,” he said slowly. “I’m not sure how long I will stay here. If I’m going to start doing other stuff for Jimmy, then being in Seattle might be the best option.”
 
   It was a shame that the word Seattle now brought about involuntary flinching from me.
 
   He looked up at me hopefully. “But if you agree to doing the show, then I’d be more than happy to put down some roots here.”
 
   I let out a small sigh and looked down at the zesty bubbles in the beer. “So, really, I’m what’s keeping you here?”
 
   Maximus didn’t say anything, just gave me a quick smile and took another large gulp of beer. But I knew it was the truth and it made me feel unbelievably pressured. And so not worth it. 
 
   “So what do you say, darlin’?”
 
   “Do you really think I could give you an honest answer about the show right now? I mean, considering I’m actually being haunted myself.”
 
   “Actually….” He trailed off and turned his attention to the window where the lights of the city glowed outside.
 
   “What?” I asked, and came closer to him. I stopped in front of the couch, forcing him to turn his attention back to me. “What?”
 
   “Don’t you reckon this is the perfect time to be filming all of this?”
 
   I laughed, angrily and to myself. “Are you serious?”
 
   “Well, yes, Perry. There is obviously something funny going on. Why shouldn’t this be on the show? It would be brilliant. We can still get to the bottom of things; we’ll just have it all on camera. It might even help your case if things…er…escalate.”
 
   My mouth was hanging open slightly so I snapped it shut, feeling bitter venom coursing through my veins. “You are unbelievable, you know that?”
 
   He looked shocked. “What did I say?”
 
   “You are just like him,” I spat out, and it looked like I just slapped him in the face. “Both of you are exactly the same. Both of you don’t give a shit what happens to me; you just want to use me for your own profits. You should be ashamed of yourself. I thought you were different!”
 
   I placed my full beer down on the coffee table and took off for the door. I was insulted and furious and so close to putting a fist through his wall. That would give his stupid apartment some character, wouldn’t it?
 
   He got up and in a few strides of his long legs he was down on his knees in front of me, grasping both of my arms in his hands. 
 
   “I’m sorry, please don’t go,” he said.
 
   “Oh, save it,” I said, trying to remove myself from his grasp. I’d heard that before.
 
   “I’m serious,” he said in his steady drawl. “I was being an idiot. I’m sorry. I didn’t realize how insensitive I was. You’re absolutely right, Perry. I guess I just thought you were used to it.”
 
   “You never get used to it,” I said quietly, and was surprised to find my vision blurring, tears welling up quickly in my eyes.
 
   “Oh, Perry,” he said, and stood up. He brought me into his chest and wrapped his arms around me. I stood stiff and still until I relented and the tears spilled out of me. I didn’t even know why I was crying. I was mad and frustrated more than anything else. Angry at the world, angry at Maximus and angry at Dex. Most of all, I felt angry at Dex. Without him, none of this would have happened and I could have been living a remotely normal life. I had demons in my past and skeletons in my closet and he had to come along and dredge everything up and let them loose to play. 
 
   At that moment, as I sniffled my nose on Maximus’s warm, green plaid shirt, I couldn’t have hated Dex more.  
 
   And that’s when it happened. The hot lava that swirled inside of me concentrated deep in my belly, lighting up my bottom half. My head swam against my myriad emotions and as if the air pressure in the room changed, Maximus noticed it too. He pulled back slightly and I stared up at him, at his full lips, scattering of freckles and green, green eyes. Then he kissed me.
 
   And as before, I kissed him back but with a feverish urgency this time. He tightened his grip around me and soon I was clawing back at him, feeling his hard arms and broad chest, squeezing the strength in his shoulders. The man was built like an ox and I felt like a dainty, little fairy in his hold.
 
   But as we continued, and the world around us dropped away, I felt less like a dainty fairy and more like a woman on a mission. A woman who wanted control. And a woman who would get it.
 
   We fumbled our way to his shoebox bedroom as he deftly whipped my tunic and leggings off, leaving me in mismatched bra and underwear. I didn’t care, though. I tore open his shirt, the buttons unsnapping in a row with a satisfying sound. 
 
   I had to pause to admire how well built he was, like a cowboy from the old west. He looked naturally built, like he got his pecs from hauling huge bales of hay and his arms from branding cattle. He took advantage of my admiration to scoop one arm around my waist, and, like I weighed nothing at all, he threw me onto the bed. I landed with a soft thunk and stared at him excitedly through the curtain of messy hair that cascaded in front of my face. 
 
   “So you like it rough, do you?” I said to him in a mean voice that startled me. It was low and throaty and not at all like my own.
 
   Maximus didn’t appear to notice. He just grinned, his eyes blazing, and took off his jeans, flinging them across the room. The fact that he was going commando was enough of a surprise to take my mind off my strange voice deviation. Not so surprising was the fact that he was very well endowed (which I already suspected; I mean look at the size of the man) and hard as steel.
 
   In the blink of an eye, the condom was on and he was on top of me. I relished the feeling of his large, weighty mass. He brought his wet lips to my neck and worked his way down. I know the doctor and pamphlets said it was OK to have sex a week after a miscarriage, and even though it had been longer than that, I still didn’t feel comfortable with him in that region. At least not with his face.
 
   I arched my back in pleasure as he licked down my hip bones, I grabbed the side of his head. I gave it a tug, trying to get him to stop his journey down below and come back up to me but he was so wrapped up in his pursuit that he ignored me. I tightened my grip around him and tried again, to no avail.
 
   A low moan escaped from my lips as a rush of power, desire and anger rushed up from the bottom of my gut. I crunched up, brought my hands underneath his armpits, and with one startling motion, I yanked him up.
 
   I yanked him up so hard that he landed up next to me on the bed, bouncing from the impact.
 
   “Darlin?” he gasped, staring at me in a mix of fear and surprise.
 
   I couldn’t believe my own strength but I didn’t have the want to dwell on it.
 
   He tried to sit up and with one hand I shoved his farthest shoulder back down onto the bed; then, with some newly found agility, I sprang up and jumped on top of him, straddling him tightly with my thighs.
 
   I leaned down on him, my breasts pressing against his chest, and I smiled sweetly.
 
   “Is this too rough for you?”
 
   His eyes narrowed momentarily. “Is that how you want to play?”
 
   I chuckled and started attacking his neck with my tongue. I don’t know what had come over me; it was almost like I was playing a different role, a part in a play. It was scary, just taking a backseat to all of this as I lightly raked my nails up and down his arms, but it was strangely liberating. I wasn’t myself at all, and for once I was OK with that.
 
   In fact, part of me welcomed it. Maybe a little too much.
 
   With one firm hand, I guided Maximus’s cock into me, which elicited a lustful groan out of him. I didn’t feel any pain, I didn’t feel much of anything except a surge of energy spreading apart my insides. I kissed him violently and gyrated my hips into a fast, steady rhythm, which caused more of his moaning to fill my mouth. 
 
   He tried to pull back and, gasping for breath and not wanting to come just yet, he pleaded, “Slow down.”
 
   I laughed to myself and raked my nails down his chest now. Harder.
 
   “Ow,” he cried out, and dipped his chin to exam his chest where three bleeding lines were apparent.
 
   I leaned forward and cackled in his ear. “Pussy.”
 
   He paused at that for a second.
 
   “Who are you?” he whispered. 
 
   I lifted my head and stared at him, my thrusting slowing down.
 
   “Who do you want me to be?” I answered.
 
   He frowned and I felt another surge sweep through me, pushing my control to the outer edges of my mind. I almost said I was sorry but it didn’t come out in time and I took a swipe at his face with my hand. I left four scratches behind that slowly began to seep blood from his cheekbone.
 
   Grinning at his shock and the damage I inflicted, I lifted my other arm. I knew I could do better. He deserved better. They all did.
 
   Before I could do anything, though, his arm shot up and gripped my wrist so tightly that my hand folded open like a limp flower. 
 
   “That’s enough,” he growled, and with all of his strength he flipped me over so he was on top. I squirmed beneath him and had the idea that if I wanted to, I could throw him clear across the room. But something inside made me relent and the fire inside began to smolder as I felt control and reality flow back through my muscles. 
 
   We were both breathing hard, our faces nearly touching, his eyes sparkled with conflict as they looked into mine. The blood began to gather at the middle of the cuts on his face and chest, threatening to drip onto me. It made me feel a bit sick, something I hadn’t felt when I was administering the damage. 
 
   “I’m all for fun, Perry,” he said. “But sometimes I like to play nice too.”
 
   He gave me a small smile. The raise in his cheeks caused a drop of blood to fall on my own face. I grimaced and my face grew flush from embarrassment instead of lust. What the fuck had just gotten into me?
 
   “I’m sorry,” I said softly. I was ashamed. 
 
   “Darlin,’ no apologies. Different fucks for different ducks, as they say. Let’s just...be nicer to each other. Take it slower.”
 
   He took his thumb and wiped away the splash of his blood on my cheek. “Now we’re even.”
 
   I managed to laugh at that. Then he kissed me and we started all over again. The rush of anger and the uncontrollable surges of power I felt earlier were mercifully kept at bay. We took it slower this time. I couldn’t come because I was too afraid to let go this time around but it was nice. And something I desperately needed. Who knew that lack of sex would lead to violence? But the slower pace seemed to satisfy him, as he ultimately came in torrents. As he pulled out, peeled off the full condom and lay down on the sheets beside me, I made a mental note not to go so long without getting laid.
 
   Before I got too comfortable I hopped out of bed and did an awkward, naked scurry out of his bedroom and into the hallway, where I grabbed my bag and quickly slipped on my pajamas in the bathroom. 
 
   By the time I came back into the bedroom, Maximus was deep under the covers and snoring slightly. Figures.
 
   I got in beside him and turned my body in his direction, wanting to feel safe and close. As the traffic continued outside on the I-5, I fell asleep with a sense of bewilderment and a smirk of satisfaction on my face.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   “You liked that, didn’t you?”
 
   My mind was a swirling pool of oil and shadows. I opened my eyes in time for a cold, wet breeze to brush against my face. It was the dead of night and I was standing on the same alcove by the river where Maximus and I had first made out. Only now I was standing on the thick, stone railing that lined the edge. The river sparkled in the dark ebb and flow beneath my bare feet. In the distance there was a clanging of church bells that never ceased.
 
   “You want to lose control.”
 
   I carefully turned my head to the side without upsetting my balance. Abby was standing a few feet away, leaning forward on the cool stone, dressed in only a light pink sundress that ruffled in the winter breeze. She was looking down at the river; her eyes matched the water, dark pools of obsidian. 
 
   “You could just jump in, you know?”
 
   “I’m dreaming,” I said thickly, my voice sounding like it was coming from far away. 
 
   “You’ll have all the time in the world to dream when you’re dead.”
 
   She lifted her head and I saw that her eyes weren’t black. They just weren’t there. Like the pig’s head, her eyeballs were gone, leaving only dark, roughly cut sockets behind.
 
   “What do you want from me?” I asked her in my surreal state. My tongue still felt swollen and too big to move. It was then I realized my body had moved one inch closer to the edge of the railing. I was moving without realizing it.
 
   “We want you,” she said simply. Her voice hummed like electrical wires.
 
   “Who is we?” I went an inch closer and my stomach churned.
 
   She walked over in her white heels that made a sharp noise with each footfall, even though she was floating a few inches above the ground. She stopped and looked back at the river. The clanging of the bells was growing louder.
 
   “I don’t know his name…”
 
   “His?”
 
   “I don’t know it’s name.” She looked up at me sharply. “But I was promised.”
 
   “Promised what?” 
 
   One inch gone.
 
   Abby smiled. As her mouth parted, two wasps flew out from it and up into the sky, their drones fading into the sound of the bells.
 
   “Promised you.”
 
   My feet were now hanging over the edge of the rail, the water churning furiously below like a raging whirlpool ready to swallow me whole. It all pulsed with each clang of the unseen bells.
 
   I took one last glance at Abby.
 
   “Why me?”
 
   Even with empty eye sockets, she managed to look surprised.
 
   “Because it wasn’t my fault I died,” she said like I was an idiot. “It was his.”
 
   “Revenge,” I whispered. The breeze took my words and carried them over the waves.
 
   My feet moved another inch. There was nothing left to support me. I didn’t even swing my arms to save my balance. I just fell silently to the side like an unsupported pillar, down, down, down to a river with teeth and black, lapping tongues.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER TWELVE
 
    
 
    
 
   Even though I woke up the next morning to the tongue-melting smell of bacon wafting in from Maximus’s kitchen and bright sunlight streaming in through the windows, the vague recollection of my dream was enough to maintain a low level of creepiness. I lay back in bed, listening to Maximus whistle Johnny Cash’s “Understand Your Man”, and pushed the dark and moldy images out of my head. I kept seeing the fathomless river rushing to greet me, a whirlpool for a hungry mouth, the sound of indignation in Abby’s metallic, Minnesota voice. The promise someone – something – had made to her. The promise to have me.
 
   I shuddered despite the warmth of the bedroom and was relieved when Maximus called out from the kitchen, “Do I hear you stirring in there, sunshine? Breakfast is ready.”
 
   I smiled at his effortless tone and eased myself out of bed. My muscles, especially my thighs and arms, ached from their unexpected usage last night. Everything else though felt OK and I was in no pain.
 
   I swung my legs out from under the covers. I started to lower my feet to the floor but paused. Something was amiss.
 
   I lifted one leg and peered at the bottom of my foot. It was rubbed black with dirt.
 
   My other foot looked exactly the same. I anxiously lifted back the covers. The area where my feet had been had scatterings of dirt across it, like I had gone on an epic walk in my bare feet and crawled back into bed without cleaning myself off.
 
   A vicious knot formed in the pit of my stomach. Last night had to have been a dream. I mean, I wasn’t wet. And I certainly wasn’t dead.
 
   “Darling?”
 
   “Coming,” I said unable to control the warble in my voice. I quickly brushed all the dirt off of the sheets and tucked the cover back down. I vigorously rubbed my feet against the grey carpeting, glad that the scratchy cheapness and forgiving color would hide the evidence. I couldn’t explain why, but I didn’t want Maximus to know about this. Not yet, at any rate.
 
   He had laid out a white robe on top of my duffel bag, so I pulled it on and walked out into the rest of the apartment.
 
   The newness and generic quality of the factory-churned apartment no longer made me feel safe. How could I be safe when I was leaving places like this in the middle of the night and going on little night hikes?
 
   “Are you all right? You look a bit pale,” Maximus said as I came into the kitchen. He flipped two slices of bacon onto a plate of eggs and toast and nudged it toward me with his elbow. “That’s all for you, sunshine.”
 
   “Thank you,” I said with as much graciousness I could muster. I took the plate and sniffed at it with appreciation. “I’m just a bit…tired.”
 
   He nodded with a smile and twisted around to grab some salt from the spice rack. It was then I saw his face, the four thin, scabbing scratches that stretched from his cheekbone down to the side of his mouth.
 
   I gulped and gripped the plate extra hard so I wouldn’t drop it.
 
   He raised his brow at me, then his lips twitched sheepishly. “Oh right, my face. I’m telling you Perry-”
 
   “I’m so sorry!” I exclaimed, cutting him off. I put the plate on the counter with a clatter and reached up for his face, gently pressing my fingers along the cuts. It actually suited him, adding an additional layer of ruggedness and mystique, but it still shamed me. I wasn’t that violent of a person, and I’d never been rough during sex before.
 
   He grabbed my hand and kissed it, his eyes never leaving my face. He didn’t seem mad or put-off but it didn’t make me feel any better. “No worries. I reckon I probably deserved it.”
 
   “I wasn’t trying to hurt you,” I told him. But as soon as those words left my mouth I was second-guessing them. 
 
   He shrugged and gave my hand a squeeze. “I wouldn’t blame you. But, hey, sometimes the first time is bit wishy-washy. I reckon we’ll find our groove.”
 
   Placing a kiss on my cheek, he sprinkled extra salt on his eggs and took it to the table. The thing was, I didn’t know if there would even be another time to find our groove. Now that it was the next morning and the steam and lust from the night had died down, I couldn’t spend too much time having a relationship with Maximus. I didn’t even know if I wanted one. Maybe I just wanted to get laid. What I did know what there was something much larger I needed to concentrate on.
 
   I sat down across from him and helped myself to a pot of fresh-brewed coffee.
 
   “How close are we to a library?” I asked him between sips.
 
   “You’re the Portland native, little lady,” he pointed out as he cradled the mug in his large hands. “Going to do some reading, are we?”
 
   “I am.”
 
   “Do you care for the company of a gentleman?” 
 
   I looked around me mockingly. “I would but I don’t see any.”
 
   He chuckled to himself and tucked into his food. “Well you just let me know then.”
 
   “You can come if you help me. And not laugh at me. Not judge me.”
 
   He paused, his eggs balancing on his fork. “Why would you say that?”
 
   I leaned forward, making sure he knew how serious I was. “I’m getting books out on demon possession.”
 
   I could so tell he wanted to say something to change my mind but to his credit he swallowed it down. Literally, I could see his Adam’s apple bob against his long throat. 
 
   “What brought this on?” he asked in a steady voice. His eyes were a bit glazed as if he were already judging me in his head.
 
   “It’s just something I’ve obviously been thinking about.”
 
   “But Perry, demon possession is one thing. A ghost is another. They aren’t the same things.”
 
   “They are similar,” I protested.
 
   He shook his head adamantly, his eyes widening. “No they aren’t. A ghost is the spirit of a dead person. They’re still human beings, or at least were once. A demon isn’t from this world. It’s not human. It has no sense of humanity. It is pure…evil.”
 
   He noted my face and added, “I’m not trying to scare you. I just think we would both know it if you were possessed by a demon. I reckon we wouldn’t be sitting here having this conversation. Now, a ghost, maybe Abby…we can work with that theory. We’ll go to the library and get cracking on this.”
 
   To be honest, I was a bit amazed at his support. It calmed my nerves and gave me the strength to finish the rest of the food (despite Maximus’s overuse of hot sauce) and gave me the first sense of hope that I’d felt in a long time, the feeling that we were actually going to do something about it all and I finally stood a chance.
 
   I suppose that sense of possibility translated into some pretty amorous feelings because before I knew it, he was taking his shower and poking his red head out from the curtain and inviting me to join him. What I thought earlier, about there not being a next time between us, was out the window. At least for the time being. Traces of dirt from my feet swirled down the drain but Maximus was so distracted by the blowjob that he didn’t notice. I felt the negativity wash away with the dirt as his fingers slid softly, and slickly around my clit, and I was even able to orgasm without feeling like everything would go to hell.
 
   Needless to say, we were both fresh-faced (well I was, his face still looked beat up, thanks to my nails) and affectionate as we set out into the bright sunshine and made our way farther downtown, hopping on and off the free public trams. I figured the big, bad brick Central Library would be our best bet for finding some occult-like things. And if I didn’t find anything there, the extensive Powell’s Books would be our second best bet.
 
   The Multnomah Central Library is a historic behemoth. Within a few minutes of scrolling through their online catalogue system, we found a plethora of weird, spooky and unexplained titles.
 
   Luckily they were all spread out on the same floor. Some sections dealt with ghosts and UFOs while others dealt with demons and witchcraft. Despite what Maximus had said about demon possession being out of the question, I was still curious and when I told him in the ghost aisle that I was going to go check out those books, he didn’t object.  
 
   That area of the floor that held the occult books was a little more remote and quiet than the other one. I felt a hush around me as I located the catalogue numbers on the side of the stacks. I did a quick look around for some sign of life. It’s not that I thought it would be busy but the fluorescent light above was flickering on and off and that was always something that put me on edge.
 
   I brushed off the creepy feeling and went down the aisle, the tall shelves looming over me, like they were threatening to topple over and crush me to death. I stopped at the right numbers and began flipping through the books.
 
   It immediately felt wrong. I felt like just picking up the books and flipping them over in my hands was inviting something dark and dangerous into my life. Of course, that was ridiculous – there was already something dark and dangerous in my life. And it wasn’t just me.
 
   My back erupted in a mixture of icy prickles and cold sweat and I tugged at the back of my jacket, trying to ease my tunic off my sticky body. Even though I was in a public library, it was a quiet Monday, I was away from Maximus and the library itself was old and ripe with history. If I closed my eyes I could imagine the way the section looked at the turn of the century. Perhaps the occult books were sealed up in a special tomb, covered in cobwebs and surrounded by dripping water.
 
   A cold breath blew against my cheek.
 
   I let out a small cry and jumped, dropping my books. I ignored the pain as the largest book landed on my toe, and I looked around wildly. The lights flickered, the aisle was empty.
 
   “Jesus, Perry,” I swore at myself, then cringed at my poor choice of words.
 
   I squatted down to the ground to pick up the books. As I did so, I looked across the tops of the books on the very bottom shelf.
 
   I saw a pair of legs from ankle to knees standing in the other aisle. They were bare with tons of little scratches on them in red criss-cross designs. They were as still as death and the bookshelf was the only thing separating us.
 
   I paused, my fingers blindly coiling around the spine of the thickest book. I didn’t want to take my eyes off the legs, especially since no one was standing there two seconds ago.
 
   The legs turned and walked slowly, soundlessly, to the right. I carefully rose, trying to catch a peek of movement in between the books but I couldn’t see anything. I watched anxiously, my pulse pounding rapidly in my throat, and waited for the person to turn the corner and show themselves.
 
   A soft laugh from behind me.
 
   I spun around, keeping the treacherous books close to my chest. A hardcover at the end of the aisle was pushed out of its spot by something on the other side and fell to the ground with a thunk.
 
   It could just be an actual person, someone careless, I told myself. Just someone looking for books on gardening and not realizing they’re making a mess.
 
   From the opposite shelf, and closer to me, another book was pushed out, splatting face down and open on the library’s carpeted floor. 
 
   I took a step back.
 
   A hand reached out from between the shelves and grabbed the belt around my waist.
 
   I cried out and pulled away from the female hand that tightened its bony grip around me. In my panic I glimpsed up at the shelf and saw the red, gleaming eyes looking at me. The bottom half of her face was obscured but I knew what her teeth looked like and I knew she was smiling wickedly. 
 
   With a final tug I ripped myself out of her grasp and, losing my balance, flew back against the other shelf, nearly knocking it over as the pointy edges of books dug into my back.  I wasted no time in getting to my feet and racing out of there, hearing the continuous sound of falling books in my wake.
 
   I ran throughout the stacks, my heart racing, ignoring the dirty looks of old people reading newspapers and students trying to study at random desks. I ran until I found Maximus with a mound of books spread out on a table, flipping through the pages.
 
   He looked up at me and immediately got out of his chair.
 
   “Perry, what happened?”
 
   I shook my head, too out of breath and scared to speak.
 
   He was getting better at reading me. He put his hand on my shoulder and hunched over, looking at me closely. “Do you want me to go take a look?”
 
   I shook my head again. “Can we go?”
 
   “Of course,” he said, and immediately began to pick up a few books, leaving the rest for the librarians to pick up. 
 
   He eyed my chest. “You’re taking that?”
 
   I looked down. I was still clutching the largest book to my chest, holding on to it for dear life. It was dark brown with the dust jacket missing and read Demonology 101 in gold script. I guessed it was coming with me. 
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   “So what did you end up doing all day?” my mother asked during dinner, another mound of mashed potatoes and fried chicken that I didn’t want to touch.
 
   Oh you know, I thought as I made fork impressions in the potatoes. Woke up after a night of sex and sleepwalking, had breakfast, gave an awesome blowjob in the shower, went to the library for books on possession, saw a demon. The usual.
 
   Instead of saying all that though I looked up and gave her a smile. “Went to the library, got some books.”
 
   “Are you working tomorrow?” my dad asked. He was looking worse for wear, with puffy rings of sleeplessness beneath his eyes. After Maximus and I left the library, he wanted to know if my dad needed a hand in cleaning out the study. By then it was too late; my dad had the cleaners in the wee hours of the morning and everything was done. Looking at my dad, I could see how much of a strain the whole situation was putting on him. I wasn’t the only one suffering.
 
   “No, I’m not on many shifts this week,” I said. It was true, too. I mean, I wasn’t on any shifts until I could prove to Shay that I wasn’t a psychopath, and I had a feeling that was easier said than done.
 
   I expected him to grumble in disapproval but he didn’t. He just went back to eating. 
 
   I looked over at Ada, who was being unusually silent. She was eyeing my neck strangely and as soon as she caught me looking, her lips squirmed into a knowing smile. I had a feeling I probably had a huge hickey and I immediately moved my hair over to that side to cover it, which in turn made Ada laugh.
 
   “Maybe you should ask Perry how her night was,” she said gleefully. 
 
   My parents exchanged an awkward glance and I shot her the dirtiest of looks.
 
   My mom cleared her throat. “I’m sure Perry had a lovely time with this Max character. He seems like a real doll.”
 
   “He is,” I agreed, and sat up straighter in my chair, prepared to go into my spiel. You see, I had a plan.
 
   “Mom, dad, I was wondering…things are going really well with Maximus and I want to keep seeing him. Since I’m trying to save money,” I gave my dad a pointed look, “I thought perhaps we could have a date in. Like, here. Because his apartment is too small. And I wanted to cook him a really nice dinner.”
 
   My mom snorted, the first time I’d heard her laugh in a while. “Perry, you can’t cook. You can bake, but you can’t have apple pie for dinner.”
 
   “Yes you can,” I said quickly, “But the point is that I wanted us to have some alone time. Here. So…if it’s not too much, I thought maybe you two could go out for dinner. You know, on a date of your own. Then we can all have our private time.” 
 
   “What about me?” Ada asked with annoyance.
 
   “Oh, you have friends, go hang out with them,” I told her. She was put out as she crossed her arms and sat back. I wanted to wink at her because the truth was, Ada wasn’t going anywhere. I wanted the time alone with Maximus so we could do a cleansing ceremony on the house and Ada, even though she didn’t know it yet, was a needed participant in the event.
 
   I looked back at my parents, putting on my most hopeful and love-struck face. After a few seconds of telepathic hemming and hawing between them, they both looked at me and nodded in peculiar unison.
 
   “OK, sweetie,” my mom said. “Just for a few hours, though. And no funny stuff.”
 
   She wagged her finger at me, though we all knew I had gotten the funny stuff out of the way last night.
 
   “I wouldn’t dream of it,” I said with a smile. Things were slowly falling into place. For once.
 
   After the library, Maximus and I had gone back to his apartment and I explained what happened with the books and seeing Demon Girl. It came down to two things. Either I was so worked up that I was imagining things (not bloody likely), or that some supernatural presence was following me around (more likely). If it was the latter, we had to cleanse the house, the place where the haunting originally started. At least at that rate I would be protected in my own home and perhaps libraries and coffee shops would follow soon after that. 
 
   A lot of the books that Maximus had checked out had cleansing rituals in them as well as shopping lists of what herbs and oils and candles to buy. He promised he would handle all of that if I could secure the house for an evening, the sooner the better.
 
   “What night would work best for you?” I asked my parents, knowing I’d ask it to be ASAP no matter what their answer was.
 
   Luckily, my dad said, “I have to do some work tomorrow night, so Wednesday will work. How about you, honey?”
 
   My mother nodded and I breathed a sigh of relief.
 
   When dinner was over, I volunteered myself and Ada to wash the dishes; you know, as a thank you so they wouldn’t think about backing out on our arrangement.
 
   “Do you hate me, suddenly?” Ada hissed at me as our parents retired to the sitting room to read and sip decaf. 
 
   I made sure my parents were out of earshot before I put the plates in the sink and grabbed her arm.
 
   “Listen, that was all a ruse.”
 
   “What? Muse?”
 
   I rolled my eyes. “No. A ruse. As in an act of deception.”
 
   “You mean a lie? Speak English.”
 
   “Yes, a lie. And I need you to be home with me.”
 
   Her nose wrinkled up and she pulled out of my grasp. “Ewwww! Perry, I don’t want any part of your weird sex games with that red-headed-”
 
   “Ada!” It was my turn to hiss. “Lower your damn voice. And, ewww, no! Sex games? Where is your head at? No, we need you to help us do a cleanse of the house, you sicko.”
 
   She frowned and thought that over. “Like, a ‘ghost be gone’ kind of cleanse? Or manual labor like what those guys did today in the study? Because you know how I feel about manual labor.”
 
   “I do,” I said and turned on the taps to rinse off the dishes. “But how do you feel about being involved in some, um, magic?”
 
   “M-A-G-I-C-K magic?  I think I’m OK with that.”
 
   “Good. Now I don’t know what Maximus has planned but-” I stopped when I noticed a look of discomfort on her face. “What, what now?”
 
   “Nothing,” she said.
 
   I sighed, unable to ignore it any longer. Now that I was sleeping with Maximus, her attitude was starting to grate on me. “What’s your problem with him? Seriously. He’s been nothing but nice to you. And don’t say it’s because he’s a ginger.”
 
   She shrugged and grabbed a dish. “I don’t know. He just…”
 
   I raised my brows for her to continue. 
 
   She continued in a drawn out voice, “He just seems a bit too good to be true. I think he might have something up his sleeve.”
 
   “He might have something up his sleeve?” I repeated. “What is he, a villain with a twirly  moustache?”
 
   “You know what I mean,” she sniped, placing the rinsed dishes in the dishwasher. “It’s just weird, you know. The minute Dex is out of the picture, oh look who it is.”
 
   I bit my lip and turned my attention to getting a stubborn piece of stuck-on chicken off the pan. 
 
   “It’s not like that,” I finally said. 
 
   “Maybe it is, maybe it’s not. But I don’t trust him. And I think you need someone to keep a level head here. You need someone to watch out for you.”
 
   I laughed and gave her a wry look. “Ada saves the day?”
 
   “I’d like to be good for something other than comic relief,” she said with a smile.
 
   “Don’t flatter yourself, kiddo,” I joked. It was something that Dex said all the time to me and it came out instinctively. Hearing my old nickname pinched somewhere deep inside.
 
   Ada’s soft eyes met mine at that phrase and no more words were needed between us. We continued to do the dishes with only the whir of the tap water to break up the silence.
 
   When bedtime came a few hours later, the reality of what had been going on hit me like a ton of bricks and things were much scarier when I was alone in my room. Even though I had sent Maximus a good-night text (to which he replied “Sweet dreams darling” and I could just hear his drawl in my head), he was over at his place and I was at mine, where every little window rattle, creak of the house, door shutting, or buzz of electricity had me on the edge. I kept the bedside light on, deciding I didn’t care if I was acting like a six-year old girl. If something was coming for me, I wanted to see it. You couldn’t blame me for that.
 
   Remembering what happened earlier, my eyes flitted over to the book I got from the library. I half expected it to start flying around the room, but it just sat on my desk, looking ominous. I hadn’t opened it yet, deciding I thought I should be around a load of people and bright sunshine when I did. The way my imagination was running I’d be thinking I was possessed by everyone in hell.
 
   I shuddered at the thought and cursed myself for thinking such things when I was trying to sleep. I spied the clock, which read 11:40. Everyone else in the house was asleep and I hated being the only one awake.
 
   My eyes closed eventually, shutting out the light, and my mind began to twirl, taking my thoughts and body into a lazy, limp journey into sleep. I was halfway there when something roused my eyes open.
 
   I held my breath in my mouth and listened past the loud beating of my heart. 
 
   Silence.
 
   Then…
 
   There. Above my head. A thump coming from the roof.
 
   I slowly turned my head so I was facing up, my eyes flying around the empty space above.
 
   Thump.
 
   Thump.
 
   Thump.
 
   Something was definitely up there. Something was walking on the roof.
 
   I had no choice. I grabbed the extra pillow beside me and covered my head with it, shutting out the noise and the light. There wasn’t much else I could do but ignore the horror before it took over completely. This time sleep would be my only escape.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER THIRTEEN
 
    
 
    
 
   The countdown till Wednesday night went excruciatingly slow. Ada was away at school during the day and I was still on hiatus from work, even though I was starting to feel increasingly guilty about it. I hated taking advantage of the time off but I knew there was no way I’d be a reliable employee until after the cleanse, when everything would be under control. It felt like my life was on hold until then.
 
   Fortunately, all supernatural activity around me had slowed down. Maybe Abby (or whoever/whatever it was) knew what was coming and was scared off. Or maybe she was just conserving her energy and gearing up for a showdown. Either way, the random thumps coming from the roof was the last peculiar thing that had happened and things were looking brighter. Literally. It was like my eyes were so used to seeing shadows everywhere that everything looked fresh and clean for once.
 
   I hadn’t talked to Maximus much and I just put my faith into whatever he was arranging, though I have to say I was a bit wary when he called me late Tuesday and asked me to do a peculiar task.
 
   “You want me to what?” I repeated into my phone.
 
   “Get hair and nail clippings from your parents.”
 
   I was sitting on the couch watching the news with them. My face furrowed with disgust but they were paying me no attention.
 
   “How...and, good God, Maximus, why?” I whispered.
 
   “I know it sounds goofy but it is part of the banishing ritual. Just be glad you’re not charged with the task of finding dragon’s blood oil.”
 
   “Dragon’s blood?”
 
   At that both my parents tore their eyes away from the screen and gave me a funny look. I smiled at them weakly and excused myself to my room.
 
   “It’s all over the place in Louisiana but I’m having a hard time finding it here.”
 
   “I’m going to assume it’s a lot more normal than it sounds,” I said as I climbed the stairs. I paused in the hallway and with a quick peek down the stairs I quickly and quietly made my way to my parents’ bedroom and into their large, yellow bathroom with enough light to show every pore on your face.
 
   “And so what am I supposed to do with the…parent particles?” I asked him as my eyes roamed across the counter. I spied my mom’s hairbrush and found my dad’s in one of the drawers. 
 
   “Find a glass bottle, plastic might do, and put them in there.”
 
   I picked up a pair of tweezers and removed the hair, holding it away from me. It was funny how hair was lovely to look at and touch when it was on your head, but the minute it was off your head it was as gross as anything.
 
   “Mmm, you probably should have told me that before I started this,” I said with a grimace. “Where on earth I am going to get nail clippings from?”
 
   “I guess it’s not crucial from them. The hair will do. But we’ll need the same, plus the clippings from you and Ada. And me.”
 
   “Is there a book telling you to do this?” I quickly shut off the bathroom light and soundlessly scampered back to my room before I was caught, hair still in my hand.
 
   “I’m certainly not making it up off the top of my head,” he answered. “Do you have a bell?”
 
   “A bell?” A recalled sound of the bell from my dreams echoed in my mind.
 
   “Yes. You know. Ring-a-ding, darling.”
 
   “I know what a bell is. Why do we need one?”
 
   “Why do we need holy water? We just do. If you can’t find one they said we can substitute with an iPod.”
 
   I laughed. “So we need holy water and dragon’s blood, but if a friggin’ bell is hard to find, well then we can just use an iPod.”
 
   “That’s the way it is.”
 
   “I guess so.”
 
   “See you tomorrow, Perry. Get a good sleep.”
 
   “Good luck with the dragon. You’ll probably need a really large needle,” I told him and hung up.
 
   The next evening Ada and I were sitting in my room and flipping through the book on demonology plus a few she checked out herself from the school library. They were mainly witchcraft books, nothing too serious for a public school, but it was nice to know she was taking this as seriously as the rest of us.
 
   “Holy hell,” she said as she paused on a certain page.
 
   “Ada,” I warned, feeling extra touchy about mentions of anything holy. I peered at the book. It was a really old, detailed black and white drawing of some pretty despicable creatures in revolting positions. The fact that I was viewing the artwork upside down and it still made sense spoke volumes about the depravity.
 
   She looked up at me with a pained face. “These artists were fucked.”
 
   “It’s what they believed,” I said.
 
   “Could you imagine if it’s what they saw?”
 
   It was my turn to look pained. “I don’t want to think about it.”
 
   She watched me carefully with her big blue eyes. Finally, she said, “Do you think this is what’s going on with you? I mean, really?”
 
   “I don’t know,” I admitted. “Maximus doesn’t seem to think so. In fact, he says it’s rarely the case and if this was somehow…demon-related…we would definitely know about it. I mean, look at everything that has been happening. It seems to be a ghost and it seems to be centered around me. Aside from the pig, it’s always been about me.”
 
   “And yet you got this book out.”
 
   I looked down at my nails. The coral polish was all chipped off and they looked normal again. “I just have a funny feeling. Down here.” I put my hand on my gut. Then I put it to my head. “And here.”
 
   She nodded attentively. “I think you’re awesome for trusting your instincts. You’ll probably be wrong. But I don’t think being extra careful will be a bad thing.”
 
   I remembered Maximus’s warnings about the dangerousness of doing exorcisms to people who weren’t possessed. I hoped it wouldn’t come to that.
 
   Soon my parents were at my door, coming in just as Ada hid the books underneath the pillow. They looked nice and fancy. My dad was actually wearing a suit, even though the navy jacket was stretched too tightly against his ever-burgeoning belly, and my mom was flawless as usual in a lavender shift dress and black pearls.
 
   
  
 

“Ada, you need to leave your sister alone,” my mom chided her. “Go on, shoo.”
 
   “I’m being picked up by Rachel in ten minutes,” she lied with a toothy smile.
 
   “All right,” mom said to her, then focused her pale eyes on me. “Have a good time, Perry. Don’t burn down the kitchen. Whatever you do.”
 
   “And no funny business,” my dad said sternly, to which my mother smacked him on the arm. “What, you said it first.”
 
   They left the room, with my mother calling out, “We’ll let you know when we’re on our way back. Nine-thirty at the very latest!”
 
   After they left and we were safe, I looked at Ada. With Maximus arriving at 6:30, it didn’t give me as much time as I hoped.
 
   “I hope they don’t come home when we’re in the middle of it, cuz that would be awkward.”
 
   “Then your ginger boy better know how to do a quick cleansing…” she said wryly.
 
   I had a feeling that he wasn’t sure how to even do a cleansing in general. Oh well, there was no point in dwelling on it. We were all green when it came to this side of things and had no choice but to wing it. 
 
   At 6:30 Maximus came rolling into the driveway in his snazzy truck, coming up to the front door armed with a dozen bags. The scratches on his face were somehow uglier and clotted black red.
 
   “Do we need all this stuff?” I asked as I opened the door and welcomed him in.
 
   “Unfortunately,” he said, and stooped down to give me a quick peck on the cheek. He looked behind me at Ada, who was giving him the staredown. 
 
   “Ew, what happened to your face!” she said.
 
   He smiled and stroked his cheek fondly. “Wildcat.”
 
   I blushed, then shot her a look of my own, internally warning her to behave, and a wave of resignation flooded her face.
 
    “Oh. Well, we’re glad you could make it,” she said with reluctance.
 
   “Why thank you, blondie,” he said. He held out one of the bags for her.
 
   “You can be in charge of the cleansing material.”
 
   She took it hesitantly and peeked inside while he turned to me. “Do you have the Witch Bottle? Have you created a permanent home for it yet?”
 
   “Say what?” Ada said, but I understood what he was asking. I quickly ran up the stairs to my room to fetch the bottle from my nightstand. As he had asked, it was a glass bottle and the hair from my family members’ heads, plus mine and Ada’s nail clippings were resting at the bottom. It looked like a gruesome rat’s nest of black and blonde hair. 
 
   I brought it back down to the kitchen where they now were, lifting items out of the bags and spreading it out on the island countertop. 
 
   “Here you go,” I said, handing it to him. We all winced at the bottle in unison.
 
   “Lovely,” he said. “And the home?”
 
   I told him I dug a hole in the back yard where we could bury it and no one would be the wiser, unless my parents decided to put in an in-ground pool one day.
 
   “Yeah right, a pool. Dad’s salary ain’t what it used to be,” Ada said under her breath.
 
   Nothing’s as it used to be, I thought.
 
   We looked out at everything displayed before us. There was a small brass bell, the Witch Bottle, two unmarked glass vials filled with clear liquid (which I assumed was holy water), a box of salt, two small bowls, packets of red and saffron-colored spices, a small bottle of crimson oil and a black candle and a white candle. 
 
   “You’re going to do some show and tell with us first, right?” I asked. 
 
   Maximus smiled and walked over to the broom closet. He emerged with a broom, which he handed to me, and a mop, which he handed to Ada.
 
   “I will. But first we have to clean the house from top to bottom.”
 
   “Perry! You promised me there wouldn’t be any manual labor!” Ada cried out, staring down at the mop in horror.
 
   “I didn’t know!” I shot back and looked at Maximus for an explanation.
 
   “We have to make sure all the affected areas are clean before we do this,” he said calmly. “Dust and dirt hold a lot of negative energy.”
 
   “Oh, please,” Ada said.
 
   “Hey, I don’t make the rules,” Maximus said, raising his hands in mock surrender. “And I’m not getting off any easier either. I’ll be dusting.”
 
   I eyed the clock. We were going to have to clean in a hurry.
 
   We started with the first floor before we made our way through the house together with Maximus dusting hard-to-reach areas, followed by me with a broom and a garbage bag and Ada with the mop and a bucket. Our house wasn’t a mansion by any means, but it was quite large and there were an awful lot of nooks and crannies. It took almost an hour for us to do the whole house. My parents were definitely going to think something was up when they came back to a sparkling clean home, but I was hoping that by then it wouldn’t matter what we told them – our problems would be over. 
 
   When we finished, we gathered back in the kitchen, which Maximus deemed as the heart of the home (and probably why the pig carcass was originally hidden there). He organized all of our special items on top of my mother’s navy blue dish cloth so it resembled an Ikea altar of sorts. Then he brought out a pair of nail clippers and small scissors from the front pocket of his black shirt, clipped his nails, had me snip a small chunk of hair from the back of his pompadour do, then he stuck it in the bottle with the rest of our offerings and deftly sealed it with duct tape. 
 
   “Now,” he said, lifting up the container of salt, “we purify.”
 
   He walked out of the kitchen and to the front door. Ada and I followed him, staying a few feet back, unsure of what he was going to do.
 
   He stooped down and shook a thick line of salt across the path of the door.
 
   “Purifying salt,” he said in a loud, booming voice that seemed to echo off the ceiling and walls, “allow positive energy in and negative energy out. Allow all unwanted energy and entities to leave this house, never to return.”
 
   Part of me wanted to laugh because what he was saying was just so Harry Potter/hocus pocus that it sounded ridiculous. The other part of me felt a tug of trepidation, like there was actual power in the words.
 
   Ada moved an inch closer to me. Evidently, she felt it too. 
 
   He got up and smiled faintly at us. “Now we go around the house, clockwise, and do the same at every door that leads outside.”
 
   Ada and I exchanged looks but we walked down the hall to the French doors at the back patio. When we finished with that door, we went to the one at the garage and Maximus repeated himself.
 
   “I’m glad you didn’t use our salt,” I whispered, feeling like my voice should be kept to a minimum. “My mother would have wondered what I was cooking.”
 
   “She’d probably think you accidently used salt for sugar, like that pie you made,” Ada snickered and I joined in, embarrassed at one of my first attempts at baking. 
 
   “Ladies,” Maximus said sharply. We looked at him in surprise. I’d never heard him take that tone before and it shut both of us up. “My apologies, but you’re going to have to start taking this seriously. Perry? This means you. This is your ghost. If you aren’t one hundred percent committed and believing in this, then we’re just wasting our time. Or worse.”
 
   I looked helplessly at Ada, then at the floor, chagrined. 
 
   “I’m sorry,” I mumbled.
 
   He placed his hand on my shoulder and gave it a squeeze. His face was still stern, his mouth set in a hard line, but he nodded. “It’s all right. But I mean it. Now, time for the holy water.”
 
   Back at the kitchen, with me feeling like I had my tail between my legs, he picked up a vial of the holy water and in a clockwise direction again, we went to every single window in the house. 
 
   He flicked the water on them, the drops sticking and glimmering in the lights of the room, and asked Ada and me to imagine ourselves forcing negative air and energy out of the house, the salt and water combining to form an invisible shield. 
 
   We returned to the kitchen and Maximus loudly proclaimed, “I come this night to cleanse this home. This home belongs to the Palominos and negative energy and entities are unwelcome here. They want you to leave. You shall leave!”
 
   The house was silent. Deathly, sickly silent. I was holding my breath and it looked like Ada was too from the way her face was losing color. We were too afraid to move. Maximus was also still, his eyes searching the air around us.
 
   Finally, I had to whisper, “Was that it?”
 
   “No,” he said with a shake of his head. “I just thought something would have happened. We now have to go around again and sprinkle the water in every single corner of the house.”
 
   Ada let out the breath she was holding and whined, “Again? I’m getting tired.”
 
   I elbowed her. “Suck it up.”
 
   I don’t know if you’ve ever examined every corner of your place, but there are a lot more corners than you’d think. And we had to go everywhere, even the bathrooms and the icky, spider-webbed crawlspace under the stairs. Together we chanted, “As we cleanse this space, negativity leave this place.” It slowly went from feeling like a childish rhyme to something much more powerful. I could actually feel it. This push and pull in the air around me, like good and evil were having a tug-of-war and I was their prize.
 
   When it was all over we were back in the kitchen and Maximus was raising the Witch Bottle high in the air. With the overhead light fixture illuminating his flaming hair and submissive posturing, it looked like he was offering the bottle to the gods. In a way, he was.
 
   He declared all negative entities to be drawn to the bottle, where they would remain forever trapped, unable to do any harm. 
 
   Once finished, and having ended his speech with “As I will, so mote it be!” it was my turn. I picked up the bell and began to ring it from my fingertips. It was a light, pleasing noise, not at all like the malevolent clanging I had heard in my dream the other night. 
 
   I kept it ringing continuously as we went through the house yet again and through ragged, tired breath, I kept repeating, “As the sound of this bell rings through the house, let it be filled with light. Evil and darkness be banished, may goodness and light return,” as we went into every single room once more. It sounds silly and unbelievable but each room did grow a bit lighter, like the bulbs were suddenly swiped clean of all obstructing grime and dust.
 
   After every room was cleared, we came back to the kitchen, where Maximus said his final words.
 
   He looked at us in the eyes, then around him at the walls, his steady expression of determination never changing. “This house has been cleansed and purified. Negativity is banished. Light and goodness fill this place. This house is now a home.”
 
   Then we walked out of the house through the back door, careful not to disturb the trail of salt across the threshold, and went into the darkness of the back yard to bury the Witch Bottle. I knelt on the cold grass before the small hole I had dug earlier with a spoon, which still lay beside it. I picked this spot, near the back of the yard, because it wasn’t as attended by my mother’s black thumb or my father’s lawnmower on the weekends. It was rocky and patchy and no one would ever suspect that something was buried beneath it. Not something that supposedly contained all the negative energy the house had ever seen. With me growing up there, I could tell you that was a lot. 
 
   “Maybe I should have dug a deeper hole,” I said, worried now that it wouldn’t be enough. 
 
   Maximus handed me the bottle, which was cool and throbbing strangely in my hands. “It will do.”
 
   “I hope so.” I carefully placed the bottle in its shallow grave and looked up at Maximus and Ada for approval. The motion sensor light from the house was illuminating their backs and they towered over me like faceless beings. A frigid breeze mussed up their hair, causing the strands to float delicately around their heads like glowing silk threads.
 
   With my hands I piled the frosty dirt and grass and rocks on top until it was filled and level and patted it down with my hands, pressing harder and harder, like the force of my hands would keep it buried for eternity.
 
   “Careful, don’t break it,” Maximus warned. 
 
   I looked up to give him an agreeable smile when a movement at the French doors behind him made me pause.
 
   I could barely see what it was because the harsh glare of the patio lights created a reflective quality to the glass. But against the light from the inner hallway, I saw a very large, wide silhouette, just standing there. It was at least eight feet tall and built larger than Maximus. 
 
   There was no detail to the black mass except for a pair of burning red eyes near the top. They flickered like the ruby-orange embers in a furnace of coal. And they were watching us.
 
   I wanted to scream, yell, do something other than gape back but I was frozen in absolute terror that sucked away my breath and leached onto my bones, holding me immobile. 
 
   Maximus and Ada noted the look on my face. They turned their heads to look.
 
   And they saw too.
 
    “What the fuck is that?!” 
 
   “Oh shit.” Maximus reached out for Ada’s arm and grabbed it, then blindly groped for mine.
 
   We watched in horror as the creature at the doors slowly grew smaller, as if it was walking backward into the hall. And then the eyes blinked black and we could see it no more.
 
   I swallowed hard. I didn’t want to get up. I wanted to stay crouched in the yard, low to ground. And then I wanted to run very, very far away.
 
   “You..we…we did all that,” Ada said in a tiny, shaking voice. “Maximus, you said…you said we should be safe in there. Oh God, Perry what was that?”
 
   I found the strength to move my tongue but could only say, “I don’t know.”
 
   Maximus’s strong hands came underneath my arms and he effortlessly lifted me to my feet. He didn’t look as scared as I would have thought. Ada was shivering and white.
 
   “It’s all right,” he said.
 
   “All right?” I squeaked. I was speechless, my mouth flapping open to latch onto some sort of word or sentence but that’s all I could say.
 
   “Yes,” he said in his sharp tone again. He grabbed Ada and steered her beside me and with one hand on each of our outer shoulders he leaned in. “That was only the first step that we did. We’ve got the powders, the dragon’s blood. We have another cleanse to do. This one is the banishment. He was only showing us his strength. He’s teasing us.”
 
   “He?” Ada asked. “I thought it was that Abby girl?”
 
   “Ladies, sometimes things aren’t so simple.”
 
   No shit, I thought wildly. In my dream Abby had insinuated she wasn’t alone. That there was a he, or an it. I still didn’t know if my dream was just that, or some prophetic message from beyond the grave, but I couldn’t dismiss it. Whatever we saw inside the house wasn’t Abby.
 
   Though, perhaps it had never been Abby. And then I understood what Maximus meant. It could have been anyone but it was dead and we needed to keep going to get rid of it. Even if it meant doing another ritual, even if it meant stepping back in the house knowing that thing was in there.
 
   “OK,” I managed to say. “I’m ready. Let’s do this.”
 
   I pulled strength from pockets I didn’t even know I had. Maximus smiled at me with fierce admiration. I took hold of Ada’s hand and squeezed it tightly.
 
   “We’re going to get rid of it,” I told her. “Now.”
 
   With Maximus leading the way, Ada and I linked arms as we left the witch bottle buried behind us and entered the house.
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   I felt all my bravado fall off me the minute I stepped over the undisturbed salt and into the house but Maximus sensed it and reached back for me, grasping my hand tightly. The air inside was so cold that our breath froze in fragmented clouds and it only got colder as we got back to the kitchen, like we were making our way into the depths of an ice cave.
 
   Ada made a point of flipping on every light she could find, and even though the kitchen was brightly illuminated, I still felt like I could see lurking shadows in my peripheral vision. Maximus scanned the room and then set about mixing the powders into one of the bowls. We didn’t say much to each other but I made sure Ada and I were standing as close together as possible. 
 
   What was that thing? My mind had been constructing it to look like some sort of monster, but all we really saw was a large dark shape. I guess in some ways that was worse. My imagination was filling in the blanks and if I let it run away on me, it would probably come up with something more horrifying than the reality. Whatever the reality was. It had glowing eyes and all.
 
   Maximus mixed the powders with a spoon and a ghastly stench of cinnamon and rotten eggs fluttered in the air.
 
   “Gross,” Ada muttered, but even her comments had lost their edge. Her voice trembled with fear.
 
   “It’s sulphur,” he said quietly, patiently. “Now we have to sprinkle this in all the corners.”
 
   To her credit, Ada didn’t complain. We slowly made our way around the house, jumping at every unexpected touch of each other, hearts hammering at every squeak of the floor. The large, black monster was nowhere to be seen and the only thing we felt was the everlasting chill that seemed to seep into my bones and sting my eyes. We followed this up with a ritual of sprinkling salt water and more chanting.
 
   Finally, we came to the end of the banishment, which involved the black candle drizzled with crimson dragon’s blood oil and sprinkled with the powders. Maximus passed it to me in a silver candle holder and instructed me to hold it in my dominant hand. I actually had to think about which hand that was for a moment. I knew I was right-handed but lately I’d found myself becoming ambidextrous, using my left hand for more and more things, like a new-found strength was found in my tendons, or my brain was rewiring itself.
 
   I took the candle and he lit the wick, which sparked and popped and then calmed down to a clean, yellow flame.
 
   “As this candle burns, so are negative energies from this place,” he said stridently. He looked me in the eyes. “You repeat it. And then you, Ada. We could use the extra help here. Once every five minutes. Let’s go.”
 
   Ada and I both repeated the phrase and I anxiously eyed the clock. My parents would be back in forty-five minutes at the most. We didn’t really have five minutes. But we really didn’t want some monster in the house either.
 
   After the five excruciating minutes were up, five minutes of nervously eyeing each other, listening to every twitch in the house, watching our breath catch and freeze in the air, shivering close together, he had me place the burning candle on the counter and then handed me a white candle to hold with my right hand again. 
 
   Together we said, “A white candle to fill the empty spaces with light and hope.”
 
   It took five matches for this candle to light. By the last attempt, I was feeling the trickles of helplessness on my spine, wondering what we could do if we weren’t able to complete the ritual. But the last match worked; the stubborn wick took hold of the spark and a flame danced weakly before us. 
 
   Maximus said, “As this candle burns, positive energy will fill this place, giving negativity no safe harbor,” and we repeated the mantra after him. He indicated I should put the candle down, and then we watched and waited for the candles to burn out on their own.
 
   “Is that it?” I asked him quietly, his face aglow from the hypnotic flames. The dance of good. The dance of evil. 
 
   “Then we bury them in the yard again. It doesn’t have to be near the bottle.”
 
   My eyes widened. “I don’t want to go back there.”
 
   “Ditto,” Ada piped up.
 
   He gave us a small smile. “I don’t either. But I can do it if you girls want to stay in the house. By yourselves.”
 
   Ada and I exchanged a glance. What was the better option here? 
 
   “The flames are almost out,” he whispered, and nodded at the candles. The black one was burned down to a puddle of wax that spilled over the holder and onto the counter. The white one was close. I was thankful he had bought such stubby candles. The kitchen clock said we had fifteen minutes left, and our only saving grace was that my mom said she would text me a warning and my phone hadn’t vibrated yet.
 
   The black candle went out with a small snuff of onyx smoke and a minute later the white one did too.
 
   “OK,” I said, straightening up off the stove I was leaning on. “Time to bury these-”
 
   As I said that both candles suddenly relit themselves with a crackling poof, even though there wasn’t any wick left in them.
 
   “Uh,” Ada said. We all eyed each other, unsure of what to do. 
 
   “We’ll just wait,” Maximus said uncertainly. He protectively put his arms out behind him, shielding Ada and me, or maybe just keeping us in our place. “They have to burn out on their own.”
 
   We were glued to the flames as they continued their dance in the cold air. The buzz of my phone vibrating caused us all to jump and me to gasp. With trembling fingers, I brought it out of my pocket and looked at the message. It was my mother. 
 
   “Those flames better burn out in the next ten minutes,” I warned them.
 
   “Those flames shouldn’t be burning at all,” Maximus said. 
 
   I leaned forward, edging away from his arm, and peered down at the candles. They were a puddle of mush, and through the translucent wax and flame I could see the metal of the bottom of the holder itself. The wax itself was on fire. How was that possible?
 
   All at once a terrible BOOM filled the house. It sounded like the front door had slammed open.
 
   I screamed.
 
   The lights around us turned off.
 
   The flames went out. 
 
   We were plunged into darkness.
 
   Ada made a whimpering noise.
 
   Then a ROAR and rustle from the living room and my eyes picked up a trace of glowing light out in the hallway. Morbidly curious, we left the blackened kitchen, moving together like a unit of one, and cautiously stepped out into the hall. The front door was wide open, the salt in front of it dancing as if caught up in an invisible wind, one that we couldn’t feel. The salt floated and fell, then was swept along the hardwood floors of the hall like an ethereal trail, past our feet, and made a right turn into the living room, where the glow originated.
 
   We followed it and I wasn’t surprised to see that in the living room, the fireplace was going full blast, a roaring, crackling inferno. At first it looked like someone was standing in front of the fire, a black silhouette gazing down at the flames, his back to us. But it was only a trick of the eye because I blinked hard and there was no one there.
 
   “Who lit the fire?” Ada asked. In her skinny frame she looked like she was about to keel over in fright.
 
   “Or what?” I added, which didn’t help. She swayed slightly and leaned against the doorframe.
 
   “There’s…something in it,” Maximus said, his eyes squinting in concentration. He began taking long strides across the Persian rug.
 
   “Be careful,” I called out warily.
 
   He paused in front of the flames, staring down at it for a few moments, looking very much like the image I had just seen before. Almost exactly the same. Was I experiencing some form of pre-cognition now?
 
   He grabbed the poker to the right of him and gently jabbed it into the heart of the fiery beast. 
 
   Ada and I watched him inquisitively as he pulled the poker away and turned around to face us. At the end of the poker, speared like a flapping fish, was a rectangular piece of paper. 
 
   He walked over to us slowly, staring down at it with an expression of growing alarm.
 
   “What is it?” I asked.
 
   He carefully pulled the paper, which was charred, smoking and torn all around the edges, off the pointed end and flipped it around to show us. 
 
   It was a photograph.
 
   Not just any photograph. The last family portrait we had done, about three years ago. Though discolored from the flames, you could clearly see my mother and father standing behind the sitting room couch, Ada and I sitting down in front of them, our legs crossed politely, smiling attentively. It was a happy, cheery photo.
 
   Well, it had been. 
 
   Our eyes were scratched out and replaced with clean black circles.
 
   I snatched it from Maximus’s hand, feeling sick to my stomach, a terrible knot of dread and dead butterflies.
 
   A hush of heavy silence fell on us as we took in what it meant.
 
   Was it a threat? A warning? A sign? 
 
   And who, what, sent it?
 
   I opened my mouth to ask those things when a giant whoosh of wind came down the fireplace, putting out the flames in one go, smothering us in darkness again, and whipped the photo out of my hand.
 
   Then the slow, menacing creak of the front door.
 
   And…
 
   A string of explicit Swedish swear words followed by, “What on earth?”
 
   My parents were home. I could hear Ada gulp beside me.
 
   “Perry, Ada?” my dad called out from around the corner.
 
   “What is this stuff? Why is it so dark in here?” my mom cried.  I could imagine her face crumpled at the sight of salt scattered everywhere.
 
   Suddenly the lights in the hallway went on. We heard the click of the kitchen light next, and then they both made some sort of gasping moan together. 
 
   There was now enough light in the living room to see each other. I couldn’t see the photograph around me and had no idea where it had been blown away to, but I supposed it wouldn’t have made much of a difference if my parents found it. They were already losing their minds over the voodoo-like mess in the kitchen.
 
   I sighed. Figured I’d have another thing to be scared of. I looked at Ada and Maximus. 
 
   “Well. Time to face the music.”
 
   Like the unit we’d become to face the unknown, we walked out of the room and into the kitchen together.
 
   My parents were staring at the makeshift altar. My father was aghast, while my mother’s face was a pinkish red. Probably from drinking and probably from anger. 
 
   They looked up at the three of us and I could see how hard they were trying to piece everything together. They were in for a surprise.
 
   I explained what had happened the best I could, what I had thought had been going on from the very beginning, starting with feeling ill, then the miscarriage, the nightmares, the slippers, the sleepwalking.
 
   My mother just shook her head back and forth, unable to find the words. She didn’t need to. I knew what they were thinking. My father was shocked and appalled that I was experimenting with “witchcraft and wizardry” under his roof (his exact words, too), my mother was terribly upset that her daughter was reverting back to the old days of seeing imaginary people and blaming demons for lighting houses on fire.
 
   Of course they didn’t believe me. Why would they? They never believed me. They only believed that I had completely lost my mind again and was heading down the same slippery slope. In fact, just explaining what I thought was going on and how everything made sense in regards to that only gave them a reason to put the puzzle together themselves. But instead of believing I was haunted by a ghost, they decided I was going nuts again. My mother’s face contorted into a worrisome frown that both aged her and reminded me of years ago.
 
   Ada spoke up from time to time, bless her overlooked little heart, and tried to get them to see that something actually was wrong here and we had the best intentions. It didn’t matter how much she sided with me, my parents dismissed whatever she said. Ada might have been the favored child, but she was still just a teenager and when it came to matters like this, it was like she didn’t exist at all. 
 
   The only person they were willing to listen to was Maximus. Only Maximus barely said anything. He didn’t pipe up once to reinstate my case or to give me support. He was silent, tall and watching, almost with disapproval, like he was suddenly on my parents’ side, as if this whole ritual hadn’t been his idea. 
 
   Finally, when I was done saying everything I could say and Ada had quietly started cleaning things up, my parents fixed their disbelieving eyes on Maximus.
 
   “And what is your version of events?” my father asked him coldly.
 
   Without looking at me, he gave them a smile and said, “It’s pretty much the same as Perry’s.”
 
   I relaxed.
 
   “She believes this is what’s happening to her,” he continued. My heart paused. “And I know better than to argue with someone with that conviction. I reckoned the ritual would get it out of her system.”
 
   “You sneak!” Ada growled at him as she shoved the spices, bowls, bell and vials into a garbage bag with a noisy clatter. “You told us this would work! You believed it!”
 
   “Ada, hush,” my mother told her, then looked back at Maximus. “Well, you’ve made a fine mess of our house in doing so.”
 
   “I was only trying to help your daughter, Mrs. Palomino.”
 
   She crossed her arms and eyed me. “Yes. I see that. Well if this continues any further, the only help that Perry will be getting will be from poor Dr. Freedman. I swore we’d never been setting foot in his office again…”
 
   The dead butterflies were stirring in my insides again, awakened by the bone-chilling threat of seeing my old psychologist. I could have killed Maximus right there and then for insinuating that he was humoring me this whole time, and I shot the deadliest of death glares at him in case he was oblivious too.
 
   He wasn’t. He shifted uncomfortably, avoiding my stare, and said to dad, “I’ll make sure this place is cleaned up fully before I leave. Really, it’s just salt and spices. I’ll bring the vacuum around and it’ll be sucked up faster than you can say Atchafalaya.”
 
   My dad narrowed his eyes at him briefly, then relaxed. “I know you like your food down South; however, there’s no need to make the carpets Cajun too.”
 
   Was that a…joke?
 
   Yes. My dad smiled at Maximus, despite what was going on. He smiled, then patted him on the shoulder and my mother and him left the kitchen and went up the stairs to their room.
 
   Once they were out of earshot and I could no longer hear my mother’s faraway cries over the discovery of more cinnamon and sulphur, I smacked Maximus hard across the arm. I almost went for his face but a quick glance at his cheek told me to back off.
 
   “What the fuck was that?” I yelled at him, trying to keep my voice even and under control and failing epically. The anger and frustration inside was dangerously high, swimming in my throat, ready to spew the most poisonous venom at him. 
 
   “Ow,” he said, and grabbed his arm, rubbing it and stepping away from me.
 
   “You’re an ass!”
 
   “Seconded!” Ada put in.
 
   He shrugged dramatically. “What? I couldn’t just nod along with you ladies; that would have made me seem just as loco as you two.”
 
   “Excuse me?” I drew out the vowels in a shrill cry.
 
   I took a step toward him and he took a few back until his legs hit the stove. 
 
   “What?” I asked. “You afraid of me now? Afraid of me when you saw what happened tonight?! I mean, you saw. You saw it. You saw the thing outside, you saw the lights go out, the fireplace, the damn fireplace lit up all by its fucking self. And the picture. The picture of my family, now who did that? And don’t say I did, don’t you dare!”
 
   “Lower your voice,” he said to me, his eyes hardening.
 
   I walked until I was pressed right up to him and jabbed my finger near his eye.
 
   “Don’t you dare tell me to lower my voice. You and your, your…passiveness, your chicken-shit, yellow-bellied fuckery, you nearly cost me a visit to my old shrink! You could have ruined my life, and no I’m not saying that lightly.”
 
   “Perry. You reckon you’re possessed by a ghost, and in some cases, the devil. I’d say your life is already ruined. Isn’t it?”
 
   I had no words for that, so I just glared at him and then walked away in a huff and stood, seething, by my sister.
 
   She shot me an apologetic glance and said to Maximus, “But you did see it. I saw it too, and I know I’m not cray-cray. Well, not always. Not often. I mean, come on, there’s something here. And now it’s going to stay here because you were too afraid to tell my parents the truth. You…douchecanoe!”
 
   She looked at me at that last word to see if she said it right. I nodded.
 
   “Why is it going to stay?” he asked, totally nonchalant. “We did the ritual. The candles went out on their own, we didn’t touch them. All you have to do now is bury them in the back yard.”
 
   When I relayed the events to my parents, I conveniently left out the part about burying the Witch Bottle. Oh, and seeing a monster in the house. It was pointless to mention them, really, and I didn’t want my dad digging it up, because he would have on account of it being all “black majick” and stuff.
 
   “Or the front yard, really,” he continued. “I’ll make sure to empty the vacuum bag right away. The ritual will still hold.”
 
   “How do we know that?” I asked. “You saw the photo. The fireplace. That was after everything was said and done.”
 
   “It’s not buried yet. Then it’s said and done. And then, well darlin’, you know the drill all too well by now. We just wait and see.”
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER FIFTEEN
 
    
 
    
 
   The next morning I wanted nothing more to just sleep and sleep. Sleep for the next day, the week, the next year. After we had buried the candles (in the front yard now, away from my parents’ prying eyes since their bedroom looked onto the back), I helped Maximus in vacuuming up the smelly, powdery mess we created. Unfortunately, this meant having to go into my parents’ room while they were getting ready for bed but at least it was taken care of before my mother had a conniption. 
 
   When we said our goodbyes, somewhere just before midnight, he had gone in for a kiss. But I just couldn’t return it. His actions had rankled me, and even though he said he was doing it all for me, something just wasn’t sitting right. Maybe it had something to do with what Ada had said, about how she couldn’t trust him. Whatever it was, it had me on edge and I was definitely in no mood to be amorous with him, even though there was something extremely sexy about the dominating and fierce edge I had seen during the rituals.
 
   But that was just my lady parts talking. My head and gut told me to abruptly look away and say, “I’ll talk to you soon. Thanks for your help,” and shut the door. Perhaps I should have been a bit more grateful to him.
 
   Needless to say, I was exhausted when 10 a.m. rolled around and I was rudely awakened by my phone.
 
   I pried open one eye and was met with a grey, overcast gloom that appeared to seep in through the windows and settle in my room. I rolled over and grabbed the phone, eyeing the screen with my blurry vision.
 
   Shit. It was Shay.
 
   I cleared my throat and quickly answered it. “Hello?”
 
   “Perry,” she said in an oddly professional voice. “How are you feeling?”
 
   “Um,” I rolled over onto my back and scrunched up my forehead with my hand. How to answer that? “I’ve been better but I’m doing OK.”
 
   “Oh that’s great to hear,” she said, as if I had just told her I was feeling like a million bucks. “Listen, would you mind popping by today?”
 
   “To Port-Town?”
 
   “Yes. This isn’t a shift. I just wanted to talk to you.”
 
   Uh oh. I was suddenly overcome by a wave of nausea, followed by a stab of hollowness in my chest.
 
   “Oh…OK.”
 
   “Don’t worry,” she said but then didn’t elaborate. “Just come by before three.”
 
   “I will. See you then,” I said blankly and stared down at the phone as I heard her hang up. I gradually pushed the button to end the call and placed the phone beside me.
 
   I’d been down this path before. I knew what was up. It didn’t matter that she told me not to worry. I knew what was coming.
 
   Though, perhaps I was always too eager to jump to the worst case scenario. Shay just wanted to see me. She wanted to know if I was feeling better. Shay was a nice woman; she was almost a friend. She liked me, didn’t she? She wouldn’t fire someone just because someone was sick. I mean, that was illegal, wasn’t it?
 
   I let out a huge intake of air. She probably just wanted to see me in person and work out some sort of schedule, instead of doing it over the phone. Shay was personable like that.
 
   I took in another breath and then got up to start the day.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   I was a flaming pile of nerves when I parked Put-Put outside the store and walked in through the glass doors. Even though it was the busy lunch-hour rush, I still felt like everyone was staring at me, whispering to each other “hey it’s that girl who went postal.” Of course, no one noticed me and I didn’t see any of the regulars who would have thought such a thing. Being in regular clothes and not a uniform helped.
 
   But there was no hiding from Ash or Juan, a student from Columbia with whom I’d worked  only a few times. I gave them both a small smile as I awkwardly made my way behind the counter. They were busy trying to handle the customers so they couldn’t really talk to me but I preferred it that way. The less that was said, the better. 
 
   I observed Ash’s face. It was warm and casual, like it usually was, but there was something different about the way he was looking at me. He looked at me like I was about to lose my nut again, watched me like a caged monkey in a zoo. My mother had watched me like that earlier as I made myself runny oatmeal. I should have figured Ash would change once he saw the “real” me. He hadn’t once called or texted me to see if I was doing OK.
 
   It stung but I tried to shrug it off and made my way to the back door, eyeing the bathroom as I went past, my nostrils flaring at the smell that was still present, that now evil and foreboding scent of death.
 
   I heard Shay’s muffled voice say “Come in” after I knocked, and I opened the door with anxious hands and stepped into the room.
 
   She was unpacking a box of coffee that had just been delivered, bags of beans tucked haphazardly under her arms, and looked up at me with her dark hair falling in front of her face.
 
   “Perry,” she said, straightening up awkwardly. “Hi, come in, have a seat.”
 
   She gestured to the one folding chair and desk we had in the room.
 
   I went and sat down as she shoved the bags on the shelves and wiped her hands on her apron. 
 
   “You seem much better.” She looked me over appraisingly as she perched her butt on the corner of the desk.
 
   That wasn’t true. My face had taken on this gaunt look since I wasn’t eating much, and the hollows under my eyes made me look like a walking skeleton. For once I didn’t give two shits about the weight loss.
 
   But I knew she was trying to be nice and instead of refuting the compliment, I thanked her and then waited with bated breath for whatever was coming next.
 
   It came first with a kindly smile, the type a mother gives to her crying daughter when she can’t have the Barbie she so desperately wants. Then came the drawn out, melancholy-inflicted, “Perry, we really like you here,” and then it went into a whole humiliating spiel about company needs, my performance, my illness and the bottom line. Which was money. It was always money.
 
   I just sat there, numb to it, and numb to everything. 
 
   I was being fired. 
 
   Again. 
 
   This time because I just wasn’t normal enough for them. That’s not exactly what she said, but that was pretty much what she meant. Especially when Shay brought up what Ash had told her. Apparently, he had stopped keeping his mouth shut about my little headaches, cramps and dizzy spells since I’d started. That was all out in the open now, cementing the idea that this wasn’t just a one-time incident, that this was what I was made of and that I, Perry Palomino, would always be a problem.
 
   And how could I argue with that? I didn’t even try. I didn’t know what I could say because I didn’t know myself. It certainly seemed like for the rest of my life, I was never going to be normal. I would never have normal friends or hold a normal job, because someone, somewhere decided I was going to be a focal point for the afterlife. It wasn’t even a flaw I could talk openly about. I couldn’t go into future job interviews and say, “Well, my worst quality is that I’m often haunted by ghosts. That and procrastination.”
 
   I was numb until Shay was done talking. She looked at me with enough guilt in her eyes to say that she didn’t like the hand she was dealt either, and that was enough to start the water works.
 
   The tears fell out of my eyes, hot and fast, streaming down my cheeks in mascara-ridden rivers. It was all too much. 
 
   Too, too much. 
 
   Sleeping with Dex, then being spurned by him (my best friend, the man I’d loved!) and having to cut him out of my life, the loss of friends and the show, the loss of my purpose, the depression that followed, the pains that plagued me, the bloody miscarriage, Abby following me here, ghosts terrorizing me, getting involved with Maximus, having my parents threaten me with more psychiatric treatment, thinking a demon wanted to possess my very soul. 
 
   And now this. I was fired from a fucking coffee shop, of all places, for something that wasn’t my fault and would never be my fault, yet I was tethered to it like a dog on a short chain. No matter how hard I barked and growled and tried to run, I was choked back, chained for life, and would never ever be free.
 
   I was only 23 years old. I never did anybody any harm. Why me?
 
   WHY ME?
 
   “I don’t deserve any of this!” I spat out in an ugly, wet cry. I succumbed to convulsions and the feeling of drowning that only came with hysterical, throat-tearing bawling. I could sense Shay was still there, with no idea what to do or what to say, but I felt alone in my grief, this terrible, debilitating grief that erupted out of my mouth like a dying scream. I dug my nails into head hard enough to draw blood and rocked back and forth on my seat until I heard one word out of Shay’s mouth.
 
   It was faint and faraway and I couldn’t see anything but stars against wet blackness.
 
   “Doctor.”
 
   I snapped my head up and tried to see her through the haze, the smears of tears and makeup, the hair that clung to the dampness of my face.
 
   “W-what?” I asked in between raspy gulps of air.
 
   “I think you need a doctor,” she said. “I’m going to call someone.”
 
   She walked over to the office phone but I reached out and grabbed her by the wrist. It wasn’t rough but the surprise, and a bit of fear, showed on her face.
 
   “No,” I stammered, trying to find my breath. “Please. Please, no doctors. You just…you have to understand. You have no idea what I’m going through.”
 
   She gave me a sad smile and let her arm drop. 
 
   “I know I don’t, Perry. I really wish you the best of luck. You’re a very likeable girl, we all like you, especially Ash. But you shouldn’t be worried about working or keeping a job. You’re not well and you need to work on yourself.”
 
   “It won’t do me any good,” I muttered. I sniffed the snot up my nose and wiped my tears away with my hands.
 
   “Promise me you’ll try,” she said. She raised her hand as if she were to pat me on the back or shoulder but she hesitated and cleared her throat awkwardly instead. “I’ve really got to get back to stacking.” 
 
   I nodded dumbly, feeling useless, rejected.
 
   Unreliable. 
 
   Unwanted. 
 
   Unloveable.
 
   She continued to make small talk about my last paycheck and saying goodbye to Ash and Juan and something about keeping the uniform if I wanted but it was all in one ear and out the other. None of it meant anything to me.
 
   I just turned and walked out the back of the store, into the cloud-laden day that felt as heavy as my heart, leaving another attempt at a normal life behind me.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   “Perry, what’s wrong?” my mother called out as I streamed past her on the staircase and went straight for the bathroom. It was the only room with a lock.
 
   “Nothing,” I cried out through the door, even though I knew she saw my tear-smeared face and could hear the hoarseness of my throat.
 
   I heard her turn and come up the stairs, pausing outside the bathroom. She was silent but you always felt the presence of your mother. She was listening, trying to piece together just how damaged I was.
 
   I sighed and sniffled as she rapped softly on the door.
 
   “What happened?” she asked. 
 
   “I said nothing!” I shot back, glaring at the door and imagining her face on the other side. My patience was gone. “I just want to be alone.”
 
   “Well, all right, pumpkin.”
 
   Pause.
 
   “Don’t do anything stupid.”
 
   Don’t do anything stupid? What the hell did she think I was going to do?
 
   “I’m going to take a bath, mother!” I sneered. I wasn’t planning on it but one glance at the tub, and I imagined floating away in a bed of hot bubbles - and it seemed like the only thing worth doing. While I was in here, with the door locked, no one could hurt me. I could be alone. And I alone could agonize over what I was going to do with myself.
 
   She didn’t say anything to that and while I walked over and ran the taps, I felt her leave the door and go somewhere else in the house.
 
    I exhaled loudly and then stripped off all my clothes, piling them on the floor. I was glad Ada was at school and I could hog our bathroom without her pounding on the door and demanding I get out. Though lately, Ada was trying her best not to annoy me. After everything we’d gone through together, me being the messed up teenager, her being the fussed-over perfect child, she was still on my side. She cared. She really did.
 
   That’s something, right? I thought to myself. It was something but my ability to care about nice things and make myself feel better was put on hold indefinitely.
 
   I grabbed a bottle of lavender-scented body wash and poured it into the hot running water in little spurts, until the tub was filled with a calming, glinting, froth. When it was just hot and full enough, I shut it off and stuck my foot in. It was a little too hot but I was in a masochistic mood. 
 
   Lowering myself in, I took in a few deep breaths, happily distracted by the scorching water that was turning my skin a bright pink. I took it slow and soon I was submerged in floating numbness. I rested my head against the cool tiles behind me and closed my eyes.
 
   I was trying to focus on nothing at all; I just wanted empty spaces and empty thoughts. I wanted to not exist for a little while. But I couldn’t turn off my brain, which was running around at breakneck speed and tripping over itself. I was bombarded with images, the scenes of what had happened with Shay. Then what had happened when I was fired from my last job at Allingham and Associates. And then it was finding out my college boyfriend, Mason, had cheated on me, followed by just about everything to do with high school. The girls who called me fat, the boys that laughed at me, the teachers who were afraid of me. The nicknames I had. The number of times I ate alone in the library, sneaking in chips past the librarians when they were busy. I saw Jacob’s face before he died. I saw Jacob’s face after he died. I saw the way he haunted me, the way he warned me about the other side. I saw Dr. Freedman’s calmly disbelieving face as I told him the truth of what happened. Then, abruptly, I saw faces I didn’t recognize. Random people, old and young, white and black; the only thing they had in common was a look of terror. Their mouths flew open, saying – screaming – something I couldn’t hear and they whirled past me in a vision of haunting realism, ten, then hundreds, then thousands until there was nothing behind my closed eyes except blackness.
 
   And one singular face in the darkness that started out as a blurry speck and came closer and closer, the edges of cheekbones bleeding out like black oil against deep space. A grin as welcoming as a rusted rake. Eyes that swarmed with red hurricane clouds.
 
   This face of a monster was laughing, silently. 
 
   At me.
 
   And I couldn’t breathe.
 
   Warm liquid pierced my nostrils. My nose had dipped below the waterline.
 
   I raised my head and opened my eyes to the harsh bathroom light, sputtering. I had almost fallen asleep in the tub. Or had I already been asleep? My heart was pounding wildly in my ribcage. I could have died.  After all this, what a way to go.
 
   I composed myself and pressed my hands on the bottom of the tub until my shoulders were safely above the water, the remains of bubbles clinging stubbornly to them like cartoon dandruff. 
 
   How long had I been out ? My skin was pruney and a greying pink and only a few tufts of bubbles remained floating in the oily water, which was cooling fast.
 
   I wasn’t ready to face the world yet. I didn’t know if I’d ever be ready. I leaned forward and turned on the hot water faucet, prepared to stay in the bath forever.
 
   The tap shuddered and gave off a strange, metallic grinding noise that shook the blue and white tiles around me.
 
   But no water flowed. It was dry.
 
   I twisted the knob further.
 
   Still nothing.
 
   I started to wonder if perhaps my parents were having plumbing work done to the house, when a terrible sound - that could only be described as a scream - emerged from behind the faucet fixture, followed by a weird scurrying noise. 
 
   I instinctively inched away from it until my back was flush against the tub.
 
   A drop of water dripped out, creating a ripple on the water.
 
   Then a black, moving drop; a tiny spider. It also created a ripple, but instead of floundering in the water, it moved its little legs in a hurry, as if it were swimming toward me.
 
   “Oh, ew,” I cried out softly, and began to splash it in the opposite direction.
 
   Another shudder shook the whole bathroom. Someone, somewhere laughed.
 
   Suddenly, black water gushed out of the tap, flowing so fast and strong that I was frozen in shock.
 
   Frozen until I realized it wasn’t water, but spiders. Hundreds, thousands of baby black spiders that were rushing out, streaming into the bath with me, cutting through what was left of the bubbles with their scurrying, writhing bodies. Each one was no bigger than a freckle, but united they created a squirming blanket of horror.
 
   I screamed. I just screamed bloody murder until the bathroom shook and tried to get out of the tub. My feet and hands slipped wildly beneath me and the spiders were making their way up my arms, my torso, onto my shoulders, my neck.
 
   I splashed and screamed until spidered water filled my mouth, then slapped myself silly along my stomach and legs and chest. They popped and squished under my hands, leaving behind a burst of fresh pain, like they oozed stinging acid goo that clung to me like their flattened bodies. I twisted around, wildly, blindly, and when I couldn’t find my footing, I flung myself over the edge of the tub and flopped onto the bathroom floor like a slab of meat. 
 
   One quick glance at the bathtub was all I needed to see; it was filled to the brim with the evil arachnids that never stopped flowing out of the tap. They trickled over the side in charcoal streams against porcelain, still heading for me like an unstoppable army.
 
   They were up my nose, in my mouth, in my hair. 
 
   Everywhere.
 
   I heard my parents calling my name, the door handle jiggled. I scrambled to my feet, still making some horrible kind of gurgling scream.
 
   “Help me, help me!” I screeched, and threw myself at the door, pounding on it with my fists until they were bruised and tenderized. 
 
   “The door, Perry, let us in,” my dad yelled, but I kept throwing myself against it, trying helplessly, foolishly to get out. I didn’t want to look behind me. The bathroom shuddered again and it sounded like the world was being torn apart. 
 
   With my back against the door and spiders still clinging to my bare skin, I turned and saw the tub breaking up at the bottom, the drain becoming a wider and wider hole until that’s all there was; a fathomless, dark  fissure to nowhere. 
 
   Two human-sized spider legs, three-feet long each and coated in coarse black hair, crept out of the opening, wrapping over the edge of the tub.  They clung to the wet porcelain, and with straining joints, tried to pull up whatever was left in the hole. 
 
   I didn’t want to see what that was; I knew there’d be six more legs to follow.
 
   I grabbed the door knob and throttled it harder, then finally remembered that I had locked it. I pushed the button in and the door was thrown open by my parents, who were looking at me in utter shock.
 
   I collapsed into my mother’s arms, totally naked and wet and cried into her shoulder, “Get them off me, get them off me!”
 
   “Calm down, Perry,” my father said, and I felt his hand on my head. Seconds later he had a towel and was wrapping it around me.
 
   “What happened?” my mom asked, sounding near tears herself. “What happened to you?”
 
   She held me back at arm’s length and I clutched at the towel at my chest. She gasped as she looked over my limbs.
 
   I nodded and said, “I know, I don’t know what…they just all came at me, I…”
 
   “What did you do to yourself?” 
 
   “What?” I asked, and followed her gaze down. 
 
   I wasn’t covered in spiders. I was covered in numerous scratches, all forming Xs in bleeding, swollen abrasions. 
 
   My head spun. I looked up at my parents. I looked over their shoulders at the bathroom. The tub was intact, the water filmy but empty, the bathroom floor was wet but bare. There were no spiders.
 
   There never were any spiders.
 
   And I had been scarred with Xs.
 
   “I don’t know,” I said, shaking my head. “I don’t know, I didn’t do this, I didn’t.”
 
   I didn’t, right? How could I have, I was taking a bath. A bath with spiders that magically disappeared.
 
   But I’d never hurt myself; I hadn’t done that since I was 15.
 
   “We’re making an appointment with Doctor Freedman,” my mom said briskly. “Tomorrow.”
 
   I hadn’t seen Doctor Freedman since I was 15.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER SIXTEEN
 
    
 
    
 
   The last thing I remembered after the bathroom scene was my parents taking me to my room and trying to get me in bed. They wouldn’t listen to what I said about the spiders, they wouldn’t believe me when I said I didn’t make the Xs on my body. They didn’t listen and I got angry and threw the book on demonology at my dad.
 
   It nearly hit his head, and when he picked it up and read the title, he went whiter than snow.
 
   I’d say I didn’t mean to throw the book. That I was acting without thinking. But part of me wanted to hurt him. Bad enough so that he would see how serious this was. And I wasn’t joking.
 
   Then Ada was at my side, trying to placate me with tears. It must have worked because a few hours later I came to again. My mother gave me several yellow pills, anti-anxiety drugs, and all three of them watched me as I took them, then watched me as I relaxed in bed and watched me as I fell asleep into a lucid dream world.
 
   But now I was awake. 
 
   I was cold.
 
   And before I pried my eyes open, I knew I wasn’t in my bed.
 
   I was outside, on all fours, along the spine of my house. On the roof, the fucking roof.
 
   It was black as all hell, with the winter wind whipping around me, moving dark clouds in front of the moon and stars so I could barely see anything except the faint glow from the windows below that lit up the nearby trees.
 
   My hands and feet rubbed against cold, rough shingles.
 
   It didn’t feel like any of this was real. How could it this be real? I was on the roof!
 
   Why was I up here?
 
   Was this another dream? If I jumped off the edge of my house, would I fall like I fell into the river? Fall and then wake up in Maximus’s bed? Or would it hurt? Would I die?
 
   I tried to stand up but I teetered to the side. My balance was off. The pills would do that. 
 
   I crouched low to the roof and looked around, keeping my fingertips on the shingles for security. There was only one way to get up here and it was the only way down. I slowly crept toward the western edge, taking quiet steps in my bare feet, so careful not to alert anyone below. Once I got to the edge it sloped off a bit and eventually came close to a lower part of the roof that was below my bedroom window. There I could sneak along and get back inside without anybody knowing.
 
   I was near the edge and about to make my way down when I heard something THUMP behind me, like a giant bird just landed from out of the sky.
 
   I didn’t want to turn around. Up until that moment, I had been happy just going with the motions. I wasn’t panicking. Sure, I was blacking out and ending up on the roof of all places, a place where I could fall off and die, a place where some part of me wanted to go and I didn’t know why, or even worse, a place I had been summoned to. But if I didn’t think about it, if I kept it at the back of my mind and treated all of this like just another dream, maybe I wouldn’t lose my mind. Maybe I could just shrug it off.
 
   But the thump changed everything.
 
   Because I wasn’t afraid before. I wouldn’t let myself be.
 
   And now I was terrified. 
 
   I wasn’t alone on the roof. I was up there with something that wanted me there. This was part of the deal all along.
 
   And this fear, the fright that shattered my nerves and made my tongue buzz like metal, it was more real than any dream. Sometimes it was only the strongest, most palpable terror that really made you feel alive.
 
   I paused, keeping my hands and feet strong and balanced against the roof, and turned my head to face the visitor.
 
   At the other end of the house, lit up by the spotlight-like moon that pierced through a thin cloud, was a…thing.
 
   An infant-sized creature. Black as coal with two legs and two arms. And two leathery wings that sprouted from its furry back. Stormy red eyes. Burnished teeth. A wet, gurgling laugh.
 
   I heard a voice inside my head. A most terrible, horrific, depraved voice. A voice that sounded like it was washed with bones and lit with smoke and fire. It was beyond deep and sounded a million years old, like it had crawled out of the bowels of the earth, before the first insects crawled on its shores.
 
   Jump, it said. Its words reverberated in my head, bouncing around my skull.
 
   My mouth dropped open and I grew increasingly slack, like someone had applied a paralyzing move to my neck. 
 
   Jump.
 
   Jump before I make you.
 
   It didn’t give me much time.
 
   Like a shot, the beastly thing sprang forward, running on two legs first, then all fours, while wild wings flapped. The tips of each wing were armed with what looked like a silver oversized bee stinger and it shone fiercely in the moonlight.
 
   I screamed, then found the strength and agility to turn and leap onto the area below.
 
   I hit the shingles hard. They slid out from under me and I was sliding down the sandpapery slope, my window out of reach. I dug my fingers in and kicked with my feet, trying to stop my descent, until I was almost all off, my armpits digging into the gutter that moaned and creaked beneath my weight.
 
   My bedroom window was slammed open and Ada was first on the scene. 
 
   “Perry!” she shrieked when she saw me hanging below, as she leaned out the window.
 
   “Help me!” I cried out, trying to lift myself up and onto the roof as much as I could. My arms and abs strained ferociously under the pressure.
 
   Ada continued to call my name, not doing anything until my father appeared beside her. I don’t know what he said, I was concentrating too hard on not falling to the brick driveway below. I don’t know if it would kill me but it would break my bones in a million pieces. He took one look at me then disappeared, calling for my mother.
 
   I heard a slippery laugh from above.
 
   I looked above the window, where Ada was watching me in full panic.
 
   The thing was there, perched inches above her on the higher slab of roof. She cried out at me for my safety, blissfully unaware of the creature.
 
   Because that’s what it was.
 
   Lovecraft couldn’t have thought it up himself.
 
   It had the body of an overgrown baby but with longer limbs. Pearly claws for fingers and toes.
 
   Bat wings that were marked with veins and crawling with lice.
 
   Its head was slightly too round to be a human’s. It had no ears. No nose. Just solid red eyes that, up close, bulged out of its head like a rat and an impossibly wide mouth filled with double rows of shark-like teeth. A familiar smile, now in its original form.
 
   I watched it, afraid to take my eyes away, as my lower body swung beneath me. I was getting tired. It wanted a staring contest and I didn’t know if I could win.
 
   Just when my arms began to slip an inch, my dad appeared back at the window with a rope. He threw it toward me and told me to grab on. 
 
   Meanwhile, I could hear my mom scurrying on the ground below, hauling something metal on the bricks, most likely, hopefully, a ladder.
 
   “Grab the rope, it’s easier,” he yelled. I looked up at him and I’ll never forget it. The amount of pain and excruciating worry on his face was something I never wanted to see again. There he was in his pajamas, hair messed, face red and sweating, trying to save his daughter from imminent harm. Trying to save her from herself. I kept focused on that – on him – not the thing above, and with my last bit of strength I grabbed the rope. 
 
   The rough fibers cut into my scraped hands but I gritted my teeth and let him and Ada haul me up until my feet were at the gutter, and I was able to push off and fling myself on the window ledge.
 
   Two pairs of arms reached out, grabbed me around my waist and shoulders, and I was finally inside. I collapsed to the ground, panting hard, aching all over and bleeding from my hands and feet, covered in extra abrasions from the shingles. 
 
   I made it.
 
   I was alive.
 
   But I was far from safe.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   “Perry, are you listening to me?” my mother asked as she brought the car off the freeway and down a one-way street downtown.
 
   I wasn’t. I wasn’t even aware of where I was.
 
   Oh, right. Heading to the head doctor. Going to see if there was something wrong with the old noggin. 
 
   Things were moving slower now. Slower now that I was conscious and taking in the dead winter trees on the side of the street and the glum faces of pedestrians as they faced another grey day. Things were slow. And then they would speed up. Like the morning. I went through on autopilot but had no idea what I did or said. 
 
   I kept starting at one place and ending up in another. I was missing parts of my life. Something had happened on the roof last night, but I didn’t know what. My parents were afraid I had crawled up there, wanting to jump. I couldn’t tell them yes or no. I wasn’t suicidal. But I had no answers. Just the truth. And they couldn’t handle the truth.
 
   “Earth to Perry,” my sister chimed in my ear. I tilted my head ever so slightly in her direction and eyed her in my peripheral vision.
 
   She had decided to come along for my appointment, and then we were to drop her off at school. I didn’t think mom would go for it, but Ada pleaded her case of moral support and she relented. I think my mom was relieved, actually. She didn’t want to be alone with me. Especially after the whole…well, after the whole yesterday.
 
   Secretly, I was comforted that I had Ada with me. It made the return to Dr. Freedman and the nasty case of déjà vu more bearable. I felt like I was losing everything. I needed someone in my corner, and at the moment, she was all I had.
 
   I used to have Dex for that. Then again, I used to have a lot of things.
 
   Thinking about him for that brief instance made me sad. Heart-fluttering like a broken leaf, that kind of sad. I swallowed it and forgot about it. It was better to be angry, if I had to still be anything. 
 
   “What’s wrong?” she asked in a quieter voice. She glimpsed the sadness briefly.
 
   I shook my head and cleared my throat. “Just nervous.”
 
   My mom shot me a quick look. “The doctor will help you, Perry. Just like he did before.”
 
   Maybe that’s what I’m afraid of, I thought. I knew what he was going to say, what he was going to think and do. It hadn’t been that long. He’d make me talk, pretend to listen, and write me a prescription. I’d continue to look like a raving loon until the pills squared that away.
 
   I was going to become Dex. He had been on medication, he probably still was. It was meds meant to keep the ghosts away, and for the most part, they did a good job. I had said before, in a fit of anger, that it was cheating. That it wasn’t fair that I had to deal with them and he didn’t. Now I had that same opportunity to make them all go away.
 
   But how could I do that? I knew now what was behind the curtain. I saw the shadows, the ghosts, the lost ones, the demons. How could I willingly go on blindly, knowing they still lurked and still wanted me. Somehow it was worse to be in the dark about it. That’s when they’d really sneak up on you.
 
   Minutes later we had parked and were making our way into a nondescript medical building. The memories – the injustice – came flooding back. The shiny floors that made your boots squeak. The drab yellowing walls. The ugly faux wood paneling in the elevators. 
 
   We got off on the third floor and turned left down the carpeted hall. A few people emerged from one office, chattering to each other. Feeling self-conscious, I pulled down my sleeves so that you couldn’t see the ugly bruises, scratches and abrasions that had cloaked my body in the last 24 hours. 
 
   With my mom leading the way in her tweed pencil skirt, we squeezed past the pack of people who didn’t give us much of a berth. I kept my eyes focused on the floor, not wanting to acknowledge the strangers. Ada stumbled slightly in front of me, apparently elbowed by a blur of shiny maroon. 
 
   She rubbed her arm and then I heard a barely audible gasp escape from her lips.
 
   I raised my head. She was stumbling sideways, watching someone over my shoulder.
 
   I stopped and turned around to see. At the very end of the group of people who were now halfway down the hall, was the back of a lavender-haired woman in a stiff maroon ball gown, gliding above the carpet.
 
   Not part of the group. Not even alive.
 
   I looked back at Ada, who had also stopped along with my mom.
 
   “What is it?” my mother asked her anxiously. 
 
   Ada kept her expression in full bewilderment and watched Creepy Clown Lady float away, then she looked at me with wide eyes.
 
   Knowing eyes.
 
   It wasn’t just me. Ada saw her too.
 
   “You saw her!” I exclaimed.
 
   She shook her head ever so slightly then turned to face mom. “It was nothing. Someone bumped into me.”
 
   “No,” I cried out, grabbing Ada by the shoulders. “It wasn’t someone, it was her! You saw her too! Creepy Clown Lady!”
 
   “Creepy Clown what?” my mother asked, perplexed. Then she grunted and threw her hands up in the air. “Forget it, I don’t want to know.”
 
   She started walking down the hall and Ada quickly trailed after her, ripping herself out of my hands and avoiding my eyes. 
 
   I turned a final time to see Pippa standing at the end of the hall, watching us go.
 
   I forced my thoughts at her with all my strength.
 
   Is that it? I asked. You don’t even stop to say hello?
 
   Don’t take the pills, was her brief answer. Don’t let her trick you. She tricked me.
 
   I was taken aback. I wished I could see her expression clearly at that distance. 
 
   Pills? Who tricked you?
 
   “Perry!” my mother called.
 
   I crooked my head to face her. “I’m coming.”
 
   She crossed her arms. “No, now.”
 
   I nodded absently, then looked back at Pippa. The hall was empty.
 
   I sighed, frustrated and suddenly angry again, and scurried down the hall after my mother and entered Doctor Freedman’s office. 
 
   Nothing had changed.
 
   There was still Bethany, the white-haired receptionist who sat on the other side of a frosted pane of sliding glass. The waiting room was windowless and suffocating with only two magazines and one Reader’s Digest, all from the late nineties. There were a few other people waiting for other doctors, looking blankly at each other, at the walls, at the floor.
 
   We didn’t wait long. Doctor Freedman appeared outside his door.
 
   He had a beard now, but other than that he looked the same, down to the blasé expression on his face. 
 
   “Perry,” he said with false warmth. “Come on in.”
 
   I got up and was surprised to see my mother rise too.
 
   “Thank you for seeing her on such short notice,” my mother said in a sickly sweet voice.
 
   I shot her a look. “Where are you going?”
 
   “I’d like to come in.”
 
   Over my dead body, I thought. I looked at the doctor. He gave my mom a gentle smile. 
 
   “I’m very sorry, Mrs. Palomino,” he said. “I’ll need to see Perry alone.”
 
   I gave my mother a triumphant look, finding only small victories, and went over to join the doctor.
 
   His office looked the same. The same window that looked out onto the same maple trees that were bare and wet with late winter. I sat down on the couch like it was second nature. It had changed. The cushions were firmer. Or maybe my ass wasn’t built like a hippo’s anymore.
 
   “You’ve lost a lot of weight, Perry,” he said, pointing his pen at me. I briefly wondered if he could hear my thoughts. No, but it was his job to read me. “Since I last saw you, of course.”
 
   “Yeah,” I said, not feeling like elaborating.
 
   “No more blue hair, either.”
 
   “Nope.”
 
   “I’ve watched your show, you know.”
 
   I grimaced involuntarily.
 
   “It was interesting,” he continued, already scrawling shit down on his stupid notepad. “I understand you’re no longer doing it.”
 
   “Yup.”
 
   “Good. I don’t think that’s the best profession for someone like you.”
 
   I nearly laughed at the word profession, then realized he was making fun of me.
 
   “It had its moments,” I said dryly.
 
   He made an agreeable little sound, almost like a sigh. Then he crossed his legs and leaned forward on them, his full attention on me.
 
   “Your mother explained what has been happening to you. I’d like to hear your story.”
 
   I was getting really bored of rehashing the past few weeks. I took a deep breath and dove into it, trying not to get bogged down in too much detail. But I told him everything. He already thought I was crazy by nature, so what did it matter? I never cared what he thought anyway.
 
   He listened, nodded, scribbled, rinsed, repeated. 
 
   “And what of this man who broke your heart?” he asked when I concluded with the incident on the roof last night and the time skips in the morning.
 
   “What?” Why was he asking about that? Didn’t he just hear what I said? Demons on the roof!
 
   “Your mom had said something about you being upset over a man. That you were in love with him.”
 
   “What the hell does that have to do with anything?”
 
   He didn’t say anything. He just nodded to himself and made an “mmhmm” noise.
 
   “That was a long time ago. Last year.”
 
   “It takes time to heal, Perry.”
 
   “I am healed.”
 
   “Then why do you think you’re here?”
 
   I made an irritated noise in my throat. I could feel my anger levels rising from my toes to my fingers. I did not like where he was going with this. 
 
   “I told you why I’m here.”
 
   “You think you’re haunted, possibly possessed.”
 
   It sounded so insane coming out of his mouth but I had to stick to my guns. I couldn’t pretend. I couldn’t back down.
 
   “Yes. That is what I think is happening. And the last time this happened, people said I tried to burn down a house. Now, if you don’t want a repeat of that, I suggest you believe me.”
 
   He narrowed his eyes at me. “Is that a threat?”
 
   I narrowed mine back. “No. I’m just telling you how it is. This has nothing to do with Dex.”
 
   “Perry,” he said. He took off his glasses and rubbed his forehead slowly, like I pained him just by speaking. “You were in love with a man, he broke your heart. You end up pregnant by him without even knowing it, then you lose the baby in a traumatic miscarriage. I hear what you are saying but you are missing something very obvious and plain here.”
 
   “Such as?”
 
   He sighed, getting visibly frustrated with me. Good.
 
   “You have gone through a terrible, heartbreaking event and you haven’t been able to deal with it. It’s all manifested into this delusion of yours, that you’re possessed, that you’re being haunted. There’s no one else in your head, Perry. It’s just you. You’re haunted by the very feelings you haven’t addressed yet. You’re grieving and hiding it and when you try to hide grief, it can come out in the most peculiar ways.”
 
   For a split second I believed him. I thought it was totally possible that it really was all in my head and that my subconscious was making it all up as a way to face what was really going on.
 
   But that’s what he wanted me to think. I was smarter than that.
 
   “I didn’t even want a baby,” I told him, trying to think of something to refute it with. “It would have ruined me.”
 
   “That doesn’t mean you wouldn’t mourn the loss. That would have been the last tie you ever had to him.”
 
   For some reason, that phrase dug into me: the last tie. I’d gone from thinking we’d always be connected in some way, that we were the same person separated a long time ago, to having no ties at all. I was here, going through hell, and he had absolutely no idea. He really was cut and gone.
 
   But he had nothing to do with anything and I was suddenly furious that the doctor tried to turn my broken heart into some emo cry for help. Who was I, Taylor Swift?
 
   “I think you’re full of shit,” I snarled.
 
   He nodded as if he agreed, and I wanted to punch him. He sensed me tensing up and quickly scribbled down on his pad and said, “I’m going to recommend you come in once a week from now on.”
 
   “And if I don’t?”
 
   “I can’t make you. You’re an adult. But I’d hope you’d do it for your family. They love and care about you.”
 
   I snorted at that and got up.
 
   “Meanwhile,” he said quickly as he ripped off a prescription pad, “start taking these two pills.”
 
   Remembering what Creepy Clown Lady said, I took the paper from him and eyed the chickenscratch suspiciously.
 
   “I can’t read this. What are they? Do you think I’m schizo now?”
 
   “No,” he said plainly. “And schizophrenia is a real deal, not to be taken lightly. One is to help you relax. You need rest and relaxation more than anything. The other is to help you deal with your grief.”
 
   “And if I have no grief?”
 
   He gave me a terse smile. 
 
   “Perry, we all just want to help you.”
 
   That’s what they always said. Everyone always wants to help but no one ever wants to believe me. 
 
   I’d been down that highway so many times, they might as well call it the Perry Expressway.
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
 
    
 
    
 
   I was so livid and defeated when I left Doctor Freedman’s office that I couldn’t remember what happened afterward. We must have dropped Ada off at school, we must have gone to Walgreens to fill the prescription for me. But I couldn’t recall any of that. My memory was wiped.
 
   I was just suddenly in the passenger side of my mother’s car, my hands smelling like vinegar salad dressing, the clock on the dashboard indicating at least two hours had passed.
 
   We were leaving downtown going over the Burnside Bridge, the river water below reflecting the dull, colorless sky above. 
 
   I was hit with a wave of nausea, followed by another wave, a warning, that something extremely terrible was about to happen. A feeling of absolute dread. I looked at my mother like it might be the last time I’d see her. She was driving cautiously, her hands gripping the wheel so hard her bony knuckles protruded. She had her sunglasses on even though it was frighteningly dark for the late afternoon. She’d looked exhausted lately – I knew it was because of me. Tiny lines had a permanent home at the corners of her pinched mouth. 
 
   “Mom,” I said carefully. Scared.
 
   She jumped a little, then covered it up with a quick smile. “What is it, Perry?”
 
   “I don’t feel well.”
 
   And it was suddenly the world’s biggest understatement.
 
   The most revolting, violating feeling flushed my insides. I wasn’t alone in my head. Someone else was inside me with me, waiting, perched just out of the corner of my eyes. They were in me, watching me, monitoring these very thoughts.
 
   Then my world stretched forward in a horrific display of tunnel vision. I was thrown back, back into oblivion, but only my mind, not my body.
 
   I watched as I raised one hand in the air, waving it slowly in front of my face. I wasn’t doing it. I wasn’t in control. I wasn’t the one in charge.
 
   Mom! I shrieked. 
 
   But I was only screaming in my head, not out of my throat. I didn’t have control over that anymore. My throat wasn’t mine.
 
   I was being held hostage in my own body.
 
   And at that realization, something inside churned with anger. 
 
   The arm I was holding in front of my face, which was now drawing a curious glance from my mom, suddenly shot across to the wheel, gripped it and swung it violently over to the right, toward the cars in the other lane.
 
   Toward the barrier.
 
   Toward the edge of the bridge.
 
   And the river far below.
 
   My mother screamed as the car careened into the other lane, nearly clipping a BMW. There was a horrid screeching in surround sound and the smell of burning tires and my mother’s screaming and the screaming I was doing in my own head. With every bit of strength I could concentrate on, I pushed hard and felt a pop inside my chest and suddenly all feeling rushed back to me like I was being brushed with pins and needles.
 
   I let go of the wheel and braced myself on the dashboard and my mother got the car under control seconds before we slammed against the barrier. If we had hit, we would have flipped and gone over.
 
   Other cars sped past us, honking, waving their fingers, mouthing swear words, while mom slowly, gingerly applied the gas. She was shaking and her Kung-Fu grip on the wheel was the only thing keeping her from bouncing out of her seat. We crawled down the bridge and at the first opportunity to pull over, she did.
 
   Acting like she was in a dream-like state, she flipped the car into park, turned off the engine and turned in her seat to face me. She lifted up her sunglasses to reveal smudged mascara and blue eyes magnified by tears. Her expression matched that unforgettable look I saw in my father’s face as he hauled me up from the roof. But there was something else. Almost an understanding, like she was recognizing me for the first time and seeing the monster I really was.
 
   “Perry,” she breathed.
 
   “I said I didn’t feel well,” I told her glibly. 
 
   Then I pitched myself into uncontrollable laughter that lasted most of the car ride back home.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   The minute I burst through the front door, I rushed to the downstairs bathroom to puke. I keeled over the toilet and brought up everything until my throat burned raw. It turns out I had salad for lunch. That explained the salad dressing smell earlier.
 
   When I was empty and exhausted I looked at myself in the mirror. My heart dropped in my ribs.
 
   I looked like a different person. No, not different. I looked like I was barely even alive. My cheekbones jutted out of my face, the circles under my eyes had spread. My lips were dry, cracked and bleeding. My eyes themselves were fully dilated into black holes. My neck was red and teased with scratches that I knew led down into my chest. I wondered how Doctor Freedman could chalk up any of this to a measly broken heart. I looked like I should be locked up and put away, like the asylum ghosts at Riverside Institute.  
 
   I couldn’t look at myself anymore; it was making me sick again and I didn’t have any food left to throw up. A piercing pain jabbed at my temples instead. I turned off the light in the bathroom and stepped out into the hallway.
 
   My mom and dad were in the kitchen talking to each other in hushed, frantic voices. Three guesses as to who they were talking about.
 
   I stood in the doorway and they shut up with nary a guilty look on their faces.
 
   My mom waved me in.
 
   “Come sit down, pumpkin,” she said, and poured a glass of water for me. I wondered how she could still call me such an endearing term after I tried to kill her. 
 
   The tea kettle on the stove boiled over and the piercing whistle made me wince in pain, exaggerating the pain in my head.
 
   “Sorry,” she said, and quickly took it off the burner.
 
   “Perry, I heard what happened,” my father said. He looked down at the cuffs on his red and white striped shirt and started smoothing them out. “I can’t stress the importance of these pills that the doctor gave you.”
 
   My mother smiled forcefully and plunked a pair of yellow and pink pills beside the glass of water. I eyed them wryly.
 
   “I’m not taking these,” I said. Before anyone could protest, I rushed on, “Doctor Freedman said I could make my own choices. I’m twenty-three. You can’t force me to be medicated.”
 
   “Not yet,” my father said.
 
   I raised my head sharply at that. 
 
   “That’s OK, Perry,” my mother cut in. “You’re right. You don’t have to take them. It’s just...you need them. You’re not well. The doctor said so himself, and I think you know it yourself. In the car…I…”
 
   Feeling a bout of shame, I looked down at my hands. The scratches seeped clear fluid. It didn’t even faze me anymore. I was becoming someone else and there was nothing anyone could do about it. The pills would be futile except make it easier to give up. If I wanted to go, I wanted to go in my right mind with every fighting ounce I had left.
 
   “If you don’t care about us enough to take them, think about your sister. Or think about yourself. Your self-hate can’t run that deep.”
 
   My chin jutted out defiantly and I met her eyes. “I don’t hate myself. I hate what I’ve become.”
 
   “Become?” my mother said with a hint of irony in her voice. “Pumpkin, you’ve always been like this.”
 
   Then she shrugged with false carelessness and gave me a cup of rooibos tea.
 
   “Anyway, your choice. Here, have some tea. I put extra honey in it. You look like you could use something sweet.”
 
   My throat did burn after the vomiting and I was feeling a bit on the dizzy side. I took the hot cup in my hands and slowly sipped it. It tasted surprisingly sweet – she went overboard with the honey.
 
   My dad sat down on the bar stool beside me and placed his hairy hand on my arm. 
 
   “You’re not alone in this, OK, sweetie?” he said. The tenderness in his voice, so rarely heard, made me want to cry. But I nodded and swallowed hot gulps of red tea to keep the emotions away. I was tired of losing it and afraid to let go.
 
   And I really was tired, too. Like suddenly, irrevocably tired. 
 
   My head swayed and I pushed the cup of tea away from me.
 
   “Whoa,” I said with a bit of effort.
 
   I looked up at my parents. The room began to spin around them but they remained motionless, watching me very, very closely. My eyes glazed and unfocused. 
 
   “I...”
 
   “Perry, you should go to bed,” my mother said quickly. She hurried over to me and tugged at my arm, trying to get me out of the bar stool. I awkwardly got to my feet and she immediately started leading me toward the stairs.
 
   My feet felt like lead. What was going on?
 
   “Mom?” I questioned, but it came out in a slur.
 
   Suddenly my dad was beside me with a stranglehold on my other arm. “Come on Perry, up to bed.”
 
   It’s 3p.m., I tried to say, but my mouth wouldn’t move. It came out in a mumble. 
 
   They led me to my room and I fell onto the bed just as my feet lost all feeling. 
 
   “This is for your own good,” my mother said as she swiped the covers out from under and tucked me in.
 
   “What, what’s happening? Why do I...” feel weird. But I couldn’t finish it. The room continued to spin. My dad came into the room with the tea I had been drinking and placed it on the table.
 
   I looked at it with my heavy eyes and was hit with two thoughts.
 
   One was that I was reminded of being in Red Fox when Sarah had drugged the tea I was drinking with peyote.
 
   The other was that I had been drugged, in general. That’s why my parents didn’t press the pills. They had been in the tea and I had drank all of it. They knew I’d be stubborn and protest. They tricked me. I couldn’t even trust my own parents anymore.
 
   “You,” I started to say but my mouth flapped shut. And my eyes closed. Somewhere far away I heard my mother whisper, “Sorry.” 
 
   Another voice penetrated while the world dropped beneath me. It was Creepy Clown Lady saying, “Don’t let her trick you. She tricked me.”
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   I dreamed and dreamed and dreamed. I dreamed I was floating above my room, my back flat against the ceiling, watching myself sleep as long spider legs trickled out from underneath my bed. I dreamed I was in a forest again, naked and bleeding and surrounded by fireflies. I dreamed I was back on the roof and lost my footing. As I fell, several demon creatures flew out of the sky to catch me. But instead of catching me, they stung me with the hot blades on the tips of their wings, then they each took an arm and a leg and pulled me until my body tore apart down the middle like a serrated zipper. 
 
   A faint buzzing brought me out of my disturbing slumber. My side vibrated. I groaned and felt around beneath the covers. I was still in the clothes I had worn earlier, my Chucks on my feet. My phone was vibrating inside my jacket pocket. I fished it out with fat, clumsy fingers and pulled it out in front of me, raising my head a few inches to look at the screen, which made my shoulders and neck ache.
 
   My room was dark as the moonless night outside, with the only light coming from the hallway, which spilled under my door in a neat little line. The clock on the phone read 10:42 p.m. and I had just missed a call from Maximus.
 
   I closed my eyes, leaned back against the pillow and clutched my phone on top of my chest. Maximus was probably calling to check up on me. It didn’t make me feel any better. With the way everyone around me was acting, I couldn’t imagine him being any different. I knew he cared about me – he did, right? – and he was no stranger to the supernatural. But…I didn’t want to trust him anymore. Maybe that was foolish of me. Maybe the dark forces inside were making me doubt him. But I couldn’t help it. I felt powerless to move and it hurt to think. I needed help and there was no one to help me. My parents certainly couldn’t help me. They wouldn’t help me. And I couldn’t even help myself.
 
   Or could I? Maybe there was someone who I could reach out to, someone who might understand.
 
   I scrolled through my phone for Rebecca’s phone number, but of course I had lost that when I destroyed my old phone. I didn’t even have her email address anymore, since I had gotten a new one. I thought it was something like BeccaWineBabe@gmail or something like that.
 
   I brought up the internet browser and went to my email account. It took a lot of control to keep my fingers from shaking as I pressed the screen and I hit a bunch of buttons accidently. I had entered her email in the “To” bar but it was auto-corrected to Becomeawino, which I would have thought funny in a lighter time. I tried to type it out again, not really sure what I’d even say to her in the message other than “Help I’m losing myself” but paused when my bed lurched.
 
   It was only a little bit of movement, like a garbage truck had trundled down the street or the house settled on its haunches. But I felt it.
 
   I lowered the phone and kept absolutely still, waiting for another shake.
 
   A low, menacing growl filled the room.
 
   It sounded more guttural than a dog. Something deeper, raspier and slick with liquid.
 
   It was coming from underneath my bed.
 
   I held my breath, frozen under the sheets, and tried to figure out what to do. This wasn’t in my head. This was here. There was something in my room, underneath my bed. 
 
   This was happening.
 
   I eyed the window, wondering if it was quicker to go out that way or through the door. The window was closer, but it was closed and I’d lose precious seconds trying to jimmy it open. The door was farther, but easier to open.
 
   The growling continued, growing louder, punctuated by random snaps and snarls.
 
   I didn’t want to even think of what was under there.
 
   Three seconds, I thought to myself. I’m going in three seconds. If I don’t, I’ll be eaten alive. Three seconds.
 
   One...
 
   Two...
 
   The bed suddenly shook again, nearly jolting me out of it as whatever was underneath began to emerge with a drooling roar.
 
   Three!
 
   I jumped out of bed and felt a swipe of pain at the back of my leg as whatever it was reached out for me but I kept going, reached the door and flung it open. I couldn’t find my breath to scream so I just ran, straight for Ada’s room.
 
   I heard the smacking, slobbering snarls at my back as I pushed open her door and jumped into her room. I lost my footing in the dark and fell to the carpet in a heap, while Ada cried out, “What the hell?” in her half-asleep voice. I picked myself up and quickly ran back to her door and slammed it shut behind me.
 
   Heart in my throat, nerves on fire, I turned and limped back to her.
 
   With a flash of light, the door opened at my back.
 
   In the illumination from the hallway I saw Ada very clearly. She was sitting up in bed, sheets brought to her chin with shaking hands. There was a look of utter horror on her face as she saw the thing behind me, the thing that was under the bed, the thing that opened her door.
 
   There was no time to react. No time to look. 
 
   I was grabbed by what felt like hot claws. They wrapped around my calves and pulled me out from under me so that I fell flat on the ground, my arms extended, trying desperately to grab onto something to save me. They dragged me backward down the hall, back to my bedroom.
 
   I could only scream.
 
   Ada came running out after me.
 
   The world slowed down in slow motion; Ada running down the hall, wearing only a skinny white tank top and pink short shorts. Her hair flew behind her gracefully. Her skinny bare feet hit the carpet and bounced off as she ran faster, made her strides longer. Her hands were reaching out for me. Her mouth and eyes were screaming my name.
 
   She almost made it to me when I was engulfed into the darkness of my bedroom. The door began to shut by itself on her. And I was being dragged underneath my bed. Dragged to hell. 
 
   I had no thoughts except for two wishes. That my death would be painless. And I wouldn’t stay in hell. I closed my eyes and wasted my last breaths on an unending cry.
 
   But the door didn’t stay closed.
 
   Ada had shoved her shoulder in at the last minute and she squeezed past with a shriek and flung herself on her knees, wrapping her hands around my elbows and pulling at me, pulling at me while something underneath pulled back. I really was going to be torn in two. My arms made a popping noise in their sockets and I could feel the shoes and socks on my feet disintegrating in a hot pool of liquid that frothed up my calves. 
 
   “Hang on!” she yelled, and gave me a tug with all her might. I found strength in my legs and kicked wildly until it let go. Ada fell backward from the sudden surrender and I flew out from under the bed, landing just short of her. 
 
   “Ada!” I wailed. She went on her knees and hauled me up so I was totally out of the bed and beside her. 
 
   The light in the room came on and we turned to the door in terror. My parents were standing there in their pajamas, puzzled and frightened.
 
   “We heard screaming, what’s going on?” my mother asked in a shrill voice.
 
   Ada and I looked back at the bed. With the light on it looked as it normally did. There was nothing underneath it except a few dust bunnies. 
 
   But my legs. My legs were a different story. We saw them at the same time they did.
 
   My mom screeched, “What happened to your legs!”
 
   My Converses were gone. So were my socks. The jeans I was wearing earlier had been torn off at the knees, leaving messy, wet jagged edges of cloth. My legs were completely covered in a thin sheen of vibrant red blood. 
 
   “Oh,” my dad said in a small, shocked voice. He made the sign of the cross across his face. 
 
   My mother swallowed hard, staring so hard at my legs that I thought she was trying to read them.
 
   She was trying to read them.
 
   Ada leaned over and nudged my shoulder down with her hand. I turned my body awkwardly and looked down at the back of my calves.
 
   In dark, scabbing writing were the words “your fault” running down the fleshiest part of my right calf. 
 
   My mom continued to stare. She didn’t come any closer.
 
   “I’ll get some bandages,” my father whispered to her. He put his hand on her shoulder and squeezed it.
 
   I wondered why no one was comforting me?
 
   Finally my mom said, “Perry...” but couldn’t finish it. I knew from the tone what she’d say.
 
   I looked at Ada for help. She bailed on me during the Creepy Clown Lady sighting. I had never gotten the chance to reprimand her on that. I begged her with my eyes to tell her the truth. She dipped her chin and her eyes flew over to my mother’s.
 
   “Mom,” she said, shaking. The fear and adrenaline were ripe in her voice. “It’s not Perry’s fault. She didn’t do that.”
 
   “Well, who did then?” she asked. She shook her head to herself and mouthed a few words I couldn’t hear. Who was going nuts now? My mom was talking to herself in front of us.
 
   I didn’t want to say anything. I didn’t know, anyway. I let Ada speak.
 
   “Mom. I was asleep and Perry came running into my room. The door opened...something...”
 
   She broke off and looked down at the carpet, eyes fixing on nothing, and took a deep breath. “Something grabbed her from behind. It grabbed her legs. And it dragged her in here. It was trying to take her under the bed.”
 
   We both eyed our mother expectantly. Her brows were raised up on her face and seemed to be frozen in shock. Then she smiled. It wasn’t pleasant.
 
   “I can’t listen to this,” she said. She turned around and walked down the hall. I heard her pass my dad in the hallway and hiss to him, “Oh, Ada’s going along with it now. It really does run in the family.”
 
   What runs in the family? Ghosts? Crazy? Ada and I looked at each other questioningly just as my dad came in. He sighed and knelt his pudgy frame on the floor beside us. He laid out the first aid kit and a small bowl of water and washed my legs with a wet towel, then anointed the words with ointment, which might have stung normally but I didn’t feel a thing. With the blood washed off the writing was chillingly visible. Your Fault.
 
   My fault? What had I done? I eyed Ada and my father. From the way their brows were creased uneasily, they were probably wondering the same question. 
 
   And I started wondering if I had written the words myself. I had a Swiss army knife in the drawer beside my bed. I had sewing needles and pins about. How would this be any different from the cutting I did back in high school? I guess I at least remember intentionally hurting myself back then.
 
   “That was a lot of blood,” I said weakly.
 
   He nodded and his lips became drained of color as he squeezed them into a hard, stern line. “These were deep cuts.”
 
   “Stitches deep?” I asked.
 
   He paused and gave me a funny look, like I was foolish to care about something like stitches at this point. Perhaps he was right.
 
   “No, you’ll be all right.”
 
   He finished wrapping my leg with gauze and a tensor bandage, then fingered the edges of my jeans.
 
   “What happened here?”
 
   I looked him square in the eye. “A monster ate them.”
 
   His eyes flitted to Ada then back to mine. “That’s not funny, Perry.”
 
   He stood up with a groan.
 
   “No,” I said forcefully. “It’s not funny, is it?”
 
   He peered down at me with a strange sense of wonder. It was almost like he was trying to decide just how serious I was. Maybe if there was even something worth believing. 
 
   But if he was thinking that, he didn’t say it. He walked to the door and before closing it behind him, said, “Ada, look after your sister.”
 
   “I’m trying,” she said in a breath of a voice. It was directed at me.
 
   “I’m so sorry,” I said, twisting around to face her, unsure of what to do with my legs.
 
   “It’s not your fault,” she said.
 
   “That’s not what my leg says.”
 
   I thought she’d laugh at that but instead she let out a whimper and wiped her nose. “Perry, I’m scared. I’m super, really scared.”
 
   I scooted closer to her so our shoulders were touching. “I am too.”
 
   “Did you see that thing?”
 
   “No.” I shuddered. “But I’ve seen other things. And they aren’t pretty.”
 
   We fell into silence for a while, both of our eyes trained on the bed.
 
   After a deep breath, Ada said, “I’m sorry I didn’t say anything about the woman in the hallway. About Creepy Clown Lady.”
 
   I was no longer angry about it. I understood completely. Someone had to be the sane one here and it sure wasn’t going to be me. Especially not after this, if there  even was an after.
 
   “You know,” she lowered her voice. “I heard her say something to me. In the hall. I heard it in my head.” She sounded incredulous. It was amazing how used I had gotten to seeing Pippa, I sometimes forgot how supernatural she really was.
 
   “What did she say?”
 
   “She said we had to stop them.”
 
   “We had to stop them? Who is we? Who are them?”
 
   “Your guess is as good as mine. I kind of felt like I knew her.”
 
   My mouth twitched. Somewhere in the back of my head the wheels wanted click on that, to turn and turn until something made sense. But I was too tired. I yawned and shivered simultaneously.
 
   “Let’s go to bed,” she said, and carefully hauled me up to my feet. I stripped off my chewed jeans, put on pajama pants and turned my back to her to take off my shirt.
 
   “Uh, Perry?”
 
   I paused with the shirt half over my head. “What?”
 
   “Your back.”
 
   I tried to turn and see but couldn’t. I half lowered the shirt as I felt Ada walk over and touch my mid-back. I winced at her touch. The spot was raw.
 
   “His fault,” she mused.
 
   “More writing?”
 
   “More writing,” she said. “It’s not nasty, though. You’re not, like, really bleeding.”
 
   Well there went that whole theory that I did it to myself. Now it was his fault.
 
   I fished out a t-shirt and put that on and we went to her room. We left the small lamp on and she put the radio on very low volume, just to calm our nerves. I cuddled up next to her in bed, like the way she used to do when I was twelve and she was five and I’d read her my Goosebumps stories and scare her half to death.
 
   Despite the horror that permeated the air around us, the edginess that something could happen at any time, I wasn’t scared. I was beyond scared. I was...wretched. Like a blanket of sadness had rested somewhere in my mind and smothered me with every reflective, heart-rending fiber.
 
   I felt like this was it. There was no more. And I wasn’t strong enough to fight it.
 
   “Ada,” I began slowly, softly, “I love you. You’re the best sister a girl could have and I’m sorry it’s taken me twenty-three years to say that.”
 
   “Why are you telling me this?” she asked, alarmed.
 
   “Because...”
 
   “Don’t be an idiot; really, Perry.”
 
   “Something’s happening to me. Something’s changing.”
 
   “I’ll save you from it. We’ll be fine.”
 
   “But it’s coming from inside me. Don’t you understand? I don’t think I have much time as me left. I think this might be the last night.”
 
   Her mouth dropped open. “How can you just say that!”
 
   “Ada,” I said, trying to find the words to make her understand the pain that was running through my heart. The heaviness of it all. “You know when you’re at that point when you’re crying too much and everything is too much and your body just...shuts down? I’m shutting down.”
 
   “No,” she said determinedly, her eyes flickering. “No, you’re not shutting down. You’re not giving up, Perry. We’re going to fix you. Tomorrow, I’ll find a way, I’ll fix you.”
 
   I tried to smile at her, to thank her for her perseverance, in her belief that everything was going to be OK. But I couldn’t. Because the smile was wiped away by fear. 
 
   Complete and absolute fear. 
 
   I wasn’t alone. The thing was back. 
 
   Back inside me. Inside my mind. Inside my soul.
 
   It was happening again.
 
   “Go!” I yelled at Ada, panicking. She jumped and her eyes widened in shock. She wasn’t reacting fast enough. “Get out of here! Get out of here, Ada, go get Mom and Dad! Go! Get out of here! Now! Go now!”
 
   Before I could see if she listened, my mind was booted to the back seat. I was robbed of all control, relieved as host of my body. The last thing I felt were my hands curling up into hot little balls.
 
   Everything went black. 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
 
    
 
    
 
   “She’s waking up. Get the bat.”
 
   Not exactly the best words to wake up to.
 
   I groaned and tried to open my eyes. They felt like they were glued shut. My throat ached from Sahara dryness and as I moved my mouth, the corners cracked painfully. My tongue tasted like blood-covered pennies.
 
   Outside, the rain was falling. I could hear it on the window panes and roof. And beyond that I heard the hushed breathing of a bunch of people trying to be quiet and failing at it.
 
   Finally, I reached over and wiped my eyes. They had been crusted shut with gross dried fluid. 
 
   They fluttered open and I took in the blurry sight of a spinning room. 
 
   My room.
 
   It was daytime and at the foot of my bed were my mother, my father, Ada and Maximus.
 
   Ada was holding a baseball bat in her hands, holding it like it was painful to do so. She was turned sideways and looked as if she were about to leave.
 
   The others were watching me curiously and with bated breath, their bodies tensed as if they were about to fight. Or flee.
 
   From me.
 
   I wanted to raise my head to get a better look but it was too heavy. I could only lie there with my chin dipped and watch them. Watch them watch me.
 
   Maximus was the first to speak. “Perry. Is that you?”
 
   What kind of question was that?
 
   I cleared my throat a few times before words came out. “Of course, it’s me.”
 
   Everyone relaxed visibly except Ada. She turned to face me.
 
   I gasped.
 
   She had a laceration on right side of her forehead and a band-aid on her cheek near her eye.
 
   I immediately knew why she had the bat. Why she didn’t want to have the bat. I had done that to her. I had done it when I was something else.
 
   “What else did I do?” I asked. No one said anything.
 
   “Someone tell me what I did!” I screamed, then collapsed into a coughing fit.
 
   “She needs water,” Maximus said, leaving the room.
 
   By the time my coughing calmed down, he was approaching me with a glass of it.
 
   “Play nice,” he said with a smile. It didn’t reach his eyes.
 
   I nodded attentively, unable to speak. He put the cup of water on the bedside table, then quickly backed away. I frowned at him as I gulped the cool water down.
 
   “I’m not going to bite you.”
 
   “You tried, though,” he answered, rubbing his arm. He stood beside my parents again.
 
   “Perry, we don’t know what’s going on with you,” my father said as if I’d just been in a foul mood the last few days. “Tomorrow we’re taking you to the hospital. To get you checked out.”
 
   “Dad, I told you that’s not going to work,” Ada said, shifting the bat to her other hand.
 
   My dad raised his hand at her dismissively. “Ada, I have heard just enough of this nonsense. It’s ridiculous and it’s...it’s sacrilegious. Completely sacrilegious. The church doesn’t even believe in demonic possession.”
 
   “Yes they do!” she said. “I’ve been reading about it!”
 
   “Oh, in that wonderful little tome that your sister brought home from the library?”
 
   “Yes!” she yelled. “In there, online, everywhere. Maximus agrees with me! Tell them, Maximus.”
 
   She gestured at my parents with the bat and looked at Maximus keenly.
 
   He wiggled his lips and shrugged. “It’s true that some people, in the church, believe that demonic possession happens. I certainly ain’t saying it’s impossible. But Ada, look at Perry. Do you think that’s what is happening?”
 
   She rolled her eyes and slammed the bat against her palm. “Holy fuck, yes, you retard! You have some inbreeding going down there in the South? Is that what’s wrong with you?”
 
   “Ada!” my mom admonished, stepping closer to my father. 
 
   I slowly placed my cup back down and watched it unfold. It’s like I wasn’t even there.
 
   Maximus glared at her. “What I’m saying is what your parents are saying. Perry is sick. She’s ill. Like her shrinkaroo says. And she’s been reading a lot of books. She’s convinced this is happening to her. It’s not her fault at all. The mind is a powerful thing. I reckon she’s as good as being possessed by her own self.”
 
   She turned her back to him in disgust and looked pleadingly at dad. “You can’t take her to the hospital. They’re going to think she’s crazy.”
 
   My parents exchanged a loaded look. They thought I was crazy.
 
   “It’s not up for discussion,” my dad eventually told her. 
 
   “Dad-” she began to say but was cut off.
 
   By me.
 
   I was screaming.
 
   I had picked up the glass of water and hurled it at them. My mother ducked and the glass smashed into a million pieces against the wall.
 
   The control was taken from me again and I was helpless. I didn’t black out, either. I just watched myself as I leaped out of bed like a rocket and ran along the bed heading straight for my mother.
 
   Maximus was faster. As I bounced off the bed and into the air toward my mom’s sickened face, he tackled me from the side and brought me down to the ground.
 
   I couldn’t do anything to stop myself. My body was no longer mine. But I felt the pain from the impact. That wasn’t fair.
 
   I wailed and moaned and made guttural noises that made my whole body arch and shudder while Maximus held me down with all his strength, his muscles twisting, his face turned red and sweaty as he looked into my eyes. But he wasn’t seeing me. He wasn’t seeing me.
 
   “Pills,” he cried out. He looked up at my parents while I tried to lean forward and bite his hand. “Get the pills! Get some rope!”
 
   My dad grabbed the rope he had used the other night from the corner of the room and my mom brought the pill bottles out from her cardigan pocket. My dad quickly tied the rope around my arms and legs like he was hog-tying in a rodeo and trying to beat his best time. 
 
   My mother leaned over me with the pills dangling between her fingers. I snapped at her.
 
   “Going to be a bit difficult,” Maximus said to her. 
 
   She shook her head grimly. “I learned a trick back in the day. Hold her chin.”
 
   He went for my chin with his large hands. He had the right to look scared to death of me. I tried biting him again.
 
   But it was a distraction. As I did that, my mother pressed down on my forehead with one hand and pinched my nose shut with the other. I clamped my mouth like a vice. I didn’t want to take the pills and neither did the thing inside me. But I had to breathe. 
 
   I gasped, my mouth open. I, we, couldn’t take it. My mom dropped the pills in and kept her grip on my nose until I had no choice but to swallow.
 
   Next thing I knew I was slowly regaining control of my body. 
 
   “I’m sorry,” I said, trying to focus on my parents as Maximus picked me up and put me back into bed. 
 
   “We know you are,” he said to me. His drawl was so gentle that I almost forgot he thought it was all in my head. “We’re going to have to keep you tied up, though. You understand, darling’?”
 
   “Don’t call me darlin’,” I managed to say.
 
   He smiled. “Good to see you’re still with us. But just so your, er, other self knows...your father has the police alerted to what’s going on. In case you get any more out of hand. And, I’m afraid, that despite what your sister thinks, the hospital is going to be the best place for you. I’m just sorry I didn’t know about this sooner, Perry. I’m sorry I actually thought you were haunted. I would have never gone along with the clearing thing; it just made things worse. It gave proof to the delusion.”
 
   But you saw! I thought, now too weak to say anything. You saw the beast! You’re a liar. A goddamn liar!
 
   He stroked the hair off my forehead. I flinched and glared at him, which only made him point at my dad. “I think we might need some more rope here.”
 
   “You guys are fucking sick,” Ada snarled from the back of the room. She shook her head and held herself tightly. “I can’t stand here and watch you do this. I won’t.”
 
   She shot me one last look. It was a look I couldn’t read. She left the room and my heart sank.
 
   My dad re-did the ropes on my arms and legs so I was strapped down to the bed. There was a moment where I was free. Where I thought about shoving him off and running away. I didn’t know where, but I would leave the house and run to the river and just run and run until they couldn’t find me. I’d be safe there. I wouldn’t be dragged off to the hospital. I’d still have this thing inside of me, Abby, a demon, whatever it was, but at least I wouldn’t be carted off to a hospital. I didn’t want to destroy myself in a sterile room. Like a dying dog, I wanted to go somewhere far away and quiet. It was the last thing left that I could control.
 
   But I didn’t move. I didn’t make a run for it, even though I could have. My dad finished tying me up, avoiding my eyes the whole time. He left the room with my mother. Then it was just Maximus and me.
 
   He pulled up the chair from the desk and looked me over. His green eyes glittered apologetically but it wasn’t enough. I had wanted more from him. I had wanted someone who would have fought to the death over me. I wanted someone who’d sacrifice for me. Someone who had my back. Someone who would save me if I couldn’t save myself.
 
   That was not Maximus. It never had been. I was just a quick fuck to him. Never anything else.
 
   Story of my life.
 
   “I’m sorry it has to be this way, Perry,” he said, knowing better than to call me darling again. “I really like you. A lot. I mean an awful, ridiculous amount.”
 
   You’ve got to be kidding me. Was he breaking up with me? We weren’t even in a relationship.
 
   “But you need so much more than I can give you,” he went on, running his fingers down my arm. “You need help and I’m going to help you as much as I can, but you have to help yourself too. It’s a darn shame this had to happen. I think we could have really had something. And, well, maybe someday we can. I think we’d make quite the team. You know, outside of all this. Especially if you agree to doing the show with me. When you’re better, of course.”
 
   That did it.
 
   “Maximus,” I said.
 
   He gave me an inquisitive look. “What?”
 
   I spat in his face with all the nastiness I could muster. The ball of spit landed right on his nose.
 
   I smiled viciously at the look of shock on his face. “That was from me, too. The real Perry.”
 
   He gave me a mean little smile, then wiped his nose and got up. He put the chair back, saying “I’ll be staying overnight here. I’ll come see you later.”
 
   He pulled the door behind him until it was a few inches open. I was alone with my thoughts until the pills kicked in and pulled me into a haze.
 
   Of course, I was never really alone anymore. 
 
   I might never be alone again.
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   The rest of the day passed by in radical shifts. I was drugged and under for periods of time. Then I’d awake, squirming in the bed, almost rising above it, kept in place only by the ropes that kept me down. I was out of control, then in control, then out of control, then in control. The thing and I switched on and off but I didn’t get to call the shots. I could only get him/her/it to leave when I concentrated hard enough. But it drained me and I’d fall back asleep again.
 
   People came and went. Time slowed down. My mother came in and sat beside me for awhile. She couldn’t look me in the eyes. I didn’t know if it was because she was ashamed or hurt or because my eyes now belonged to someone else. She said, “This doesn’t get easier,” and patted my arm.
 
   I never got any more out of it. My dad was even briefer. I could see the guilt in his face was eating him alive. I should have been happy about that, but it just made me feel sad. 
 
   Maximus offered to spoon feed me dinner. I told him I’d barf on him like Linda Blair in The Excorcist. He didn’t broach the topic of food after that. 
 
   But the one person I wanted to see, Ada, had stayed away. I knew she was aching and I knew I must have hurt her terribly when I attacked her. I still didn’t know exactly what had gone down but I knew it must have been traumatizing to be attacked by your sister, even one as unpredictable as me. Still, I figured she’d come by and visit. Tell me something to cheer me up. Talking about fixing me and getting me out of there and how I wouldn’t have to go to a mental institute (because, let’s face it, that’s where I’d be going in the long run). But it would have just been talk anyway. She wouldn’t be able to help me. And that’s why she was staying away. It hurt too much to see me like this.
 
   But it would hurt me less if I could see her.
 
   I sighed and closed my eyes. It was night and still raining steadily. Cold seeped in through the windows and sat thickly in the air. I had heard my parents talking earlier about how cold it was in the room, that the thermostat must be broken. They were so oblivious, I swear.
 
   “How are you feeling?” Maximus asked.
 
   He was back in the room with me, sitting at the desk and using my computer. He turned in his seat, watching me.
 
   “How do you think I’m feeling?”
 
   “Do you feel like killing anyone?”
 
   “Aside from you?”
 
   He got up and came over to me, towering high and mighty, his red coif almost reaching the ceiling. 
 
   “Are you scared?” he asked.
 
   I shot him a testy look. “What do you think? I’m tied to my fucking bed.”
 
   “It’s for your own safety. And everyone else’s. If we were to let you loose...”
 
   “Loose? I’m not a fucking animal.”
 
   “Part of you is. You know it.”
 
   I did know it. I knew why I was tied down. I knew, and I was almost grateful because it meant I couldn’t hurt the ones I loved. I knew the minute I was free that’s exactly what the thing would make me do. 
 
   “Just get through tonight,” he said soothingly. “Things will turn around tomorrow.”
 
   “And what will you do when the men in the white coats take me away? What will you say then? Will you still ask me if I’m scared?” My voice started to tremble. I couldn’t help it. I felt the thing entering part of my head and squatting, waiting for an opportunity. When I was scared, upset, when my guard was down, that’s when it would prey on me. I was starting to predict it. I wanted to warn Maximus, to tell him to step away from me. But part of me wanted to hurt him for hurting me and I didn’t know what part.
 
   “Wherever you end up, Perry, it’ll be for the best,” he said, as if he knew. “They’ll make you new again. The doctors will help you. They’ll treat you. You’ll be given medicine and it’ll fix you. Those mental institutions have a bad rap, you know that. But they do more good than harm, especially for people like you. It may be scary at first, but you’ll be fixed. You’ll be as good as new.”
 
   “Are you sure about that, Max?” someone said.
 
   The voice was shocking in its familiarity, the way it made the arms on my hair stand up. It was low, rich, deep. 
 
   And hardened. 
 
   Maximus flinched and whipped his head toward the door. His burly frame was blocking my view and I could only crane my neck so far to see who else was in the room.
 
   I saw Ada walk past the foot of the bed, her eyes locked to mine, warning me about something. 
 
   Then Maximus, in his most disbelieving drawl, said, “What in God’s name are you doing here?” and moved over just enough so that I could see Dex standing in the doorway.
 
   The room swirled in slow motion. I couldn’t breathe. My eyes widened and froze that way. My body tensed up. My heart lurched around from a million emotions I couldn’t even name. 
 
   Dex. My Dex. My Dex who broke up my heart. My Dex was in my bedroom.
 
   He looked older somehow. My mind was barely processing thought but somehow I was able to fixate on the little details of him. Time stood still. 
 
   His shoulders seemed a bit wider and there was a bit more beef to his arms, which poked out of black t-shirt, his damp cargo jacket flung over one forearm. I don’t know why I thought he would have gone skinnier with grief or something. Wishful thinking. His face was different too. The eyebrow ring was gone and he had a thin layer of scruffy facial hair like he only shaved every couple of days. It suited him. His eyes were the same. Deep brown, shiny and a million degrees of intensity. 
 
   He wasn’t moving, just standing there. His expression went from surprise to indignation to rage as he looked me over, taking in the sorry sight that I was.
 
   Then he sprang into action. He stormed into the room, his arms gesturing wildly to me, and marched right up to Maximus and got in his face. Or almost his face, since Maximus was taller.
 
   “What the fuck is this?” Dex yelled waving his arms wildly. “What are you doing to her?”
 
   “What the fuck is this? What the fuck are you? Why are you here?  You shouldn’t be here!” Maximus said right back to him, not backing down.
 
   “You should thank your freckled ass that I’m here,” he shot back, closing the space between them.
 
   “Guys!” Ada yelled from the other side of me. “It’s OK, I invited him.”
 
   I looked at her incredulously. She mouthed “sorry” to me.
 
   “Why would you do a stupid thing like that?” Maximus said to her across the bed.
 
   “Stupid?” she squawked. “I’m not going to sit back and let you tie my sister to her own bed, pretend you know what the hell is going on with her and then cart her off to a hospital tomorrow when we all know she’s probably not going to be coming back!”
 
   I was touched by my sister’s loyalty and her built-in ferocity. I felt the tears creeping up in my eyes, all too overwhelmed by the situation, what was going to happen to me, and the fact that the man who had broken my soul and made my last few months a living hell, was standing a few feet away from me.
 
   And then I felt that little twitch in my brain, like bugs were crawling in underneath a door. Something was choosing this time, of all times, to take over. I tried to force the blackness out, the suffocating cloak or pure evil. My eyes rolled back in my head and fluttered involuntarily as I concentrated.
 
   “What’s wrong with her?” Dex asked gently, his voice strained. He came closer.
 
   “I’d stay away if I were you, son,” Maximus said, putting his arm out to stop him. 
 
   Dex shot him a dirty look and threw his arm off of him. He stopped right by the bed and crouched down so that his face was at my level. I wanted to look at him but I couldn’t. I had to fight and fight harder because I was losing.
 
   “She’s not well,” he said absently. 
 
   “No shit, Sherlock,” said Maximus.
 
   “Did you notice her eyes are a different color?”
 
   “What are you talking about? No, they aren’t, they’re just dilated.” 
 
   Dex shook his head vigorously. “Dilated but the color around them is brown now. Perry’s eyes have always been blue. Like the ocean on an overcast day.”
 
   Ada gasped. “Dex is right.”
 
   I felt him starting to untie the ropes from my arms. This was not the time to do that!
 
   “Dex, don’t do that,” Maximus said for me. “She’s tied up for a reason, not for sport.”
 
   “She’s not a fucking animal,” he grunted, and kept untying them.
 
   I gave up. The thing was too strong. I wasn’t going to win this time.
 
   I raised my head sharply. “I wouldn’t do that if I were you.”
 
   He raised his head just as the last knot came undone and our eyes met, burning into each other. “It’s me, Perry. It’s Dex.”
 
   I smiled an ugly smile, dripping venom.
 
   “Precisely.”
 
   The thing took over completely, more powerful than ever before. It lunged forward, grabbed Dex by his shirt and then flung him like a ragdoll clear across the room so he hit the ground beside Ada. She cried out and helped Dex to his feet.
 
   But the thing had me coming. My legs yanked at the ropes and they snapped. I jumped over the back of the bed and landed on Dex just as he was almost upright, my nails going after his eyes and just catching the edges of them, leaving bloody trails. He and Ada flew to the ground, but it was just him that I was going to kill. There was no getting around it. He was what the thing wanted. The thing wanted him dead. And somewhere, deep down inside, I think I did too.
 
   I wrapped my fingers around his throat as I held him down, feeling how easy it was to just squeeze and squeeze until his windpipe broke. His scruffy face turned purple and his eyes were shut hard as he tried to pry my hands off of him. He couldn’t. He was fading fast, unable to breathe. I was actually going to do this. I was going to kill him and I’d not only see it happen, it was my body that would inflict it.
 
   His eyes flew open, the blood weeping from the scratches, and looked up at me. I felt so much anger from the thing and from myself. But the anger was only there because of the pain. The pain he caused because I let myself fall in love with him. I loved him once. It was a fact I could no longer ignore. 
 
   I mustered up all strength I had and pushed against the blackness in front of me. I wouldn’t let this happen. Not on my watch. I pushed and strained and for a second I felt a sense of relief and it was in that second that Maximus grabbed me by the waist and pulled me off of Dex.
 
   The thing let out a shriek and my legs kicked out as he held me a few feet above the ground.
 
   “Ada, the rope,” he commanded. 
 
   She was on the floor kneeling over Dex.
 
   “Leave him, get the rope. Get it now!”
 
   Ada jumped up and snatched the ropes off the bed.
 
   I flailed with my legs trying to get her in the face. I tried to burst out against Maximus’s stronghold but he was clutching my writhing body tight as a vice. For the time being. What would happen if I broke free?
 
   I made another push from inside my mind, another attempt to get back in my rightful place. I imagined being stronger. I imagined being pure of heart. Being good. I imagined love. A big heart beating with love. The love I felt for Ada. Her apparent love for me. I forced that image onto the intruder with all my might.
 
   And the kicking stopped. I fell limp in Maximus’s arms and Ada quickly, but with great hesitation, like I was just fooling and reading to smoke her, started to tie my legs.
 
   “No, onto the bed,” he said, and brought me over to it and lay me down. Ada worked on my legs while Maximus tied up my arms.
 
   Meanwhile, Dex slowly got to his feet, rubbing his throat and staggering a little. He leaned against the bed post and tried to catch his breath, wheezing loudly. His throat was pink and you could see the indents from my fingers. 
 
   He was looking at me as if I had just betrayed him. I never wanted to hurt him like this, but what did he expect, just waltzing in here like that? Did he think I was going to welcome him with open arms?
 
   So, I didn’t apologize. Even in the throes of demonic possession, I chose to be stubborn.
 
   When they were done constraining me, Ada touched his arm gently and asked if he wanted ice. He shook his head, his eyes still focused on mine. 
 
   Maximus folded his arms. “I told you so. You’re going to have a heck of a mark on your face there.”
 
   Dex’s eyes flitted to the scabby scratch that still scarred Maximus’s face.
 
   He coughed. “That how you got yours?”
 
   “She’s feisty.”
 
   Dex grumbled. “I guess we’ll match then.”
 
   Maximus chuckled to himself. I didn’t like the sound of that chuckle. It wasn’t humorous.
 
   “Not quite,” he said and winked at Dex.
 
   I didn’t like that either. Ada paused beside me, her hand resting on my arm and we watched them, feeling tension boiling in the room. 
 
   “What’s that supposed to mean?” Dex asked suspiciously.
 
   Oh, God. I had a feeling. It’s a trap! I wanted to yell.
 
   Maximus shrugged and ran his hand through his hair. “Oh, nothing,” he said, extra laziness in his drawl.
 
   He sauntered to the end of the bed and leaned against the opposite bed post, copying Dex’s pose exactly. He smiled slowly at Dex.
 
   I opened my mouth to say something, anything, but Maximus was fast on the draw.
 
   “I just had no idea she was such a wildcat in the sack. Oh, it wasn’t like that with you?”
 
   I heard Ada gasp dramatically beside me. “What? Maximus!”
 
   Dex didn’t say anything. In fact, it looked like he hadn’t really heard him properly.
 
   He cocked a black brow. “Excuse me?”
 
   Maximus’s smile grew wider. His white teeth flashed against his tanned face.
 
   “You heard me. She’s a freaky little one. Good thing I kind of like it rough.”
 
   And that’s when it hit me. That sleeping with Maximus was as vengeful on my behalf against Dex, as it was on his. Maximus still never got over the whole band thing, the whole girlfriend thing, never stopped having it in for him. We both fucked each other to get back at Dex. 
 
   And that’s when Dex hit Maximus.
 
   His dark eyes flared furiously as he came at him with a dead-on, unforgiving punch to the jaw. It sent Maximus’s jaw back and he went stumbling backward onto my desk and computer, which crashed in the middle beneath his hulking frame.
 
   Ada and I yelled in unison. Dex was relentless and went after him still, jumping on him and continuing to throw punches everywhere he could. He was quick, precise and tireless. 
 
   Then my parents were in the room, crying out in shock at the scene of scrappy Dex beating on the giant ginger and destroying my room in the process. Meanwhile, their demonic daughter remained tethered to her bed lest she join in on the fun too.
 
   My father grabbed at Dex’s arms, pulling him back to stop. 
 
   “Go help him!” I whispered to Ada. 
 
   She ran over to Dex and got in between him and Maximus, pushing him back with her hands.
 
   “Enough!” she cried out. “This isn’t helping Perry! That’s not why you’re here. Remember.”
 
   She put her face close to Dex’s, forcing his raging eyes to look at hers and not at Maximus. He bit his lip, hard, and nodded. He closed his eyes and relaxed and my dad hauled him over to the other side of the room while my mom scurried over to Maximus and helped him up.
 
   “What on earth is going on?” My dad’s voice boomed above all the commotion. He brought out the angry teacher persona plus his Italian bravado. He looked at Dex and gave him a dismissive push back. “Why is he here?”
 
   “Dad!” I yelled at him. I couldn’t believe my father just shoved him.
 
   “I called him,” Ada explained, and joined Dex by his side. “I thought he could help.”
 
   “You called him of all people?” my dad jabbed his thumb in his direction. Dex straightened up and raised his chin defiantly but my father held his gaze. “After what you did to my daughter, you should be glad I’m merely going to kick you out of my house.”
 
   Dex cocked his head to the side. “How about what you did. Your little daughter there is tied to her own bed. She’s sick and getting sicker by the minute.”
 
   “She’s going to the hospital first thing in the morning.”
 
   Dex was about an inch taller than my father but seemed so much more when he took a step closer, looking straight at my father with steely eyes. 
 
   
  
 

“If you take her there,” he said, brimming with conviction, “you will kill her. You have no idea what you are dealing with here.”
 
   My father didn’t move. “Oh, I’m sorry, I didn’t realize you had a plan.”
 
   Dex glanced at me quickly, then looked back at him, Ada and my mother. “I do have a plan.”
 
   “Well it’s too bad you can’t stay to tell us about it,” my dad said snidely. He placed his hands on Dex’s shoulders and brusquely directed Dex toward the door.
 
   My breath caught in my throat. Despite the anger, the pain he caused me, he couldn’t leave me. He couldn’t just leave me like this. 
 
   Dex stopped by the door, causing my dad to halt abruptly. He eyed Maximus, who was holding his jaw in pain and shooting daggers at him. Then he turned around and smiled sweetly at dad and mom.
 
   “It’s funny that you both don’t remember me,” he said with false disbelief.
 
   My parents shot each other quick, confused looks. 
 
   “We’ve met before,” he continued, nodding at them appraisingly. “Back in New York. I was just a young fuck at the time. I had a deadbeat, alcoholic crazy bitch of a mother and a wonderful nanny. She was a bit loopy too...”
 
   “We don’t know what you’re talking about,” my dad said. I had no clue what Dex was talking about either. New York? Since when did my parents live in New York?
 
   But my mom, her face flinched with horrible recognition. It didn’t last long but I picked up on it and Dex did too. He squinted his eyes at her and smiled, leaning in closer.
 
   “When I turned eighteen, I changed my last name to mother’s name. To honor her death. Guess I was sentimental back then. Before that, my name was Declan O’Shea.”
 
   My dad’s eyes widened. Then he gave Dex another light push against the shoulders and said, “You need to get out of here. Now.”
 
   “Such a rush?” Dex asked, and was willingly turned around.
 
   “I have no problems calling the cops on you,” my father responded. We all knew he was dying to do it. Maybe get them to take me with them. 
 
   He ushered Dex out the door before he could look back at me. My mother and Maximus, with his rapidly swelling jaw, went after them.
 
   Ada stood in the middle of the room watching the blank spot where they all had just been. Finally, she looked at me with her big eyes. Damn. What the fuck just happened?
 
   “I’m so sorry, Perry,” she said. “I didn’t want to tell you. I didn’t tell anyone. I just couldn’t let this happen to you. I just thought, of all people, even if you hated him, that Dex could be the one to help.”
 
   “He said he had a plan,” I said slowly. It hurt to talk now, and I was growing more exhausted by the second now that the commotion was over.
 
   “I don’t know what it is. But when I called him and explained, he said he’d take care of everything. He drove straight here. But -”
 
   “He’s Declan O’Shea,” I said softly. My head rolled to the right as she came closer. “Why do mom and dad know him?”
 
   “They said they didn’t,” she said. She peered out the window. “But I think they’re lying.”
 
   “Is he out there?” I asked, unable to look.
 
   “Yeah. Dad’s making crazy gestures. I think he’s yelling at him.”
 
   She looked down at me. “Liars or not, you can’t expect dad to, like, be happy to see him. After what he did to you.”
 
   “Ada. I don’t want him to go,” I slurred the last part. I was losing consciousness. I didn’t know if it was the after-effects of the pills or if there was a takeover at hand.
 
   “I don’t either. But he’s going.”
 
   I heard his Highlander start outside and then the sound faded. All my hope went with it. I had Dex for a few minutes and even through all the rage I felt, the hurt and humiliation, seeing him had filled me with a resilience I hadn’t felt in a long time. Like I had a fighting chance.
 
   Now, he was gone. I had nothing left but questions.
 
   “When did mom and dad live in New York?” I asked with the last strength I had.
 
   Ada came at sat on the bed. “I don’t know. Maybe when mom was modeling? You need to sleep, Perry. I’ll be right here.”
 
   I nodded, then slept.
 
    
 
   CHAPTER TWENTY
 
    
 
    
 
   I awoke to the sound of my window being jimmied. My eyes flew open. It was dark in my room except for my bedside lamp and I was still in bed, still tied to the posts. My muscles ached and cried from being pulled in the same position for so long. I was alone.
 
   Well, not quite. 
 
   The window finally slid open, clattering in the frame. I froze, unsure of who it was, what it was. Did the winged demon babies finally come for me? Was it something worse, like the giant spider?
 
   “Hey, kiddo,” Dex whispered. “It’s just me.”
 
   I heard him hoist himself through the window and land softly on the carpet. He appeared beside me. Like before, he crouched down so he was at my level. I moved my head on the pillow to look at him.
 
   With blood crusting at the corners of his eye, he gave me a quick, almost shy smile. I hated how it made me feel. His smile still had the ability to make me feel good.
 
   “Sweet climbing tree you’ve got there,” he said, nodding his head at the outside. He looked me up and down, frowning, then asked, “How are you?”
 
   “How do you think?” I replied, my tongue feeling sluggish.
 
   “Yeah,” he said slowly. “I know. I’m going to get you out of here, OK?”
 
   “Where?”
 
   “I said I had a plan. Your parents never gave me a chance to tell it to them. You just have to trust me.”
 
   My eyes narrowed at him. “How the fuck do you think I can trust you?”
 
   He winced and rubbed at his thin beard. “I deserve that, I know. And I don’t blame you. But none of that’s important right now. Later, yes. Not now, kiddo. Ada was right. You can’t stay here. Whatever’s inside you, it’s going to kill you. Sooner rather than later. And a hospital, alone...Perry you don’t want to die in there.”
 
   My eyes flickered in alarm. 
 
   He reached over and stroked my hand gently. His touch made gooseflesh appear on my arm. “It’s true. I’m not trying to scare you. In fact, you’re the one who’s scaring me. As usual. But we have to go. Will you come with me?”
 
   “You’ll have to untie me,” I said in a hush. 
 
   He leaned in closer. “I’ll risk it.”
 
   “Promise you’ll tie me up again after?”
 
   I expected him to have some sexy remark to that. But his face was stern, washed with determination. “I don’t want to.”
 
   “But you have to. Or I won’t go. I don’t want to hurt you again.”
 
   “Even though I deserve it.”
 
   “You deserve something. But not that.”
 
   He nodded and took a deep breath. “OK, deal.”
 
   He leaned over me and untied my left arm. He smelled the same as ever. Old Spice, Nicorette gum. I tried not to breathe it in, just in case it messed with my heart a bit. But it was hard.
 
   My hand came free and I wiggled it as he untied the other one. He paused before heading down to my legs and shot me a wry look out of the corner of his eye. He was waiting for me to attack him.
 
   I smiled quickly. “I’m OK.”
 
   He nodded, and chewing on his lip, he undid the other two legs. As he worked, I stretched my arms and back and reflected on how odd everything suddenly was. Here was Dex, someone I had known in the most personal level possible and it felt like we were almost strangers. Like we were starting all over again. It made me a little bit sad. But I pushed the sadness away because I couldn’t afford to vulnerable. Not only because it made me more susceptible to that thing, but because I didn’t want to backslide, as foolish as that was. Dex had just warned me that I might die because of this but I wanted to hold onto my precious pride. But what use was pride if you were dead?
 
   When he was finished, he came back to me and gently slid his arm underneath my back, easing me into a sitting position. 
 
   “Here, up you go. Easy...take it easy.”
 
   My heart pounded in my head and I pressed down on both temples. His warm hand cupped the back of my head, supporting me. I pointed at the rope, keeping my eyes shut. 
 
   “Tie me up,” I said, grinding my teeth against the pain.
 
   “Right now?”
 
   “Please, Dex.”
 
   He sighed and reluctantly tied the rope around my wrists and ankles.
 
   “Do it tighter,” I whispered harshly.
 
   He stopped and tilted my chin up so I was looking at him. I opened my eyes. His eyes were large and searching mine. I could see my reflection in them.
 
   “What?” I asked. “You saw what I did. Your throat is practically blue.”
 
   It was now. Blue and purple and ugly. All because of me.
 
   “I don’t like this.”
 
   “And I do?”
 
   But he tied my wrists and ankles tighter, stopping just before the circulation was cut off.
 
   “I’m obviously going to have to carry you,” he said warily.
 
   “Obviously,” I whispered back.
 
   He put his arms behind my back and knees and lifted me up with little effort. I was right. He had bulked up a bit. Not that it matters, I thought quickly, then tried to concentrate on the task at hand. Mainly, getting the hell out of Dodge without my parents, or Maximus, or Ada, catching us. Still, as I rested my head in the crook of his sweet-scented neck, I couldn’t help but wonder how I smelled; my last bath having been days ago. And that was with spiders.
 
   “You OK, kiddo?” he asked after taking a step.
 
   I nodded and breathed into his neck. 
 
   “Here goes nothing,” he said quietly. He adjusted my weight on him and quickly opened the door with his hand. It creaked open slowly. The lights in the hallway were on but the ones on the stairs weren’t. I hoped he wouldn’t fall down them; we’d both be hurt and we’d be letting everyone know what we were up to. 
 
   He tiptoed (if it’s even possible to tiptoe when you’re carrying someone) to the edge of the stairs and then carefully made his way down them. I wanted to warn him to be extra quiet since Maximus was asleep in the living room but I didn’t want to open my mouth.
 
   We made it to the hardwood floors and he turned toward the front door.
 
   Then stopped.
 
   There was someone standing there.
 
   We waited until the figure came forward and the light from upstairs illuminated them enough.
 
   It was Ada. She was still in her clothes, having not gone to sleep yet.
 
   “What are you doing with her?” she hissed.
 
   “I’m taking her. This is part of the plan.”
 
   “Taking her where? You never told me the plan.”
 
   “You guys, shut up.” I hushed them. “You’ll wake Maximus.”
 
   I jerked my head in the direction of the living room.
 
   Dex continued, voice even lower, “I can’t tell you the plan. When your parents find out what I’ve done-”
 
   “They’ll call the fuzz!” she shot in.
 
   “Exactly. And you’ll be grilled until you tell them the truth.”
 
   “I can keep a secret.”
 
   “No she can’t,” I whispered to him.
 
   He nodded. “See, Perry knows. Just trust me, Ada. You called me here for a reason, didn’t you? I’m saving your sister the only way I know how.”
 
   “And how is that?”
 
   “She needs an exorcist.”
 
   Silence fell over us as we sucked on that exotic word: Exorcist. Dex was taking me to see an exorcist. I know I had been half-convinced I needed an exorcist this whole time but when someone else said it, it became real. Like an actual thing you could have done. What did you do today? Oh I saw an exorcist.
 
   I don’t know if the thing inside me was cowering at the mention of that but suddenly I was very scared again.
 
   “An exorcist?” Ada repeated after what seemed like an eternity.
 
   “Yes,” Dex said, his patience being tried. “You know. You’ve seen the film.”
 
   “Actually, I haven’t.”
 
   “Well, you should. It’s very good.”
 
   “Guys,” I whispered again. “Maximus!”
 
   “Please, Ada,” Dex said imploringly. “Just let us go. You know I’ll do anything for Perry. She’s safer with me than with anyone else.”
 
   His admission tugged at my heartstrings. Only a little. He was still a douchecanoe. The douchcanoe who was going to paddle me to safety.
 
   “My dad will call the cops the minute you’re gone,” she said. “They’ll come after you. For, like, kidnapping or something.”
 
   “I know.”
 
   Ada folded her arms and stuck out her leg in front of her. “Then I’m going with you.”
 
   “Noooo,” Dex said, shaking his head. “This is nasty business, little fifteen.”
 
   “I don’t care. There wouldn’t even be a dumb plan if it wasn’t for me. I’m going with you. She’s my sister and you need someone to watch over her while you drive. And if you don’t take me with you, I’m just going to march over to your little ginger friend over there and-”
 
   “Fine,” he said swiftly. “You can come. But we’re going now. Right now. Before it’s too late.”
 
   She smiled widely, which in turn made me feel that bounce of hope again. The thought of going to an exorcist was terrifying but it was no worse than being possessed. I just hoped I’d hold on long enough. The thing was always waiting.
 
   Ada crept quietly to the front door and opened it for us. With quick feet, Dex jogged down the front steps and into the wet, cold night. The rain splashed hard against my cheeks. 
 
   With hot breath he whispered into my ear as he ran, “I’m just around the corner, a few more seconds.”
 
   I heard Ada close the front door quietly, and within seconds she was running beside us. We left the driveway and made a turn for the right. Farther up the road was his black Toyota Highlander. What a sight for sore eyes that car was. 
 
   It was unlocked, so Ada opened the back doors and Dex gently placed me in the seat. Ada hopped in on the other side, choosing to ride in the back with me.
 
   Dex got in the front and adjusted the rearview mirror. He looked at me and then looked at Ada.
 
   “Last chance to get out and live a normal life,” he said.
 
   “Are you kidding? I gave that up for Lent,” she answered with a roll of her eyes.
 
   Dex started the car and with a powerful purr, we were off. 
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   “How is she?” Dex asked.
 
   I felt the car roll to a stop and opened my eyes. Dex was turned around in the front seat, looking at me with concern. Ada leaned forward until her face filled my vision. The only light came from a nearby street lamp. We had pulled along the side of a road, a gas station in the distance. The far-off roar of cars told me that the highway was close by.
 
   “Perry?” she asked.
 
   “Yes?” I replied groggily. I tried to move in my seat but found it impossible. I looked down. Forget the rope, now my arms and legs were bound to me in a layer of duct tape. I looked like a silver worm.
 
   I looked up at them. “Seriously?”
 
   Dex chewed on his lip for a few seconds and glanced at Ada.
 
   “Perry, it was really bad,” she said gently. “We had to stop at a gas station and buy out their rope and duct tape.”
 
   “They definitely thought we were doing some kidnapping,” Dex said. 
 
   “What did I do?” I tried to adjust myself; the duct tape was so tight and binding and pinched at my sore skin.
 
   “You broke out of your ropes somehow and opened the car door. You were about to jump out.”
 
   My mouth dropped open.
 
   “Dex did some Need for Speed-style maneuvers; you fell back in the car before you could. I grabbed you...shit, you really need to cut your nails, Perry.”
 
   She rolled up the sleeve of her striped shirt. There were long, scraggly scratches on it.
 
   “Sorry,” I mumbled, feeling worse than ever. “I don’t remember any of it.”
 
   She shrugged. “S’Ok. But we didn’t want to take any more chances. Now you can’t do anything except bite us. But a piece of duct tape should fix that.”
 
   I shook my head. “Please don’t. I’ll behave.”
 
   But it was a promise that thing wouldn’t keep.
 
   I turned my attention to Dex. His face was dark in the shadows of the car. 
 
   “Did I do anything to you?” 
 
   “Except for a killer kick to my chin? Naw,” he said, rubbing it dramatically.
 
   “Sorry.” It seems that’s all I’d be saying. 
 
   “Kiddo, I’d let you brand me with a hot iron if you wanted to.”
 
   “Still a sucker for punishment?”
 
   He grinned. “Something like that.”
 
   I felt Ada’s eyes boring into me. I gave her a sharp glance. “What?”
 
   She eyed Dex, then smirked. “Nothing, nothing. Just thought maybe you two could stop this Booth and Bones bantering thing so we could talk a bit about where we’re going and who this exorcist is and all that. You know, before her head starts spinning around?”
 
   “Ah ha,” Dex pointed his finger at her. “You have seen The Exorcist!”
 
   “No, that’s from Scary Movie,” she protested.
 
   “Where are we going?” I asked Dex before he could tell Ada she had terrible taste in film.
 
   “Idaho,” he said. “Hope you like potatoes.”
 
   I didn’t understand. “Why Idaho? There’s an exorcist in Idaho?” I looked out the window at the blackness. “Where are we now?”
 
   “We just passed The Dalles. Heading straight through Walla Walla and then Lapwai. That’s where he is.”
 
   “Where who is?”
 
   “The medicine man.”
 
   Ada and I exchanged a look. Medicine man?
 
   I snorted. “Uh, Dex, I don’t think a medicine man is going to-”
 
   “Perry, listen to me,” he said curtly, his eyes growing dangerously hard. I listened. I was wrapped in duct tape, I had no choice. “As weird as this might sound to you, this is our only option. Exorcists aren’t exactly in the phone book and the people I did call yesterday were all too quick to tell me to fuck off. You’ve seen what medicine men can do. You saw that in Red Fox. We both did.”
 
   He paused and eyed my wrapped legs and arms. “I couldn’t just sit back do nothing. I couldn’t just give up on you. I called Bird. He said he knew of a guy close by; I knew I wouldn’t be able to get you on an airplane or anything like that. He said this Roman, a Nez Perce medicine man could help us. That he’s done this kind of thing before.”
 
   “He’s performed an exorcism?”
 
   Pause. “Yes.”
 
   “And did it work?”
 
   Dex sucked on his lip. “Not exactly. The boy that was possessed? He kind of died.” 
 
   I gasped. Dex quickly continued, “It had nothing to do with Roman. He got the demon, spirit, whatever it was out of the boy. Bu the boy died a few days later from heart failure. He was too weak. This is what Bird said, anyway, and he said if you were still you, still Perry, still strong little Perry, then you’d have a fighting chance. It’s our only chance, kiddo. I don’t think you realize the consequences of just leaving this.”
 
   I raised my brows incredulously. “You don’t think I know the consequences?! I’m fucking covered in duct tape, you’re both treating me like I’m a monster...and I am a monster. I know it! That’s the worst part!” I felt the tears coming and blinked hard to cull them back. If I started crying, there’s no way I’d be able to wipe them away.
 
   Ada put her arm around me and squeezed me against her. “You’re not a monster. We know who you are.”
 
   “I’m just so scared,” I said so softly that the words seemed to evaporate in the car. One tear blinked out of my eye and landed on my t-shirt. I watched the damp spot spread. 
 
   Dex tensed up, his dark eyes observing carefully, like he couldn’t decide what else to say or if he should come in the back to comfort me. Part of me wanted him to stay where he was. Part of me could have used his strong arms around me. No wonder it was so easy for an entity to come and divide me. I never really knew who I was to begin with.
 
   He didn’t do it, either. He just started the car and pulled the car out into the road, doing a U-turn. 
 
   “Next stop, Idaho. Hang in there, kiddo,” he said.
 
   I’d hang in there as long as I could. But I was hanging by a thread.
 
   We fell into a silence as we sped along the highway. The cars out there were few and far between and Dex was driving as fast as he possibly could, sensing the urgency with each passing second. I felt curiously fine at times, then I’d see a shadow lurking in the corner of my mind and I was reminded that “fine” was only an illusion. I wasn’t tired at all and that was good because I wanted to have all my power available to fight back the final takeover when the time came. Because I knew it would come. There would be a time when I wouldn’t be able to get back and I would be ousted, to who knows where, for all eternity. The thought did my brain in, as did everything else. So I didn’t think about it. I tried not to think about anything. But I knew.
 
   Dex put a Stone Temple Pilots greatest hits album on his mp3 player and I was struck at the shade of normalcy it gave to things. It could have been any other trip for us. Dex putting in his music, me staring out the window, heading somewhere unknown to explore some strange thing. But everything had changed. Our relationship was different – it was barely even a relationship at all. The man wasn’t my lover, he wasn’t even my friend. There was no show anymore either, no ghosts to hunt. Yet here we were, still together, in his Highlander, preparing to fight our demons. This was another thing it seemed I couldn’t escape in my life. Only this time, I wasn’t sure if that was a good thing or a bad thing.
 
   I watched the back of his head, the way his dark hair stuck out to the side, like he’d left his house in a hurry and didn’t even bother looking in the mirror. I wondered about his place. If he was still with Jennifer. If he still had the dog, Fat Rabbit. What he’d been doing for the past few months. If what Rebecca said was true, that he was as destroyed as I had been, if he missed me at all and if the guilt weighed down on him. He looked handsomer somehow, stronger, healthier. It didn’t seem like I’d had much of an effect on him at all. 
 
   As shallow as it was to admit, it bugged me. I mean, it really, really bugged me. He came all the way to help me, to possibly save my life, and yet I wanted more from him. I wanted him to suffer. Not in a physical way and certainly not at my own hands. Suffocating him hadn’t helped anything. I was still angry. And that’s when I realized time hadn’t help anything either. I was still angry. I was still spurned and embarrassed and devastated over what happened. I thought I had gotten over him, that it was all in the past. I thought I was ready to move on. But just staring at the back of his head made me realize I wasn’t over him at all. And if I ended up getting out of this thing alive, if Roman could save me somehow, I was going to have to work extra hard at getting Dex Foray back out of my life again. Loving him had been the biggest mistake I ever made.
 
   I looked over at Ada. She was sleeping in a ball against the door and snoring lightly, her blonde hair splayed all over her head. Poor kid. She had never asked for any of this. I thought she would have been spared the trauma I faced when I was exactly her age. But it looked like things were doomed to repeat themselves. 
 
   I thought about what my mother had said about things “running in the family.” Then I thought about how little I actually knew about my family. They seemed so foreign to me now.
 
   I looked at the rearview mirror and, sensing my gaze, Dex lifted his eyes to it. 
 
   He smiled, just a quick twitch at the corner of his lips.
 
   “Did you get any sleep?” he whispered.
 
   I shook my head. “I’m in and out. But I wasn’t sleeping. I don’t think.”
 
   “No. You weren’t. Or maybe you were. Do you speak in tongues and sleep with your eyes open now?”
 
   “No...”
 
   “Didn’t think so.”
 
   “Dex...” I started. I was almost afraid to continue. To find out the truth.
 
   “You want to know about Declan O’Shea,” he answered. He always knew what I was thinking. 
 
   “Yes. How do you know my parents?”
 
   He looked back at the dark road, the headlights cutting through the wavering night.
 
   “I don’t, really. I barely remember them. I think I met them once. I wouldn’t have remembered at all if Pippa hadn’t said anything on the EVP recordings.”
 
   OH, GOD. I had forgotten about what else was said on the recordings. My eyes went wide.
 
   “Don’t worry,” he said, noticing, “I don’t care about the medication thing. You did me a favor, actually.”
 
   “Dex, I’m sorry. Look, that was low of me-”
 
   “I don’t care, Perry. I could never hate you for that. You were right to test it. You did it because you cared about me. You did care about me, didn’t you?”
 
   There was a rare shimmer of tenderness in his voice. I didn’t let myself dwell on it.
 
   “So why would Pippa mention my parents?”
 
   He breathed out through his nose slowly and shook his head slightly. “I think that’s something you need ask her.”
 
   I almost spazzed at him. I was so sick and tired of playing the vague game!
 
   “I’m not trying to be a dick,” he explained hastily. 
 
   “No, that just happens naturally with you.”
 
   “I mean it. I don’t want to be the one to tell you. This involves you more than you’d think.”
 
   “Oh, so that makes it easier to just ignore? I don’t think I like that you know something that I don’t, especially something that ties you and Pippa and my parents together!”
 
   Ada stirred from beside me and I immediately regretted raising my voice. But I was mad. I was so mad.
 
   “What’s going on?” she asked sleepily. “She demonic again?”
 
   “Yes,” Dex said.
 
   “No!” I yelled, and squirmed in my duct tape cocoon. “Ada, he’s holding out on me. On us. On how he knows our parents.”
 
   “What?” she leaned forward and punched him hard in the shoulder. “You asswipe! Spill the beans.”
 
   “Hey, Ali, I’m driving here,” he said, shaking his shoulder. 
 
   She jabbed her index finger in his face. “Tell us. Why do you know our parents? They never lived in New York.”
 
   “I guess they were visiting,” he said, eyeing her finger warily.
 
   “Visiting who?” she demanded.
 
   I wanted to ask that question too but I suddenly had this insane tickle in my throat, like the kind I’ve gotten from my kiwi fruit allergy. My throat felt like it was swelling, stretching, spreading. A buzzing filled my brain and my stomach churned angrily. It moved. Something was happening.
 
   Dex sighed. “Visiting my nanny.”
 
   “Guys I-” I was interrupted by my own coughing fit. I felt like something terrible was crawling up my throat, as if I’d swallowed something still alive and it had to get it out. The duct tape didn’t allow my lungs to expand; I couldn’t get enough air to push.
 
   “Phfff, as if you had a nanny,” Ada said. “What was her name, Mary Poppins?”
 
   I coughed louder, harder, unable to get their attention.
 
   Finally, Dex brought his eyes up to the mirror and asked, “Perry, are you OK?”
 
   I shook my head, my face turning hot as I strained against the convulsions. I was going to throw up. I had to throw up. 
 
   “Are you gonna vom?” Ada backed away from me slightly.
 
   I felt something makes its way past my tonsils and onto my tongue. A piece of food, maybe?
 
   Nope. It started crawling slowly in my mouth, tiny pinpricks brushing my palate.
 
   Revolted, I spit with all my might and a black ball shot out and onto the middle seat.
 
   Ada and I peered down at it, disgusted but curious. 
 
   The black ball unfurled itself and I could see it wasn’t black at all. Just black and yellow. And moving.
 
   A wasp. 
 
   “What’s going on?” Dex asked frantically, trying to drive straight and see behind him at the same time.
 
   “Ewwwww,” Ada said. The wasp buzzed its wings in an attempt to fly but Ada was faster and she smashed it into the seat with one of her shoes she’d taken off. 
 
   There was a hush of relief among us. Then the sick feeling intensified, like an entire nest of wasps was crawling out of the recesses of my stomach and scurrying up my esophagus, blocking me from precious air. I was drowning in them. 
 
   I tensed and writhed in my constraints while Ada and Dex watched me with horrified eyes. My mouth flew open and I heaved up a mass of wriggling wasps that landed on my lap in a sickening heap.
 
   Ada screamed. I heaved and heaved, unable to get them all out of me.
 
   And Dex was deathly allergic to wasps. It was he who panicked first. I couldn’t blame him. He yelled and flailed and tried to drive but it was too much. 
 
   In slow motion, like a scene from a movie, the car careened off the highway.
 
   We bounced down an embankment, the sound of tires grinding asphalt, then gravel, then grass, and we coasted along flatness for a few seconds; time that slowed us down.
 
   A tree appeared in the headlights, followed by a magnificent crunch.
 
   There were screams. 
 
   Bodies flying forward.
 
   Wasps. 
 
   Blood.
 
   Then it was over.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
 
    
 
    
 
   When I came to, I was as far away from a car accident as one could be. I gained consciousness while I was walking through a dark forest grove, punctuated by the blue-green glow of fireflies that darted in and out amongst the trees. It was just like my dream only it was real now. Or as close to real as anything could be.
 
   I stopped by a tall, earthy-smelling pine and peered at myself, the moonlight peeking through the spaced-out branches. The duct tape still clung to my arms and legs in places but had been torn down the middle, ripped apart. There was blood spattered across my pajama top and I didn’t know who it belonged to, or how it got there.
 
   Ada! I thought as everything shifted into shape. Dex!
 
   The cloud in my head began to lift. Where was I? Where were they?
 
   “Ada!” I yelled into the night. My voice was immediately swallowed up by the layers of bark and rock around me. “Can anyone hear me? Dex?!”
 
   I paused, holding my breath, listening. The fireflies made little buzzing noises and the branches scraped against each other in the breeze. I heard nothing else except my own heartbeat and was met with my deepest fear yet.
 
   What if something happened to them? What if they had died from the car crash? What if I had killed them?
 
   I scanned the forest but saw nothing but dark shadows and mountainous boulders that reflected the light of the moon. It was deathly cold and I was still barefoot and only in my sleeping attire. I didn’t care. I didn’t feel anything but panic.
 
   I started walking first, pushing the rough branches past me, trying to find a path in the maze of trunks. Then, as my thoughts swarmed, I ran, not minding the scattered stones and twigs that dug into the soft undersides of my feet, not noticing the pine needles whipping my eyes. 
 
   The wasps! My God, the wasps. If Dex had survived the crash, survived me, there’s no way he’d survive that.
 
   I ran and ran in an endless loop, pushing my body to the limit. I was weak from lack of food and water and my muscles ached with each stride, soft from being stretched and immobile for so long.
 
   I ran and then...
 
   Suddenly I was standing before a clearing where rough grass grew silver white in the moonlight. The moon that was on the wrong side of me. A moon that was a smidge lower in the sky.
 
   I had gotten turned around. At some point, while I was running, the thing had taken over and directed me in the opposite direction. Now I was conscious and able but more lost than ever. It was hard to know where I was when I never knew where I started. 
 
   That was frightening. I never even felt it come in.
 
   Somewhere in the forest, a baby cried.
 
   I swallowed hard and tried to soothe my heart as it pulsed madly in my veins.
 
   The baby cried again. 
 
   “No,” I said out loud. There is no baby. That was a dream. This is real. You’re remembering your dreams. You’re remembering your dreams, you’re remembering your dreams.
 
   Somewhere in the forest, a few branches cracked. 
 
   I imagined tiny, flightless demons falling out of a nest and running toward me, thinking I was their mother.
 
   I threw my head back at the sky and screamed. 
 
   I screamed and screamed, letting it all out, letting my cries carry through the clearing and above the trees, high into the mountains, whose shadows rose ominously in the distance. If anyone heard me, it would be all for the better. The madness was too much for one person to bear.
 
   “Perry?”
 
   It was Dex’s voice. It cut my screams off at the source and I whipped around.
 
   He was standing a few yards behind me. His shirt was torn and wet in places and he stood at such an angle that it was almost impossible to be upright. Half his face was covered with blood that pooled out of a dark wound at his widow’s peak. His eyes regarded me like I was a stranger, someone he wasn’t sure if he could trust. Maybe I looked like a ghost myself.
 
   “Hi,” I said softly. I tried not to smile. My arms and legs started tingling from finally feeling the cold. “You’re alive.”
 
   He nodded, wincing. “Are you OK? Are you hurt?”
 
   “I’m OK, considering I’m also very not OK.”
 
   He nodded, then gasped for breath and started to lean a bit to the side.
 
   I scampered over and got him under his arm just before he keeled over. 
 
   “I’m fine,” he said, grinding his jaw. Once a liar, always a liar.
 
   “No, you’re not; your head...” I tried to touch the wound but he yanked his head out of the way. That brought another grimace to his face and he fought through the pain, a pain that tensed all of his muscles into hard lines. 
 
   “It’s fine, I’m fine.”
 
   “Where’s Ada?” I asked, suddenly alarmed.
 
   “She’s fine. She’s at the car.”
 
   He let out a deep breath and attempted to take a step. I went with him.
 
   “What happened? Were you stung?”
 
   He nodded, carefully this time. “More than once. But I had two Epi-Pens in the glove box. Your sister found some pretty creative places to stab me.”
 
   “We’ve got to take you to a hospital,” I insisted as I helped him navigate over a fallen log. 
 
   “I’m fine.”
 
   “Dex, you’re not,” I said, and stopped, pressing my hand back into his chest. 
 
   He looked down at me and smiled painfully. “Kiddo, we’re not going anywhere except straight to Roman’s.”
 
   “But your head, and the stings, your allergy will-”
 
   “Will be taken care of when I get a chance to take care of it. My wounds aren’t vital. Yours are.”
 
   “But the car. We’ve got to call for help. Get a tow truck or Triple A or something.”
 
   “The car is fine. She’s a trooper. She’ll take us where we need to go. She may not look pretty anymore, but none of us do. I even started her engine before I set out to find you, thinking you might hear it. She purrs like a cat. A retarded cat, but a cat.”
 
   I still didn’t like it. He grew silent as we hobbled together through the forest.
 
   I had to ask, “Where did I go?”
 
   “Huh?”
 
   “Just now. After the accident.”
 
   “I don’t know.” His voice became yielding, pliable.  “I came to with my head indented on the steering wheel. The wasps were gone. Ada was shaking me awake. She had her seatbelt on, thank fuck, so she was fine. Maybe some whiplash. And you were gone. I don’t even know how you got out of your seatbelt. You’ve not only turned into the Hulk, but Houdini as well. ”
 
   I was so ashamed and so furious with myself for leaving the accident. And causing the accident, when it came right down to it. They were my wasps, weren’t they?
 
   “You should have left me here,” I growled. 
 
   He stopped. I could see a single beam of light in the distance, probably the car. It made the sticky blood on his face shine like a frozen pond. 
 
   “Perry,” he said. His voice came out thick and raspy. “You have to accept that this isn’t your fault. You didn’t ask for this.”
 
   “How do you know?” I cried out. He was sparking some nerves just beneath my shell. “How do you know what I asked for?! Do you know what it’s been like to be me for the past few months? Do you have any idea what I’ve gone through!? Do you?!”
 
   The non-bloodied skin on his face went an extra shade of white to match the moon. His eyebrows lowered, eyes dropped briefly to the ground. Then he brought them to meet mine and they softened like liquid honey.
 
   “I don’t think I’ll ever be able to tell you how sorry I am. It doesn’t mean I won’t try, because you, Perry, you deserve a lifetime of servitude. Eons of groveling. Even then, I don’t think I can show enough, do enough to let you see. And that’s OK. You have every right to hate me for this lifetime and many others. You have every right to never see me again. To spit on my grave. But tonight, now, I’m not going to give up on you. I’m going to fix you or,” his voice fell with weight, “die trying.”
 
   I didn’t know what to say to that. I opened my mouth and closed it again, letting the gravity of his words sink in. I couldn’t forgive him. I couldn’t let him die on account of me, either. He needed to go to the hospital. I needed to go to a hospital. But we both carried on in our stubborn little ways, protesting together but apart. 
 
   Dex let out a puff of breath and pointed at the light in the distance.
 
   “Just one headlight left. Let’s hope we make it till dawn before seeing any cops. I don’t think they’d believe our story for a second. Especially since your jolly old father probably has a wanted poster of me down at the station already.”
 
   A minute later we arrived at the car. Ada looked fine except for a bruise on her elbow. She wrapped her arms around me in a lavish, squeezing hug, thinking she might never see me again. I foolishly told her it would be the last time we’d be apart. 
 
   Then she started wrapping me up in duct tape. Even in the middle of a car accident, I was still public enemy number one.
 
   We got in the car and after I was carefully belted in, Dex managed to reverse it up the embankment. Luckily, it wasn’t as steep as it looked when we went bounding down it. The Highlander shuddered and smoked a bit but she worked and we were soon roaring down the highway again. The night sky was clear as we left the mountains and entered the softly rolling hills, and far off in the distance you could see the sky easing black to blue. The horizon looked fresh and clean and the dying stars twinkled brightest before they faded. Dawn was coming.
 
   Time was ticking.
 
   It was near eight in the morning, when the landscape was sunny, dusty and squint-worthy bright, that I felt a cloak of blackness settle over me like opaque net. It had been waiting to drop all night. I had been waiting to receive it. A net of indescribable evil. 
 
   A voice spoke out deep inside my head. That voice from the bowels of creation, one that encapsulated all pain and suffering the world has ever known - and relished it.
 
   Give up, it said. To resist is to bring pain. Pain to your loved ones. Pain to yourself. Give up and you’ll be spared. You’ll be free.
 
   Try me, I thought. 
 
   I raised my chin and looked at Dex and Ada, who were lost in their own thoughts, watching the flat farmlands roll past.
 
   “Guys,” I said, my voice shaking out of my chest. “I don’t have much time left.”
 
   Dex stepped harder on the gas. I didn’t know if it would be enough.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   When we arrived outside the small, reservation town of Lapwai, I was a complete write-off. There was no hope left for me. I pushed and tried and projected and did what I could to get control back but I was too tired and too weak to be any threat. I spent the entire car ride trapped in my body and under the demon’s rule. I spoke in tongues, I writhed and screamed and tried to bite Ada and Dex until she was stealth enough to put a piece of duct tape over my mouth. She then proceeded to tape me down to the actual seat, using all three rolls of the tape they’d purchased from the gas station. 
 
   It was good timing that as soon as Dex navigated the Highlander up to a desolate rancher on the sage-brushed outskirts, the tape began to come loose from the seat and my thrashing was at an all-time high. Any longer and the thing would have propelled me into Dex and taken the car off the road again, for the final time. You only get to cheat the devil once.
 
   Dex slammed the car into park and he and Ada jumped out of the car while I remained writhing inside. The rusty door to the small house banged open and a tall, slim native man in jeans and an old, grey San Francisco Giants sweatshirt stepped out. He was surprisingly young, you know, for an exorcist, maybe a few years older than Dex. Dex shook the man’s hand vigorously and then, as the man shook Ada’s, someone else emerged from the trailer.
 
   It was Bird. Stoic Bird from Red Fox, with his dusty denim jacket, weather-beaten face and imitation Raybans. Aside from a quick slap on the back, and Bird motioning to Dex’s head wound with concern, there was no time for a reunion. Dex pointed at the car and they all came running for me.
 
   I tried with all my heart to get the creature away from me, to be able to act as myself to Bird and to tell him how much I appreciated him for trying to help me once again, but I couldn’t. If anything, my attempts made it push me back even farther. A layer of film settled over my vision, like I was looking through a thick piece of laminate, and all sound came at me as through underwater channels.
 
   Dex opened the door and the exorcist and Bird peered down at me, sussing me out. I puffed in and out the piece of duct tape instead, tried to wriggle myself free and uttered supernatural groans.
 
   The man, who I assumed was Roman, shook his head defiantly and started muttering in his native tongue. Then he began yelling at Bird in that language, pointing at me and frowning. Bird laid his hands on Roman and answered him back calmly, still in another language. 
 
   Finally, Dex asked, “Excuse me but what’s the problem?”
 
   Bird looked at me and then at Dex with a tight-lipped smile. “Roman’s upset because I didn’t tell him how bad she really was.”
 
   “I didn’t know,” Dex said to him, then he turned to Roman. “I didn’t know until last night. You speak English, right?”
 
   “Yes, I speak English,” Roman snapped. He gestured at me without much concern. “She’s too far gone; this is unfixable.”
 
   If I had a heart that still belonged to me, it would have been shattered wide open. 
 
   I was unfixable.
 
   I was going to die.
 
   Dex grabbed Roman by the front of his sweatshirt and brought him right up to his face. 
 
   “You’re going to fix her,” he snarled, his dark eyes sparking as they bore holes into Roman’s. “She’s a lot stronger than she looks. She is still in there and you’re going to help her, or so help me God.”
 
   “You’ll need your God if you think you’re going to win this battle,” Roman said. He exchanged a measured look with Bird and then gave a short nod. “OK. Let’s see what we can do. Just, please release me.”
 
   Dex stared at him intensely for a few seconds, the dried blood down the side of his face making him look borderline homicidal, before he backed off and unclenched his hands from the sweatshirt. He took a quick look at me and then walked away, shaking his shoulders, trying to cool off. 
 
   I was foaming at the mouth, the spillage leaking out underneath the duct tape. Roman brought his face in deeper to mine and started muttering in his language again. Even though he was Nez Perce, it sounded like Navajo to my faraway ears and would explain why he and Bird could talk to each other. 
 
   Bird nodded and replied back. Then as Roman started to undo the duct tape, Bird’s warm face filled my line of sight as he leaned close to me.
 
   “Perry,” he said gently. “I can see past these eyes. I know you’re in there. I know you can hear me. I know you must be scared right now but we’ll need you to listen to us. You must do what we say. This is going to be very complicated. But it’s not impossible. You must have faith. You must call on your faith. Faith in God, if you still believe. Faith in the universe if you don’t. Faith in love. Faith in yourself and faith in others. Faith will give you courage and grant you hope. Use that.”
 
   Roman said something else as he ripped off the duct tape from my legs.
 
   “What was that?” Bird asked.
 
   This time Roman whispered it. Bird looked back at my face and eyed it distrustfully. 
 
   “I see,” Bird said softly. His jaw set.
 
   Neither Dex nor Ada had caught the exchange. They were standing outside the trailer, Dex with his arms crossed and tapping his foot nervously, Ada babbling distressingly. They were too far away to hear. But I knew something was going on, something that only Bird and Roman knew. I wished I could have asked but all I did was continue to make shuddering groans. 
 
   When Roman was done freeing me from the seat, I thought the thing would have made me attack him and flail wildly like an injured worm. But I was motionless. Not in control, but quiet. Maybe waiting for them to let their guards down. Maybe the thing inside me knew what Roman was capable was. I sure as hell didn’t. 
 
   Roman took my legs and Bird wrapped his hands around my shoulders and together they lifted me out of the car and walked sideways to the house. It was sunny but surprisingly cold, with a bitter breeze that rolled off the far-off hills. Dex kept the rusted door open as they took me inside.
 
   From my limited view, the house was clean and threadbare. What little furniture there was was neat but still gave the impression of either poverty or neglect. There was a screen door that had holes punched through it in places and looked out onto the rolling, brown land outside.
 
   They took me down a small narrow hallway with yellow walls that Bird kept hitting with his stocky shoulders. I could see a room at the end of the hall that looked like a study and a greenhouse combined, filled with plants and books. I was put into a room comprised of a narrow bed, an armchair and a few native artworks on the wall.
 
   They laid me down in the middle of the bed, and as Bird left the room, Roman reached under the bed and pulled out three leather straps.
 
   Dex’s eyes widened. “What are you doing?”
 
   Roman ignored him and went around to the other side, pulling out three more straps. Then he leaned over me and started strapping me in, one across my chest, one across my hips and one across my legs.
 
   “Is that really necessary?” Dex exclaimed, making a move for him.
 
   Ada reached out and grabbed his arm, pulling him back.
 
   “You know it is,” she said quietly, her eyes warning him to stay put.
 
   Dex eyed her hand and then relented. They watched from the back of the room as Roman finished up. He fished a pocket knife out of his back pocket and flipped open the blade. He held the blade above me and I heard Ada gasp.
 
   But he merely stuck the edge of the blade underneath the duct tape and freed me down the middle, tearing me open like sausage casing.
 
   “I won’t rip it off,” he said to me. “I know it would hurt you, still.”
 
   “I hope you’re talking to Perry,” Dex said.
 
   Roman gave Dex a grave look. “I am. I can see she’s there, too. But you both must understand that I may have to hurt Perry at some point.”
 
   “What? No!” Ada protested. “You don’t hurt her. You hurt what’s in her.”
 
   Roman straightened up and flipped his knife back in his pocket like it was second nature. Just what kind of a shaman was he?
 
   “Sometimes you don’t have a choice,” he said matter-of-factly.
 
   “Is that what happened with the last boy, the one who died?” Dex asked snidely. He immediately regretted it. Roman’s eyes turned to steel. 
 
   “I barely touched the boy. He would have died anyway. I did get the demon out and that’s what counts. Do you think it’s easy to see that happen? He was only four. I had to move towns; everyone was saying I did something wrong. But I didn’t. The damage was already done when he came to me. It was too late.”
 
   The room grew silent. Dex looked down at the floor and Ada shifted uncomfortably. 
 
   Bird came back in the room holding a heavy box and placed it in front of Roman. He gave Dex and Ada a stern look. “If Roman seems cold, it’s because he has to be. The medicine man can have no emotional attachments to the person in question. He can have no fear. Evil preys on fear. It feeds on emotions. Even love.”
 
   Roman started lifting things out of the box. I raised my head to look and was struck by the fact that I could. Was I in control? 
 
   I tried to talk but nothing came out. My throat wouldn’t work, my mouth wouldn’t move. Just my head moved and it was probably the thing, trying to take stock of what was going on.
 
   But Dex, he took his attention off the boxes and looked right at me. I held his gaze, wondering if he could see my real eyes or if they were just swirling black pools. His own eyes were magnetic, his brows furrowed grimly. It was like he was trying to tell me something, hoping I’d hear it. I didn’t know what it was, but it helped knowing he was there and watching me, trying to establish a connection. 
 
   Bird and Roman brought out a small native drum, something that looked like incense holders, matches, little wooden bowls and baggies of earth-colored herbs and plants. Roman looked up at Dex and Ada and said, “We have to set up for the ceremony. You will have to leave the room.”
 
   Dex tore his eyes away from mine with effort and shook his head. “I don’t think so.”
 
   Bird got up, one leg at a time, and placed his hand on Dex’s shoulder. “I know you care about her. But she’s not going anywhere for now. We have to cleanse the room. Then you can come back in.”
 
   Roman said something to Bird in the native language and Bird nodded sharply. He looked back at Dex with imploring eyes. “Please? We must hurry.”
 
   Dex and Ada sighed and left the room, both of them throwing a glance at me over their shoulders before they went out the door. Bird went over and closed it after them. It felt so final. I know he said they could come back in after, but I had no idea what was in store.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
 
    
 
    
 
   With Ada and Dex gone, Bird lit up some sage and started waving it around in all corners of the room. It reminded me a lot of the ceremony we did in the sweat-lodge with Rudy. Rudy, the last shaman I had come in contact with. He had gone missing during that ceremony, presumably killed by the skinwalkers. I wondered if Roman knew how dangerous I seemed to be. I wondered if he was ready. Though the thought of him using physical force on me was scary, I was become desensitized to the way my body was treated, and if he had to hurt me to free me, then he could hurt me all he wanted. I’d welcome it. 
 
   Roman lit a few candles around the room, then pulled shut the thick curtains so the room was dark except for a bare lamp in the corner that created haunting shadows on the wall. Bird continued to wave the sage, then he lit another sweet-smelling herb and started all over again, this time chanting. At first to himself, but Roman would join in at odd times while he burned something in a wooden smudge pot.                                                                                  
 
   After the last herb died to smoldering ashes and the room was thick with blue haze, Roman gestured to the drum. Bird eased himself cross-legged on the floor and brought the drum to his lap while Roman went to the door and stuck his head out, calling down the hallway.
 
   Dex and Ada appeared in the doorframe, coughing and waving at the air.
 
   “No,” Roman said, firmly grabbing Ada’s hand in mid-wave. “Don’t move it. It is to help us. Breathe it in. It will help purify you both.”
 
   He shut the door behind them and told them to stand at the foot of the bed; then he came around the other side and stood beside me. 
 
   “Tell me how this all started,” he said.
 
   Ada and Dex looked at each other. Ada stepped a bit forward and started rehashing everything that had happened, leaving out a few things like the miscarriage and Abby.
 
   “And where do you come in?” Roman asked Dex.
 
   Dex coughed and cleared his throat, looking strangely sheepish. “The little one called me. I was the only one who believed what was wrong with Perry.”
 
   “What was Perry’s state of mind before all of this happened?”
 
   Dex opened his mouth to speak but no words came out. He clamped his lips shut and looked at Ada with a pained face. She raised her brow at him and gave Roman a sadly sardonic smile. 
 
   “Perry’s state of mind?” Ada repeated. “She was emo as shit.”
 
   Roman shot a look at Bird, who shrugged.
 
   Ada stuck her finger underneath Dex’s scruffy chin. “This asshole broke up with Perry in November. Broke her poor fucking heart right in two. I’m only tolerating him because he was the last chance we had.”
 
   Dex didn’t protest but he did look away at some imaginary spot on the floor. Roman mused that over, looking bothered.
 
   “I see,” Roman said slowly and with a heavy sigh. I wondered if our history was going to complicate things for him. I hoped not. Things were already complicated enough. 
 
   “Yeah,” Ada continued, not done yet, “basically slept with her and ditched her, used her...”
 
   “Hey, OK, wait a minute,” Dex said, stepping away from Ada’s finger. “That’s not exactly what happened.”
 
   If I could have controlled my own eyebrows, I would have raised them.
 
   She glared at him, her eyes hard in the low light. “Oh yeah, perhaps you better explain what happened. Why Perry cried in her room for days wondering what the hell went wrong. You weren’t there. You didn’t have to help her day in and out, hoping that one day she’d come out of it and realize what a goddamn asshole you are. You didn’t see the way you left her. You didn’t have to help her pick up the pieces.”
 
   She looked at Roman with conviction. “Plus, there was the whole him getting her pregnant and miscarriage thing.”
 
   The words miscarriage hung heavily in the air. 
 
   Roman sucked in his breath. 
 
   Bird froze.
 
   And Dex...he looked like someone had backhanded him with a shovel. He swallowed hard and his eyes went immediately to me. They held a wealth of regret and sadness in them. 
 
   I’m sorry I didn’t tell you, I thought, staring across at him. But then again, when would have been a good time? It was over and done with and none of his business, really. We had other, bigger things to worry about than sex gone bad. I didn’t have time to worry about his feelings in this, though from the stunned, almost blue look on his blood-crusted face, I could see he was taking it hard. Harder than I thought he would.
 
   “You didn’t know,” Roman said, stating the obvious.
 
   Dex’s chin dropped and he broke eye contact with me. Ada watched him, her face growing increasingly guilty for the way she just dropped it on him. I guess she, like me, had no idea how he would have reacted.
 
   She placed her hand on his shoulder. “Hey, sorry. I’m sorry.”
 
   He shrugged her hand off of him. “I need to get some air.”
 
   “No,” Roman said. For a skinny, young guy he had quite the commanding voice. I guess you had to have that if you were commissioned to command demons out of people. “You’re not going. We have to discuss this, all of this. It will help me figure out what happened. What’s in her.”
 
   “What’s in her?” Dex’s head snapped up. “A demon, that’s what.”
 
   Roman shook his head. “No. You’re right, but it’s not just that. There are three entities lying there.” He pointed over at me. “One is Perry. One is demonic. The other is another entity. It is weak and is has no power anymore. But it is a spirit, a vengeful one. And if my guesses are correct, there was something haunting Perry before. Something that was wronged or ignored. It made a powerful pact, deal if you will, to gain Perry’s soul. But was lost before it could even happen.”
 
   He looked to Ada. “And this miscarriage. Perry would have been at her lowest, most vulnerable. It’s times like that, or pregnancy, when something foreign can grow and latch on with the baby. Even if the baby was eventually lost. Though you can bet it was because of this spirit.”
 
   At the mention of baby, Dex had let out a hot puff of air and turned around so his back was to everyone, leaning on his hands against the wall.
 
   “It was Abby,” he said quietly, almost to himself. Roman had to take a few steps closer to him to hear.
 
   Dex continued, “She was haunting me when Perry was with me in Seattle. She’s an ex...she died. Years ago. But she comes around every now and then. You know, she died because of me. And I don’t think she’ll ever forget it.”
 
   “She will now,” Roman said. “The demon gained access to Perry through her, played on her fears through her. To get to you. This spirit is no more. Demons don’t keep their bargains.”
 
   Dex still didn’t turn around. He shook his head from side to side so his hair flopped back and forth. “So that’s it. It has one ex-girlfriend of mine. And it’s not satisfied. It wants the only person left on this earth that I...that I’d do anything for.  Just throw her into the pot, who cares. I lost her once, I cannot lose her again.” Dex’s voice cracked and split with anger.
 
   “Life is unfair for a lot of people and for a lot of reasons,” Bird spoke up from the floor, his fingers tracing circles on the taught drum top, his voice steady as a tree. “This isn’t about you Dex, though I know from experience your intentions are good. This is about Perry. This is about what we can do to help her. We can’t waste time placing blame on each other or being angry. That’s what it wants. We need to help her. And we need to hurry. You can deal with everything else afterward.”
 
   There was little sound or movement from Dex for a few beats. Then he raised his head up and turned around. He walked through the smoke, which still hung in cloying clouds, and stopped beside Ada. His eyes were wet and wide but held a fierce determination that brought out a rise of hope from somewhere inside me. He offered his hand to her.
 
   “I’m extremely, unrelentingly sorry for what I did to your sister. To Perry. And, by default, to you. Little fifteen.”
 
   Ada eyed his hand like he had cooties. The reluctance didn’t last long. She stuck out her hand and they shook firmly. She even managed a smile.
 
   “Good,” Roman said, looking from one to the other. “We need a united front against this. Even with Bird acting as my helper, I will need you both to be strong and to have no fear. You have to believe that we can beat it. We are superior to this beast and we will get out. But you must have conviction in your beliefs. To doubt is to endanger all of our lives, and especially Perry’s.”
 
   He nodded at Bird, who began a steady, rhythmic beating on the drums, using only his hands, while Roman brought up a small wooden bowl from the floor. He came close to me, looking deep into me with the most ruthless, determined angle. He wasn’t looking for me. He was looking for it, the thing, the beast. 
 
   “And so we begin the sacred ceremony.” He was talking to me, talking to everyone. “An exorcism is a battle. I will lead it until the end”
 
   He raised up the bowl and started yelling in his native tongue. Simple, two-word sentences that bounced around the room like a stone in a cave. 
 
   The thing inside me did not like it.
 
   I started writhing back and forth underneath the straps, panting hard as if I were simultaneously trying to throw up and catch my breath. It grew hot, then more hot, and steam began to rise off of my body in tiny whispers. 
 
   Roman kept repeating the words and the heat in my body grew to an unbearable level. Whatever the beast was feeling, I was feeling too. It was exquisite agony; I felt like I was being burned alive.
 
   Roman kept going, relentless in his quest to purge me. He dipped his thumbs into the wooden bowl until they were covered black, then came forward for my face.
 
   I swung my head back and forth, trying to get out of his way but he managed to get one swipe down my cheek. It felt like an acid burn. I turned to him, mouth open, and bit his hand. Hard. I felt the crunch of bones and the taste of blood fill my mouth and spill down my chin.
 
   Someone in the room let out a yelp but it wasn’t Roman. He pushed his other thumb, also anointed with the black ash, straight into my forehead, knocking my head back with enough force to knock a normal person out. Then he calmly removed his injured hand from my mouth.
 
   I grinned what was sure to be a bloody grin.
 
   And the most vile, primordial voice, like the ones I’d heard commanding me in my head, roared out of me.
 
   “Think she’ll be so lucky this time?” After what you did to little Jim?” The depravity dripped out of me like the blood onto my chest. 
 
   Roman paid me no attention, he kept repeating his phrase, his voice become stronger and I felt a wave of shock, pain and heat roll through me. I started screaming and banging the back of my head against the mattress.
 
   The drum beat of Bird became louder, faster and I felt the synergy of the room intensify. The temperature climbed and climbed until I was soaking wet and the bed was too. The straps were becoming slippery and I was forced to use them to my advantage. I wriggled and moaned and tried to escape.
 
   “Dex, Ada!” Roman yelled. “Get a hold of her legs.”
 
   My eyes were rolling back in my head so I couldn’t see them but I felt them. Briefly.
 
   They both let out a whimper and withdrew their hands immediately.
 
   “She’s burning hot!” Dex cried out. “You’re killing her!”
 
   “Do it!” Roman yelled, and I felt their hands once more, Dex’s long fingers and Ada’s slight ones. They were both hesitant but their grips intensified as my thrashing continued.
 
   “United front, Dex,” Roman said through gritted teeth as he came at my arms with more smudge matter. “You can’t let your feelings get in the way. We must do this. You too, Ada.”
 
   I heard someone sniff like they were crying, but I didn’t know who it was. It didn’t matter. The more Roman pressed his marks into me, the more I felt like dying. The pain was excruciating; it was like being branded with a hot poker.
 
   “You killed him. The mother killed herself shortly after. You ruined a town,” the beast said through me in scathing, panting secretions. “You’ll ruin her. I will ruin her. You are powerless, foolish and weak.”
 
   I burst into horrible laughter and started thrashing again, more strange, foreign and unbelievable sounds emanating from me. It sounded like whole room was one entity and I was coming out of the walls, throttling the room with my abhorrent threats. 
 
   “You can do what you want to her,” Roman said forcefully, “but I am stronger and I will win this battle. I will get you out and send you back to where you came from.”
 
   There was no time to reflect anymore, no effort for thoughts. They were meaningless. I was at the mercy of my captor and at the strength of my exorcist.
 
   The drums got louder. The room began to dim as the candles all went out and the lamp in the corner faltered. Suddenly the area around the bed erupted in flames that rose from the floor in a thick line. Dex and Ada screamed and let go of me, stumbling back and out of the fire. Roman had to inch back as well, and Bird stopped drumming.
 
   “Keep going!” Roman screamed at Bird over the roar of the flames. 
 
   Bird snapped to it and continued, his hands slapping steadily on the drum.
 
   The flames grew higher until they provided a barricade between me and everyone else. Dex had his arm around Ada and was holding her tight to him, both of their faces lit up by the flames as they watched me in absolute horror.
 
   I sat up in one swift, violent motion, breaking the straps around my arms. I grinned at Roman and said, in the voice of a little boy, “Why did you have to be so rough? You hurt me. You broke my bones.”
 
   “No!” Roman yelled, and then bellowed a string of harsh-sounding native words. 
 
   I tossed my hair from side to side.
 
   “Yes, you did,” my little-boy voice said in a sing-song manner. “You broke me in a million pieces. You told me you had to hurt me to free me.”
 
   Roman kept reciting his mantra over and over again but was unable to get to me through the flames. He watched me steadily through the flames, his eyes never leaving my horrid face.
 
   “And you,” I said, my head turning to Dex. My voice melted from that of a child’s to that of a woman in a light French accent, “Let’s not forget what you did, Declan.”
 
   Dex’s arm slumped off of Ada. His face went slack with fright.
 
   I laughed, bitter and rich, then tilted my head, eyeing him with disdain. “Your little secret. You don’t want anyone to know about what happened to your dear old mother. I’m in here now. In here with your little tramp. And I will do to her what you did to me.”
 
   The other straps on the bed broke apart and I was thrown back by an imaginary force, my head striking the back of the wall.
 
   Dex screamed and tried to run through the fire. The flames were more than real and they caught onto his sleeves, setting him alit. Ada pulled him back and pushed him onto the ground, trying to get him to roll, to put them out. And my head continued to bang backward until it felt soft and wet and blood was running down it. If the beast was going down, he was sure to take me down with it. I was only a useless vessel for his destruction.
 
   “Dex!” Roman yelled. “It’s testing you, don’t listen to it. It wants your fear, it feeds on it!”
 
   Roman approached me, sputtering his words, and that’s when I began to lift up, my feet leaving the bed. My back against the wall, I slithered up it like a snake until the top of my head grazed the ceiling, feet dangling, and I was staring down at the room, down at the fire that burned contained around the bed, down at Roman, who was still staring at me tirelessly, down at Dex who was getting to his feet and ripping off his burnt cargo jacket, and Ada, who was helping him while watching me in complete awe, and Bird and his steady heart, who kept drumming even though his eyes glimmered with fear.
 
   I didn’t know how I could possibly hang on. I was already out, out of control, out of power but I was still conscious. I didn’t think it would last for long and that was fine. I couldn’t take any more of the physical pain on myself or the emotional pain I was inflicting on others.
 
   I started to move. I floated slowly away from the wall and then when I was in mid room, I was tilted up so my back was now flush against the ceiling, my hair hanging straight down the sides of my face. The thing in me laughed and laughed and laughed.
 
   “I will do to her what you did to me,” and this time, it was Abby’s voice that was coming out of me.
 
   Dex looked at Roman in adrenalized panic and screeched, “Take me! Let it take me. It needs a soul, it can have mine!”
 
   Roman ignored Dex’s wild eyes, and shook his head. “I can win this battle.”
 
   “No, you can’t,” I said, back in the voice of torture and depravity. “You can’t win. I’ll kill her before you even get a chance. Then I’ll take him.”
 
   My eyes shot over to Dex and I smiled sweetly.
 
   Then I was dropped.
 
   I fell from the ceiling straight to the ground, face first.
 
   I saw a shimmer in the carpet before it rose up to my face.
 
   Then I heard the impact of my fall, my cries that came from me and no one else.  But I felt no pain. I was falling, sucked into a black shimmering abyss and the world I knew was left behind completely.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE
 
    
 
    
 
   I expected to fall through the black vortex forever, my screams never ending, just repeating for eternity.
 
   But it didn’t work out that way.
 
   The falling came to an abrupt stop as I felt my body shift from the feeling of falling downwards, to gliding sideways. Then I felt earth under my feet, dust in my lungs and the black curtain around me lifted to reveal a distinctly de-saturated world. 
 
   My world.
 
   Or perhaps not.
 
   I was standing about fifty yards from the back of Roman’s small one-level house. The curtains to the exorcism room were closed, but flashes of white-hot light poked through at sporadic moments. I could only wonder what was going on in there, if I was still in there and being thrown around by my possessor. I was somewhat glad to be somewhere else, even if it was outside in land where everything was black, white and a million shades of grey. 
 
   So, where was I?
 
   “You are in the Thin Veil, the Black Sunshine,” a voice said from behind me.
 
   I whirled around to face Pippa and the rolling grey landscape behind her. 
 
   “Are you behind this?” I asked. My words sounded strangely dull and flat.
 
   She walked a few steps toward me, her dress ruffling and shifting around her. It was probably magenta or some other bright color but here, in what she called Black Sunshine, it was a grainy deep grey. Even her face was done up in varying shades of monotone. 
 
   She smiled at me and for once I didn’t find it creepy. There was something almost maternal about it, like she actually cared. Maybe I was just really seeing her for the first time. Maybe it’s because I was obviously in her element.
 
   “I did not bring you here, Perry,” she said delicately. It was odd to hear her speak outright rather than have it rebound inside my head. “But I knew you’d come eventually. I had hoped it would have been your choice, not that of another’s.”
 
   “You mean the Devil?”
 
   She shook her head ever so slightly. Her pin curls bounced from the movement. “It is not the Devil, only one of his minions. If the Devil himself ever got a hold of a mortal...No, this is a demon and all demons report to a higher entity.”
 
   I looked around me at the world, which was my world, once removed. 
 
   “What is this place?”
 
   “This is where I stay. It is a world of transition. All the dead pass through here to get from one plane to another. The dead and...other beings as well.”
 
   “So you are dead?”
 
   She smiled again, sadly. “Yes. Come for a walk with me.”
 
   She held out her aging hand and I grabbed it. She grasped mine tightly and said, “You’re too much here, Perry. I shouldn’t be able to grab your hand like this.”
 
   I looked down at it in wonder and she led me toward the rancher, toward the window with the bright sprays of light. “What is supposed to happen?”
 
   She gestured for me to peak through a crack in the window, where the curtain inside had billowed. “Can you see them? Can you see you?”
 
   I looked through. It was hard to make out shapes in between the blasts of light that burned my eyes, but I could see Bird on the ground playing the drums. The silhouette of Dex on his knees. I saw Ada standing by the wall and a flash of Roman yelling, arms wide open like a manic preacher. I also saw me, floating above the bed. I was the source of the white light. It was coming straight out of my mouth and eyes, like some ultraviolet angel. 
 
   I swallowed hard, surprised to still feel worry and pain. It was scary to see myself like that; I could only imagine how Dex and Ada were feeling.
 
   “I see them,” I said softly.
 
   “I see them too. I’ve always been able to see you. Most people, when they die, they pass through here on their way to what you would call Heaven or Hell. This isn’t purgatory. It is simply a place of transition. A place to let go of your life. Many people, many who you think are ghosts, stay here because the walls are thin. You look around, it looks the same as your world. It’s one layer less. But that layer is thin and at times it grows thinner. It holds many, many secrets.”
 
   She pulled me away from the window and we started walking away from the rancher. In the distance, on the top of a hill two giant wood bugs went scurrying, just like the ones I’d seen in my hospital delusion. I was vaguely horrified. 
 
   “Why do you stay here?” I asked, afraid to take my eyes off of them. She noticed but didn’t say anything. Instead, she stopped and squeezed my hand tighter. 
 
   “I stay here because I can. I have the freedom to go into your world and back. Sometimes the demons let me, if I’m quick enough. It’s thinner, softer here. If I moved on, I would not be able to stay. I couldn’t come back.”
 
   “But why? Just move on. This place is hell.”
 
   “Not quite hell, remember. I stay here because I have to keep an eye on you. I need to.”
 
   I was startled. “Me?”
 
   “I think you’re starting to figure it out, Perry. We’re only the same. I’ve been plagued by the dead all my life, when I was alive, and now I’m plagued by them still. I don’t want the same fate for you. Because it’s coming to that. And it’s coming fast. I wish it weren’t true but...some people don’t change.”
 
   It was time to ask, even though the puzzle pieces were all in place by now; I was just too afraid to look at the entire picture. “And Dex. Why do you know him?”
 
   “I was Declan’s nanny when he was young. For quite some time, too. I looked after him because his own mother couldn’t and his father was too busy. I was like a mother to him and his brother.”
 
   My eyebrows shot up. Dex had a brother? But I let her continue.
 
   “Declan had the same...affliction...as I had. As you have. I could tell there was something special about him, just as there is about you. I was very sad when I had to leave him. Sad for him and scared for him. But I was no longer allowed to be his nanny. It was my own family who wouldn’t let me, though, not the O’Sheas. They, and the doctors, classified me as crazy. When you’ve babbled about seeing ghosts for too long, some people think they have no choice but to put you away.”
 
   I didn’t want to ask the question because I had a feeling I knew the answer. And if it was true, it would change everything I knew and thought about the life I lived. And the people I loved.
 
   I looked Pippa straight in her hooded, grey eyes and asked, “Who put you away?”
 
   She didn’t hesitate.
 
   “Your mother. And your father.”
 
   I felt like the ground began to shake and move beneath me, like I was losing my wits and balance at the same time. My blood ran cold, colder than it ever had before and I was stumped. Dazed. Stupid with thought and feeling.
 
   “You’re my grandmother,” I managed to whisper. I was gutted by the realization and ashamed that it had taken me so long to find out. All this time...
 
   “I know you haven’t heard much about me,” she said, almost embarrassed. She dropped my hand and kicked a stone with her Mary Jane shoes. It was too human of a gesture. She was human. It made my heart ache.
 
   “My parents said you had died when I was very young,” I said, racking my brain for any information about my grandmother. “I remember grandpa a little. We, he, never talked about you. I don’t think...”
 
   “I’ve been watching,” she said bitterly. “No, they never did talk about me. They chose not to remember those last few years.”
 
   It was all too much. Forget being stuck in the thin veil, some other dimension. This absolutely floored me.
 
   I sat down on the ground, the dust flying up in the air and staying there. There was something almost airless, tasteless and odorless about this land. I couldn’t imagine that she stayed here on account of me, just because it was easier to keep an eye on me. Was I really in that much jeopardy?
 
   I stared blankly at the colorless earth while Pippa slowly paced around me, her dress dragging.
 
   “You said they were watching you and watching me,” I said slowly. “Who did you mean?”
 
   “I meant your mother. And the demons.”
 
   I let out a snort. I couldn’t help it. I looked up at her. “You mean I’m being watched on both sides? By my own mother in my world, and by friggin’ demons in another?”
 
   She didn’t smile. “I know it isn’t fair. I fear your mother may do to you what she did to me. You can imagine how hard it must be for her to have to see her own daughter take on the same traits her sick mother did.”
 
   “Are you trying to make me feel sorry for her? After what she did to you?” I spat out, suddenly enraged.
 
   “No. I’m only telling you what is going on. As much as I know. From what I’ve seen. As for the demons, they don’t like the fact that you can see them. They certainly don’t like me. It’s supposed to be a one-way mirror. But you and I are not like them. And we’re not like anyone else living, either.”
 
   “Except for Dex.”
 
   She nodded. “Yes. But he’s had a life of trying to hide it. It’s like a muscle. Yours has been active far longer. Your power is greater. So great that demons will try to take that from you.”
 
   I looked down at my hands as they made lines in the dirt. “They already have. Haven’t they? Isn’t that why I’m here now? I didn’t walk through the door. I was forced at gunpoint.”
 
   I slowly got to my feet. She reached over and grabbed my shoulder, steadying me. I looked at her face and wondered if I was stuck with her here for eternity. She was my grandmother, the grandmother I never knew. My grandmother who was locked away to die, and somewhere along the way, started dressing like Bette Davis in Whatever Happened to Baby Jane.
 
   “You’re not hopeless,” she said. I wondered if she just heard what I was thinking and immediately felt bad. “This Roman is a powerful man. He’s got something to prove. He will fight the demon until he dies from exhaustion.”
 
   I bit my lip and looked behind me at the house. It was suddenly a dot on the horizon, so very far away. “And then what happens? Aside from being stuck here forever?” 
 
    “You won’t be,” she said.
 
   “How can you be so sure?” Panic began to flood my veins. I didn’t want to die. I didn’t want my possessor to win. I felt like a cloth had been lifted from my eyes and the surreal quality of the situation began to sink in. “Why aren’t you more upset? You’ve spent your afterlife trying to prevent me from coming here!”
 
   She squinted at me, but not unkindly. “I have done the best I can. My limits with your world are there. I can only do much, say so much. It has taken time for you to open your eyes to me. You needed to take those steps on your own.”
 
   I waved my arms at the landscape, at another giant bug crawling in the distance. “But I’m here! I’m in this place! I’m going to die here.”
 
   “Most who are here are already dead. You’re not. Not this time, not if Dex can help you.”
 
   “Help me?” I was stunned. “How can he help me?”
 
   She took a step toward me and smoothed my hair off of my face. Her fingers felt far away, like I was growing numb by the second. “Your bond with him is a strong current. Your very hearts are magnets. If you listen, you can hear him. You can feel him. He’s the only one who can help you now.”
 
   “I don’t think Dex knows what to do.”
 
   She looked back at the house. A small smile tugged at her lips. “He knows more than you give him credit for. Just listen. Concentrate.”
 
   I couldn’t hear anything except her flat voice but I closed my eyes and listened hard anyway. I felt the world drop away from me, felt a strange weightlessness as everything swirled black behind my eyes. Then I heard voices. Many at first, then just Dex’s, echoing around my head.
 
   “Let me help,” Dex pleaded, his voice cracking. “You can reach her through me. Use me.”
 
   It was followed by Bird’s. “You can’t risk it. The pathway doesn’t work like that. If you find her and free her, it may take you instead.”
 
   “Then it’s worth it,” Dex said, his voice suddenly strong.
 
   “There will be many times you may have to lay your life on the line for her. You must choose your battles wisely, Dex. You can only give up your life once.”
 
    “Let him do it,” came Roman’s voice from the darkness. He sounded weak and exhausted. “If this is his wish, I can use him to find her. I can bring her out. I can keep both of them safe.”
 
   “No you can’t,” Bird said.
 
   “Dex is right,” Roman said. “There is no other way.”
 
   I opened my eyes and Pippa shimmered back into my vision. “What’s he going to do?”
 
   “Don’t think of me,” she said quickly. “Don’t break it. You’ll lose him.”
 
   I closed my eyes again. The voices were gone. Only the blackness behind my eyes remained. I waited and concentrated. I pictured Dex, his deep eyes, his smirk, his stark determination that blew me over from time to time. He was a strong man and a weak man all at once. A friend once, a lover last. A father in another lifetime. Now nothing. But he was going to try to save me all the same. 
 
   Then I heard it, buried deep beneath my furrowed head. 
 
   “Perry,” he called.
 
   I concentrated on my name as it flew past me in the dark. I focused harder and harder, trying to hear more, see more than I could. 
 
   He appeared before me, coming out of the darkness like a developing Polaroid. He was slightly translucent, as if he were the specter here.
 
   “Dex,” I uttered, wondering if he could see me.
 
   He could. He smiled when he saw me. It glowed supernaturally, like Christmas lights that are turned on for the first time; full of relief, pride and beauty. 
 
   He reached out for my hand in the darkness but it passed through mine, lacking all solidity.
 
   He came closer, his face scrunched up in fear and confusion, and it was just us two in a world of black emptiness.
 
   “I don’t understand,” he said, shaking his head. “Why can’t I touch you?”
 
   He tried again, this time his hand on my shoulder, but it melted away. He was as good as air. 
 
   “I don’t know,” I said, feeling the horror rise up my limbs. “What’s happening to you, how are you here?”
 
   “Roman has got a hold on both of us. I just thought of you until I...until I saw you. Here. Wherever this is.” He looked around him at the unrelenting nothingness. “But I don’t think I’m here enough.”
 
   His face fell, his hair flopping down on his forehead. He reached for my face with his hand and kept it there along my cheek, even though I knew his fingers were sinking into my skin, even though I couldn’t physically feel him at all. 
 
   He took another step toward me until his pale, lightly transparent face was inches from mine. I sucked at my breath, surprised I still had the capability of breathing. Even in some other dimension, he still managed to take my breath away.
 
   It wasn’t fair. He needed to try harder. I needed to try harder. I concentrated on him, on the thin black hair along his wide jaw, his full lips that were parted slightly, on his eyes that searched mine as frantically and deeply as mine searched his. I willed him to be solid, to be real. He was probably doing the same to me.
 
   “I think it’s coming,” he whispered.
 
   I listened hard and could hear a growling off in the abyss. 
 
   He closed his eyes. “I need to take you back with me. I can’t leave you here.”
 
   “I know,” I said, my heart drowning in desperation. “Concentrate.”
 
   “I am.” The strain in his voice was palpable.
 
   The growling grew louder and I was aware of another presence coming closer, one that brought a wealth of pain and suffering along with it. Red eyes gleamed somewhere. I looked away, looked at Dex. We were going to run out of time.
 
   “You have to get out of here,” I told him. “Go back.”
 
   “Not without you.”
 
   “We both can’t stay here,” I pleaded. “You must go.”
 
   “Roman is growing weaker,” he said. 
 
   “So, please go!”
 
   The red eyes were almost upon us. My body shook and shuddered from the waves of evil and ugliness. It would drown us in them.
 
   Dex reached up with his other hand and tried to place it against my other cheek. It was like he was trying to cup air in his hands. “Will you forgive me?”
 
   I was taken aback. “What?”
 
   “For all the things I’ve done to you. Will you forgive me?”
 
   I knew forgetting what happened was impossible. But I was ready to forgive him. I didn’t want that weight to be on both of us for the rest of our short lives.  
 
   “Of course,” I whispered.
 
   He smiled, soft and sad. 
 
   A gust of hate whirled through us. Red eyes appeared over Dex’s shoulder. 
 
   Dex leaned forward and attempted to kiss me. Despite everything, I wished I could have felt it. I wished it was the last thing I could feel.
 
   The beast descended. 
 
   Our hearts are magnets, I thought. 
 
   And with that thought, I felt him. 
 
   His warm hands on my face. His soft lips flush on mine. A current of electricity and light flowed from him to me and back again, invigorating my skin and jump-starting my heart.
 
   A heaviness descended on us, crushing us down with insurmountable malevolence. 
 
   But Dex’s grasp was strong. I wrapped my arms around his waist and together we were pulled back by an unseen force, ripped right out of the blackness.
 
   Somewhere in the dark I heard Pippa say goodbye.
 
   Then there was a horrid screeching sound, like we were swept up in a violent, high-pitched windstorm, followed by a blinding white light and Roman’s commanding, monumental voice.
 
   I felt Dex’s hands drop away from me and my arms fall slack to the side. Then with a giant push I screamed my way back into the real world.
 
   It felt like I had been hurled straight into a brick wall. I opened my eyes to find myself back in the nearly dark room. A charred ring surrounded the bed, which was broken in two. 
 
   I was on my knees, as was Dex beside me. Roman stood between us, one hand on top of my head, the other hand on top of Dex’s. 
 
   “Your soul is yours,” Roman said, his voice dropping with exhaustion.
 
   I dropped too, straight back onto the ground, and let the gentle darkness carry me away.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR
 
    
 
    
 
   I opened my eyes slowly to a soft, filtered light, conscious of nothing except my head, which was pounding mercilessly. I stared up at the faded yellow ceiling, careful not to upset the imbalance in my skull. The scent of herbs and greenery filled my nose.
 
   There was color. I could smell. I was alive. And I was back where I belonged.
 
   I heard a soft snoring sound from beside me and I slowly turned my head to the side, nestling it deeper in the pillow. My hand was down beside me along the side of the single bed and another hand was grasping it, reaching up from the floor beneath.
 
   I lifted my shoulders and head to see who had a hold of me, letting out a grunt at the pain that throbbed at my temples and tightened along my forehead. 
 
   On a pile of pillows laid out on the ground, was Dex. He was on his side, sleeping it seemed, his hand holding onto mine. 
 
   I managed a smile, then flopped my head back on the pillow, the pressure to keep my head upright was too much. I let out an involuntarily moan, overcome by the discomfort and pain.
 
   Dex stirred beneath me, his hand squeezed mine. He sat up and peered at me, his hair sticking out messily on the sides. 
 
   “Kiddo?” he asked, keeping his voice low.
 
   “Hi,” I croaked out.
 
   He cleared his throat and sat up straighter, taking my hand in both of his.
 
   “Your eyes are back to normal,” he said as he looked at me intensely. “How are you feeling?”
 
   “Honestly? I don’t think I’ve ever felt worse.”
 
   “Roman said you’d feel like you were crushed by a steamroller.”
 
   “That about sums it up.”
 
   “He said it would pass, though, in a day or two. I insisted we take you to the hospital but he said whatever injuries you got will fade quickly. Something about them not being rooted in this world.”
 
   “Oh. Good to know,” I said. I brought my head to the other side and took in the surroundings. We were in the room that looked like a greenhouse turned office. My small bed was pushed up against a desk and an ancient behemoth of a computer. Plants upon plants were stacked up along a low table and up a bookshelf. 
 
   “Where is everyone?” I asked, hearing only quiet in the house.
 
   “Ada and Roman went to town to get some food. I think Bird is outside going on a walkabout or something.”
 
   “Are they OK?” I remembered seeing the exorcism bed being ripped in two, the charred ring that held fire, the fear in Ada’s eyes when she gazed at me floating above the bed in a wild swarm of lightening. 
 
   “Bird’s fine. Roman looks like shit but he’s alive. I think Ada’s a little shell-shocked. But she’ll be fine. She’s an Amazon, just like you are. It must run in the family.”
 
   At the mention of family, I frowned. Images and sentences from seeing Pippa in the Thin Veil came floating back to me. 
 
   “What’s wrong?” he asked, and leaned in closer. He took his hand and gently stroked my chin with his thumb. 
 
   “I went to a place...” I began, unsure of how to start or finish. “A place called the Thin Veil. Black Sunshine. Pippa was there. I talked to her...”
 
   He nodded, his eyes reading mine. “You know she’s your grandmother.”
 
   “Yes,” I said, breathing it out. “You knew...”
 
   “I figured it out,” he said. “But I didn’t want to be the one to tell you.”
 
   “My mom...my mom said she was crazy, she put her away. Both her and my dad, they practically killed her.”
 
   His hand went up to brush the hair off my forehead. My skin jumped at his touch, butterflies ignited in the heart of my being. “I am so, so sorry, Perry. I will do everything I can to not let that happen to you.”
 
   “You already have,” I admitted. “I wouldn’t have made it back here if it wasn’t for you.”
 
   “Roman almost had you. He was so close. But I think he was too afraid of making the same mistakes he did with the boy. The one who died. He should have been able to free you himself. I had to do something.”
 
   I swallowed hard, overtaken by his sacrifice. I felt so very small.
 
   “I guess I have to save your life at some point now,” I said. “To make things even.”
 
   “Perry,” he said quietly, his fingers trailing down the side of my face, “you’ll never have to save my life. You gave me life. I never lived a single day until the day I first met you.”
 
   Then he smiled warmly at me. It had all the grace and heart in the world.
 
   “Sorry to interrupt,” Bird’s voice broke through the moment. “I heard voices and wanted to see if she was OK.”
 
   Dex didn’t move but his eyes flitted up to Bird in the doorway and he smirked. “You sure suck at timing, bird man.”
 
   To be honest, I was a little grateful for Bird’s intrusion. I wasn’t ready to hear such things from Dex’s mouth. I was still mad at him for what he had done and my heart prickled a little from the memory. I could forgive Dex but it didn’t mean I could forget. 
 
   “It’s OK, Bird,” I said, moving my head just enough to see him and his grandfatherly face. “He was just filling me in on what happened.”
 
   Dex took his hand away from my face and sat farther back on his pillows. One hand, though, kept a hold of mine. 
 
   “You already look better,” Bird said, looking me over and nodding approvingly. 
 
   “Well, black eyes and a lightening mouth never did anyone any favors.”
 
   He chuckled. “Your humor has returned too. Well, Miss Perry, now that I can finally talk to you in there and you alone, I am very happy to see you again. How do you feel?”
 
   “Shitty,” I said, but smiled. I was happy to see him, too, and in the right circumstances.
 
   “Your body will recover fast,” he said. “You might be able to go home tomorrow.”
 
   Home? I hadn’t even given my home much thought. What would I be returning to?
 
   “Don’t worry,” Bird said, picking up on the vibes that were tensing up my muscles. “Ada has called your parents. They know you are safe.”
 
   That doesn’t mean anything anymore, I thought. I shot Dex a look. He stared back, pupils hard with determination. I could almost hear what he was thinking, that he wasn’t going to let anything happen to me. And yet I was suddenly and appropriately scared. Dex may have just pulled me out from another dimension, but when it came to my parents he had absolutely no power whatsoever. 
 
    
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   We left the house early the next morning, just as the sun was done climbing above the brown, grassy hills. Roman was hard-faced and tired as he saw us off. He was still as removed as he was earlier and kept his cool demeanor, but I could at least pick up a sigh of relief; like by helping me has was able to forgive himself about the boy. 
 
   I was still feeling a bit broken and bruised, but I had no injuries on me whatsoever, and after I was thrown into a much-needed, steaming shower, I felt almost as good as new. It was nice to be back in Dex’s car, sitting in the back with Ada, not constricted by rope or wrapped in duct tape. 
 
   We dropped off Bird at the bus terminal in Lapwai. I insisted we drive him to catch his plane in Boise. Hell, for what he did for me, I would have taken him all the way to Red Fox. But he told us we needed to get home before things got any worse for my parents and I had to agree with that.
 
   It was hard to say goodbye to the man. Along with Dex, Bird was one of those people who got me, and made me feel like I could face anything. He cared and he was selfless. I wanted him to come home with us, to explain to my parents what happened and why it happened. But this was a battle that Ada, Dex and I had to fight on our own. 
 
   The thought was terrifying and it preyed on me as we drove back into the cold mountain passes, heading toward Portland. I sat shotgun watching the trees whip past my window, wishing I didn’t feel just as scared as I had when I was heading the other way. Pippa was right. I not only had to watch out for the dead, I had to watch out for the living. My living loved ones were proving to be just as frightening, and an equal threat.
 
   I could tell Dex was thinking that over too as we both sat in silence, music playing quietly from the speakers. Only Ada seemed in good spirits and was chatting to us about who knows what. She must have gotten the hint that we weren’t paying attention, because she tapped Dex on the shoulder.
 
   “Hey, Dex?”
 
   He grunted in return and glanced at her from the corner of his eye.
 
   “You still with your floozy girlfriend?” Ah, there it was.  The elephant in the car. 
 
   I almost gasped at her audacity but caught it just in time. I didn’t want to make any sudden movement, lest Dex think I actually cared whether he was with Jenn or not. Cuz I didn’t. Or at least I told myself I didn’t.
 
   He gave her an incredulous look. “Obviously not.”
 
   She smacked him on his arm. “Don’t look at me like I asked a stupid question. Because it’s not a stupid question at all, and you damn well know it.”
 
   He looked back at the road and adjusted his hands on the wheel. “Fine.”
 
   “So you broke up with her?”
 
   “Yes,” he said sharply. 
 
   “Way to find your balls, man,” Ada congratulated him and sat back in her seat. 
 
   I snuck a peek at him. He was chewing on his lip, brow low on his eyes. The question made him uncomfortable and I was glad. That’s all I was glad for. The fact that he broke up with that stupid bitch had no effect on me. 
 
   “Who got custody of Fat Rabbit?” I asked.
 
   A smile tugged at his lips and his expression lightened. “I did. Rebecca’s looking after the farting bastard right now.”
 
   “Poor Rebecca,” I said. I wondered if I was going to see her again, wondered what the future now held in store for me. First things were first though. I had to get home and sort that shit out. No matter what happened to my grandmother, no matter my feelings about it, I couldn’t let it happen to me. I had to do whatever I could to appear completely sane and normal for the next while, if not forever. I would not let my own parents turn on me and turn me in. 
 
   I turned around in my seat and looked hard at Ada.
 
   “What?” she asked.
 
   “Ada,” I said, “when we get home, I need you to promise you’re going to do whatever you can to make me look normal.”
 
   She let out a laugh. “Well, that’s not going-”
 
   “Ada!” I cut in sharply. “I’m serious. Mom and dad won’t hesitate to put me away in a hospital. We have to drop all this exorcism nonsense.”
 
   “Nonsense? But it’s what happened,” she protested. “Perry, the things I saw. What you did...”
 
   “I know. You, me, Dex, we are the only ones who know it and will ever know it. You’ll have to tell them that Dex took me to a native shaman. But that he applied some herbs and did a healing session. My fever broke. It turns out I was delirious. I’m fine now and I don’t remember a thing.”
 
   She gave me a wary look. “Do we really have to lie? Mom and dad aren’t the enemy anymore. You are fine.”
 
   “Yes, we do have to lie.” And they are my enemy, I thought.
 
   “Can you do that, little fifteen?” Dex asked. 
 
   She crossed her arms. “Well, yeah, I’m pretty good at lying. I just don’t think it’s going to be the end of the world like you are both brewing over. They’ll be upset and hella mad but really they’ll be glad you’re OK. When I spoke to them, they were just really, really worried.”
 
   Dex and I exchanged a weighted glance and spent the remainder of the drive in silence. Silence except for my heart that was beating faster with every street we passed. 
 
   By the time we turned onto our fair street, twilight hung in the sky, casting a moody glow over everything, and I was nearly sick with nerves. As we came up the house, we saw three extra cars in the driveway; two of them had Portland Police displayed on the sides. I gasped. Dex reached out for my hand and I clutched it hard. 
 
   “Wow,” Ada said under her breath as she looked over the scene. “Think mom and dad overreacted much?”
 
   The Highlander came to gradual stop, the asphalt crunching under the tires.
 
   Ada hopped out of the car and started walking slowly toward the house.
 
   Dex held my hand tighter and leaned across the console to me. “I have you. You’re going to be OK. I won’t let anyone take you anywhere.”
 
   Forget my parent’s overreacting; I hoped Dex and I were the ones overreacting. 
 
   I nodded but my lips couldn’t find a smile. 
 
   We got out of the car. He came around to me and grabbed my hand, holding it as tight as before. Ada was almost at the front door when it flung open and my father came roaring out like a charging rhino. 
 
   “YOU!” he screamed, as he stormed toward us, not even giving Ada a glance. He was surprisingly fast and his fury was directed at Dex, not me.
 
   He came right up to Dex and swiftly clocked him across the face.
 
   I screamed as my dad’s punch knocked Dex back a few steps. He didn’t fight back but he protected his nose with his hands as my father went after him again.
 
   “That was for my daughters!” he yelped, as he threw another punch, which Dex managed to dodge. 
 
   There was something a bit touching about my father doing that for Ada and me, but that feeling didn’t last long when there was a flurry of activity and three cops ran out of the house, followed by my mother and Maximus. My mother grabbed Ada, crying and holding her close, while Maximus called my name and trotted over.
 
   I moved away and went to join Dex but the three cops were at him, one of them holding back my father while the other two grabbed Dex’s arms behind him and threw him against the cop car. They fished out the handcuffs and began to read him his Miranda rights.
 
   “What the fuck!? Nooo!” I cried out, and started running but suddenly arms were wrapped around me from behind as Maximus held me back. “Let go of me, you fucking asshole!”
 
   “Perry, calm down,” he said, but didn’t let up.
 
   I screamed at my father, “What are they doing? They can’t arrest him!”
 
   “He’s wanted for kidnapping,” the officer with my dad said, letting him go. My dad adjusted his tie and kept his beady eyes on Dex, his face read and sweating.
 
   “We’ve been looking for you all around the state,” said the other officer who was holding Dex’s head down against the car. I now recognized him as the Channing Tatum cop from the other day. “Two cases of kidnapping, crossing state lines.”
 
   “Hey, I chose to go with him!” Ada yelled, flinging herself out of my mother’s hug.
 
   “You’re a minor,” the officer responded.
 
   I strained against Maximus’s stronghold. “But I’m not! I willingly went with Dex too!”
 
   “But you’re not of your right mind,” I heard a voice say from my right. I looked at the house, past Ada who was marching up to the cops, past my mother, who failed to grab hold of her, and saw Dr. Freedman walking calmly down the steps. “You’re not well, Perry, and you cannot make decisions for yourself.”
 
   “No,” I uttered, and tried again to get away from Maximus. I wanted to run to Dex, pull him away from the cops and run free. I could see from his face, as the cops frisked him, as his head was squished hard against the car, that he felt the same. Panic and indignation flared in his eyes.
 
   “Don’t fight it, Perry, do as I say,” Maximus whispered in my ear. “I won’t let them take you anywhere but you have to play nice and play fair. Calm down.”
 
   I didn’t care what Maximus had to say. There was only one person I was going to listen to and he was being arrested. 
 
   Dr. Freedman stopped in front of me and smiled in his condescending way. 
 
   “Perry, take a deep breath and look where you are. You’re with us. With your family. We’re going to help you.”
 
   I heard Dex cry out and tore my eyes away from the doctor. Dex was shaking his head, trying to fight and losing as the cops tried to force him into the back of the cruiser.
 
   “Dex!”I screamed. But it was useless. The car door slammed in his face and the two officers got in the front.
 
   The car started and pulled away from the road, leaving me in the dust.
 
   I screamed again and struggled but it was useless. I was trapped.
 
   “Relax, Perry,” the doctor said. “You’re in my hands.”
 
   He stepped closer to me until he was all I could see.
 
   “You’re safe now.”
 
   “You’re safe now.”
 
   I screamed somewhere deep inside.
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   JAMIE
 
    
 
   June 18th
 
   I nearly died last night.  
 
   I guess this isn’t the only time I’ve written this down here. And it’s not the only time it happened because I was swept away by some exotic version of Ian Somerhalder (SMOLDERHOLDER).
 
   I ate at this little place near the docks, kind of a busy area but recommended by Hildy and more than a few locals. It was nice; I mean the fish was fresh as could be, but what was really fantastic was that no one seemed to care that I was a blonde, white woman eating alone. It wasn’t a tourist trap either, just a delightfully progressive eatery in Tangier. 
 
   OK, so what was even better was that SMOLDERHOLDER (as I shall call him, the harbinger of my almost death) was across the room. Yeah, he was with a woman who was probably his wife but he was still looking my way. Maybe it’s because I nearly choked on a fishbone, or perhaps because I dumped my cup of mint tea down my shirt (why do I wear white?) but he was looking at me. And he might have liked what he saw.
 
   I say this because when I was getting up to leave, he suddenly got up to leave too. I mean, just him, no one else, like he was going to time it so we walked to the washrooms together or something, like you did in high school. But just as I was near his table, radically conscious of my ink blot-shaped tea stain across my boobs, his wife/she-devil woman reached up and snatched him by the elbow, seating him back down.
 
   I couldn’t stop and wait to see what he was going to do next, though, so I kept walking. I walked out of the restaurant, onto the street and saw a cab waiting on the other side.
 
   My thoughts were a mix of planning my cabbie strategy (I am NOT getting ripped off in this damn city anymore!) and yearning for SMOLDERHOLDER when suddenly I heard an American voice behind me. An American MALE voice.
 
   “Hey, you left your book!”
 
   I stopped in the middle of the road. I turned around.
 
   SMOLDERHOLDER was holding my diary. Yes, diary, I forgot you once again.
 
   I smiled and was about to say something witty like “Oh!” or “Ah!” when I was hit by a rickshaw.
 
   Remember when I got hit by that car in Buenos Aires that the landlord’s naughty old grandma was driving? Yeah, this wasn’t as bad. But it was a rickshaw. And that’s embarrassing. It’s, like, a bike.
 
   I don’t know where it came from or how I didn’t see it, but damn, those rickshaws don’t have headlights and the streets in this damn town are poorly lit and that stupid sexy SMOLDERHOLDER had me so flabbergasted that it’s possible I RAN INTO the rickshaw myself. 
 
   Anyway, it hit me. The driver and the passenger went flying (and when I say flying, I mean they just kind of slumped awkwardly and swore profusely in French). I bungled up my leg pretty bad. Next thing I kno,w the people from the restaurant are beside me. Turns out SMOLDERHOLDER’S wife is a doctor. Of course she is. They both took me to the emergency room, my body raked with the road, the tea stain now covered by horseshit.
 
   I’m fine, though, obviously. My leg is scraped ugly and bruised as hell but I can walk. Nothing is broken. I was lucky. I always hear that, how lucky I am, how fortunate.
 
   How lucky am I really, though? The night spent in the crazy emergency room with MR. and MRS. PHD SMOLDERHOLDER was …I don’t know how to explain this, but for once, I actually felt CARED for. Like I was a soul worth paying attention to. Last nigh,t I almost lost my life and it made me realize that I – jet-setting travel writer Jamie Cooper - really don’t have that much of a life to lose.
 
   How sad is that?
 
    
 
   2
 
   CHRIS
 
    
 
   There is nothing more terrifying than a blank page.
 
   Scratch that. There is nothing more terrifying than a blank page when you have a deadline.
 
   And there is nothing more piss-your-trousers, fetal-positioning, terrifying when you have a blank page, a deadline, and a boss called Joe Bradley. 
 
   I have all three of those things. I haven’t pissed my pants yet, but if I have yet another cup of coffee this becomes more of a possibility. As for the fetal position, I’ve learned there is just enough room for that under my desk. Unfortunately, crawling under your desk rarely makes your problems go away. It only worked that one time when I faked having a delirious fever and Marilyn sent me home from work. God bless that woman; there’s a special place in heaven for secretaries who know you’re lying and still go along with it.
 
   The article I have to finish is a piece on the economy. Oh, I know. How unique. Another exposé on how screwed Britain is and how the whole world is screwed and how the newspaper is screwed because no one buys newspapers anymore because of the damn economy (and Internet of course, but Joe’s Jurassic way of doing news is about as useful as the arms on a T-Rex). But for some darn reason, people like to hear about how fucked up everything is and these articles keep coming out. And I’m the one writing them, which leaves me tremendously depressed every time I hear an investor talk about the sorry state of affairs. Actually, they aren’t sorry. They are the ones with the money. But the rest of us suffer.
 
   Especially me. Because if I don’t produce the article in the next 20 minutes, that’s one more excuse for Joe to kick me out on my arse. Then I’d be out of a job. And without a job, I wouldn’t be able to save just enough to buy Alexa her desired engagement ring and I certainly wouldn’t be able to afford the holiday we’re supposed to be taking tomorrow. 
 
   Ugh. The space under the desk is starting to look particularly inviting now.
 
   Somehow though, I manage to pull myself out of my nightly spiral of shame and loathing and the article gets done. It’s not my best work…actually I’m pressed to find any of my best work lately. But it is something and something is what The London Herald needs. Or, at least, gets.
 
   I eye the clock. It’s already one minute late.
 
   I hop out of my chair and walk past the row of cubicles across to the other side of the office. It’s amazing how something so large and open, with buzzing fluorescent lights everywhere and blinking computers, can feel exactly like an oppressive, dank cave. 
 
   As usual, I’m the only one here working late. Well, me, Joe and Marilyn. We used to have a few beat reporters who would put in the long hours but Joe sacked them a few months ago. Was a real shame too; one of them, Pat, lived just down the road from me and would often give me a ride home. Now I see him on the way to the tube in the mornings and he won’t even look at me. Losing your job can make you pretend to forget a lot of people.
 
   I pause in front of Joe’s office. Marilyn sits to the right of the door, eyebrows furrowed as she types furiously at her computer.
 
   I reckon Marilyn would have been quite a stunner back in the day. For someone in her 60s, she’s quite a stunner now. She’s gained a few kg over the years I’ve known her, but the weight keeps her looking youthful and smoothes out the “beak-face” older women get when their noses get longer but they pull their cheeks back with plastic surgery. Marilyn just has a warm, if somewhat anxious, visage, with friendly eyes that she denies behind cat-eyed glasses. She keeps her grey hair a rich brown and dresses in thick materials that seem opulent and itchy at the same time.
 
   She pauses in mid “clackity clack” and glances up at me with a stern, motherly face. 
 
   “You done?”
 
   “Just emailed it to him.”
 
   “You know you’re late.”
 
   “One minute late.”
 
   “Two minutes late. You know Joe wants it printed out.”
 
   I sigh and look back at my computer. I know he wants our work printed out and handed to him, the old-fashioned way. But it seems like a waste of time when he can just read it on the computer. You know, like the rest of the planet.
 
   “Joe can print it out himself if he needs to.”
 
   She rolls her eyes and resumes her symphony of keyboard sounds.
 
   “No, he can’t. I’ll be the one printing it out for him.”
 
   “I just don’t understand why you’ve figured out how the printer works and he hasn’t. Weren’t you both born around the same time? World War One?”
 
   I grin at her and scoot over to Joe’s door before she has a chance to whack me with her hand. Her nails are fake and sharp. I’ve learned the hard way.
 
   I raise my hand and am about to knock on the door just beneath the gleaming plate that reads JOE BRADLEY – EDITOR-IN-CHIEF when he barks from the other side. I’m sure there were words attached to the noise, but to me he just sounds like a dog more often than not.
 
   I open the door cautiously and poke my head in. As usual, Joe’s office looks like a bomb went off in it. The desk is piled high with folders and files that I haven’t ever seen him move, and his blinds are so jumbled that it gives one the impression he spends half his time peering out of them with keen paranoia. Perhaps Joe’s been in the Witness Protection Program. Would explain a lot.
 
   Everything is just so grey in here. The skies outside the messy window are grey (even at night, it’s a deep charcoal), the coffee in Joe’s cup looks grey (expired Coffee Mate will do that), Joe’s collared shirt is grey (was white once, I’m sure), his hair is grey and Joe’s face is grey.  The expression on his face is grey. I do that to him.
 
   “Chris!” he barks, now making legible words. “Get your skinny British ass in here.”
 
   I quickly close the door and stand nervously by his desk. Joe’s an American. He believes all British men have abnormally small behinds. I haven’t looked around enough to figure out if it’s true or not.
 
    “Where’s the article?” he narrows his eyes at me. “It’s late.”
 
   “I emailed it to –“
 
   Joe sighs. Loudly. Enough that the grey coffee wavers in the cup.
 
   “Whatever, whatever,” he says with a wave, and then rests his head in his hands. He doesn’t move or make another sound. For a brief instant I wonder if he’s been a robot this entire time and he’s finally ran out of batteries. A robot in the Witness Protection Program – now that’s a story.
 
   “Sir?” I ask, and step a smidge closer to him. I can see the liver spots on the top of his balding head and I instinctively run my hand through my own dark, thick hair. At least I have that still going for me.
 
   Finally, a tired little sigh falls out of him like a fluttering leaf. 
 
   “What am I going to do with you, Chris?” he says, his voice low and muffled.
 
   This isn’t an unusual question but I never seem to have the right answer. Fact is, I don’t know.
 
    “What are we going to do?” he continues, his pitch rising. I can almost hear a pinch in his words. This is a new question. New questions scare me.
 
   “I’m not sure what you mean, Sir,” I tell him honestly. I look down at my cufflinks and make sure they are evenly polished. There is a weird tension in the room that makes me feel awkward, like I should be adjusting my clothing. 
 
   Another sigh and Joe looks up, his cheeks smooshed up by his hands like a droopy-faced dog. His eyes avoid mine and stare straight forward into grey space.
 
   “When are we going to have to write an article about the fall of The London Herald?” he asks in a weary, dreamy way. “Or will we read it on the Sun’s website?”
 
   Sun’s website, naturally, via everyone’s iPad or iPhone. But I keep my mouth shut. When Joe admits fears and failure, you know something is seriously wrong.
 
   His eyes flit to me briefly before he straightens up in his chair and his “harrumph” expression returns to his face. It’s almost a relief to see it.
 
   “I hope you realize how much is riding on your trip tomorrow,” he says, clearing his throat dramatically. “This isn’t about you and your girlfriend.”
 
   “I know, Sir.”
 
   “Do you? You need to interview that Cooper woman. You need to convince her to write for us. If we don’t get some fresh blood soon, we’re all out of a job. You especially. And I don’t care what your mother says.”
 
   I sniff and tug at my hair again. Seems to be what I do whenever my mother is mentioned. And Joe mentions her a lot. She’s really the whole reason I still have a job. 
 
   And, yes, the real reason for the trip to Gibraltar isn’t because I wanted to take Alexa on a romantic escapade. OK, it is. But saving up for a ring can leave you broke, especially on my salary, so when Joe ordered me to interview this travel writer down in Gibraltar, I jumped at the chance. At first, I thought he just wanted a story but over the past few days, I learned that not only am I supposed to write up a big piece about this woman, but I was to convince her to write for the Herald. Not exactly a small order. 
 
   In fact, the whole ordeal makes me feel uneasy. I don’t really understand why I have to go to Gibraltar to interview Jamie Cooper (wouldn’t a phone call with Human Resources suffice?) and I don’t understand why she’s needed so badly. I looked at a few samples of her writing. It’s fun and a bit kooky, but without sounding immodest, I’m a far more talented writer than she is. But I don’t want to analyze it too much. This is a free trip to the Mediterranean and the one thing I’ve been looking forward to for a very long time. Alexa and I need it.
 
   “What do the other papers have that we don’t?” Joe asks, interrupting my thoughts before I started brooding about my relationship.
 
   “Online versions? A friendly boss? Better coffee?”
 
   “They have sex appeal. They have the youthful slant. No offense, Chris, but you’re not exactly a spring chicken.”
 
   “I’m thirty-five and girls tell me I look like David Tennant,” I reply.  “I’m a big hit with the tardis set.”
 
   “Re-tardis set, if you ask me,” he scoffs and leans forward. “Listen, this woman has a large following and she has yet to commit to a regular column anywhere. I think if we got a contract with her, she would help us out a lot. People don’t want to read about the economy anymore. They don’t want the doom and gloom. They want to escape from their problems. They want to travel but can’t afford it. That is where travel writing comes in. Armchair travel for the broke and despondent.”
 
   A newspaper that wants to focus on the good news? I think I’ve heard it all.
 
   “Get that interview first. Then convince her that writing for the London Herald would be the best thing for her career. Emphasize stability. Everyone likes that in this climate, especially an American like her. Do that first and then you can go relax…or whatever it is that you do when you’re not here.”
 
   I give him a weary smile and then hustle myself out of the office as quickly as possible, blowing Marilyn a kiss, which she pretends not to notice. Outside, the air is strangely cold for a June night and peppered with exhaust and grime. I walk to the tube dreaming of the Mediterranean shining bold and blue before me. First I’ll get the travel writer out of my way – I’ll try my best, or maybe I won’t. Then it’s just me and Alexa, sunshine and ignorance as far as the eye can see.
 
    
 
   3
 
   JAMIE
 
    
 
   June 20th
 
   I’m behind my deadline again. Hildy has been calling the hotel nonstop, threatening me with the same old “Your book will never get published at this rate” and “You’re making me look like a bad agent.” WELL I’M SORRY, HILDY. YOU ARE A BAD AGENT! There, I said it. And one day I’ll say it to her face. I know that publishers are under the gun these day,s especially with the advent of those e-books and all (horrible things, should be abolished along with cell phones) but COME THE FUCK ON, a $5000 advance on a book? What happened to authors making money? Or does that not happen anymore? I almost make that much after a few months of freelancing. WHAT THE HELL ARE THEY THINKING?!
 
   OK, enough ranty rants from moi. I know I shouldn’t complain and I don’t normally … much… other than here. But it seriously demotivates me and I’m having enough writer’s block as it is. I mean, Morrocco. What is there to say about it that hasn’t already been said? I said it all myself when I was here three years ago. Where’s the story? There is no story. I got hit by a rickshaw, that’s really the only story I’m limping away from. Speaking of, I’m dying for a drink once I hit Gibraltar. These pain meds just don’t cut it anymore and are making the right half of my face twitch. I’m a limping, frazzle-haired twitching writer and I don’t like it. I miss Greece. I miss Crete. I miss Nico and his pecs and his dick and his pronunciation of the word avocado. I miss happy, smiling, sexy Jamie, part-time writer, part-time huntress of foreign men who are dumber than they look. The frazzle-hair never leaves me but I know I look better when my eyes are twinkling.
 
   Maybe it’s Northern Africa, though. Maybe it’s that you can’t let your guard down here (not that I do anyway), and that being a female isn’t exactly embraced. Maybe Gibraltar will be better. Aside from the drinks and the British charm, there’s the interview. Maybe having some dopey newspaper reporter ask me questions will make me feel better about myself. Motivate me. Get my ass in gear for Lisbon (or Grasse, France, I haven’t decided yet) and when the damn jaunt is over, I can sort out this diary and get a manuscript in order. Then maybe, just maybe I’ll finally see my name on a book and I’ll make back that $5000. 
 
   And maybe I’ll find a new victim too. Did I say victim? I meant Nico. Same difference.
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   CHRIS
 
    
 
   Hot. 
 
   Hot.
 
   I’m so damn hot. 
 
   And tired. My brain feels like a wad of chewing gum. And the glare off the water and whitewashed buildings is so strong that my imitation Ray-Bans can’t handle the UV rays. 
 
   This is my impression of Tangier and I can’t wait to leave.
 
   Granted, we aren’t here for very long. The cheapest way to Gibraltar was actually to fly out of Gatwick to Tangier and then take the ferry across to Gibraltar. I originally didn’t mind that Joe booked this more exotic route, thinking Alexa might find it alluring (and it was one of the few places she hadn’t been to).
 
   But she’s glaring at me and it’s not because of the sunshine (no, her Gucci shades are real).
 
   I loosen my collar, feeling the beads of sweat evaporate, wondering why I didn’t dress for the occasion and give her an innocent smile.
 
   “Something wrong, sweetie?” I ask her. 
 
   She doesn’t seem to sweat at all. Alexa might be a cyborg (if Joe’s a robot, then it’s completely possible). She’s tall but not as tall as I am (I’m 6’2”, so that’s a good thing), and slender thanks to daily sessions on something that looks like a torture chamber (Pilates, I’m told) but still has the nicest set of breasts I’ve ever been privileged enough to get a hold of and a round bottom, which she calls the bane of her existence yet I love very dearly. She’s also stunning. Dark complexion, black lashes, mahogany eyes and matching hair that runs down to the small of her back in one straight sheet. She’s the sexiest banker you’ve ever seen.
 
   She’s also so put together that being seen next to her makes me feel like I did something right in my life. I’m fairly confident that I did when I snagged her two years ago. But then again, she does glare at me more than a happy person should.
 
   She looks away from me and up at the tall, rusting ferry we are about to board. The terminal is packed with chaos and people, both things that already have me on edge, but Alexa seems more concerned about the ship.
 
   “Is this seriously the ferry?” she asks? Her voice is smooth and clear, allowing the nuances of her annoyance to slip out. 
 
   “This be the ship, says I,” I growl in my best pirate’s impression.
 
   She raises her brow at me. Apparently, it’s not a very good impression. “It’s nothing more than a glorified bathtub. The Nazis probably built this thing.”
 
   “I’m sure Morocco has advanced since then, Alexa.”
 
   “Advanced backward,” she mumbles. I almost tell her she’s not making sense but I think better of it. I know she’s tired, too, since we had to wake up so early and to go from a chilly, damp London morning to a sweltering hot (and loud and colorful and foreign) Tangier afternoon is a big leap. I don’t want to rock the boat with Alexa, pun not intended. 
 
   A little while later and Alexa and I are sitting near the front of the ferry as the vessel pulls away from the dock and starts making its slow way toward the distant, hazy shoreline that is Gibraltar and the continent of Europe. It’s actually quite a remarkable journey when you think about it, having two continents, giant landmasses of opposing cultures and civilizations, separated only by a narrow and boisterous straight. Only I can’t really think about it because Alexa is sitting next to me, clicking her fingernails across the front of an unread magazine. I know that sound all too well. It means I shouldn’t make any sudden movements. 
 
   I slowly reach down into my laptop bag…easy…easy…and bring out my laptop, hoping to lose myself in some work (not bloody likely) or look busy (more likely). 
 
   My finger is poised to hit the power button when Alexa lets out a long sigh. Enough with the sighs, why can’t the people in my life actually say the things they want to say instead of making me ask WHAT?
 
   “What?” I ask, my finger paused in mid air. A drop of sweat rolls out from under my sleeve, down my finger and onto the computer. I wince.
 
   “Why are you so spineless?” she asks in a tone so simple that I feel I’ve misheard her. Did she just call me spineless?
 
   “Uh, I’m sorry. What?”
 
   She doesn’t look at me but the nails keep tapping away.
 
   “You knew that when I said I wanted to go on holiday, that I wanted to holiday somewhere nice.”
 
   “But Morocco is-” I begin. 
 
   “And I wanted to go on a real holiday, not some work assignment to interview some American woman.” She adds special biting emphasis to the word “woman,” as if she were jealous. I’d be thrilled at that, honestly, but I know Alexa doesn’t get jealous.
 
   I want to tug at my collar again. Did it just get hotter in here?
 
    “I just thought-”
 
   “No,” she spits out and finally looks at me, raising her sunnies to her forehead. She does look tired; no wonder she’s wearing them inside. “You didn’t think, Chris. That’s your problem. You never think.”
 
   She turns away from me with pursed lips, flips open the magazine and becomes magically engrossed in the pages. I watch her for a few beats, trying to suss out the situation. Alexa is always cool and calm. Often eerily so. Like the time I almost burned down the flat trying to make French toast. She just strolled in the kitchen with the fire extinguisher, as if she stores it in her back pocket, and sprayed the drapes like some special ops agent.
 
   So, an outburst like this isn’t normal. But her job is stressful and her father is overbearing and it is hot in here and she seems really tired so…perhaps it’s nothing.
 
   Yes. I decide it’s nothing.
 
   I resume pressing the on button on the laptop and soon I’m happily typing away questions to ask Ms. Cooper tomorrow. Maybe not “happily” but I look happy, making sure my eyes are bright in case Alexa shoots me another glare.
 
   Even though I already know what I’m going to ask the travel writer and there’s no real need to write it down (I have a memory that borders on being photographic), I keep myself busy, maintaining the feeling that this trip is doomed. I keep at it, keep at it, keep at it…
 
   “Do you have to do that now?” Alexa snarls.
 
   I look around to make sure she’s indeed speaking to me. The only people nearby are a young blonde woman with Cousin It hair and a wrinkled old Germans in knee-high socks. And I thought I was inappropriately dressed.
 
   I slowly meet Alexa’s eyes. Something has changed in them. They are annoyed, most definitely, but there is a current of something I rarely see in them. A current of pain. I do not like this at all.
 
   “I’m sorry,” I say, tilting the computer toward her. “Did you want to write something?”
 
   She doesn’t laugh at my wit. “You don’t get it, do you?”
 
   No. I obviously do not get it. I open my mouth to say something, I don’t know what, when my computer makes a strange gurgling noise and then shuts itself off. 
 
   “Bloody hell!” I exclaim, smacking it lightly.
 
   I peer at it closely and press the on button again. Nothing. No sign of life. It just…died on me. Alexa’s phone goes off and I hope it distracts her from whatever she was about to bombard me with. She pulls it out of her purse and holds it in her hands before lowering it.
 
   Yet her phone keeps ringing. I eye the buzzing contraption on her lap. She stares down at it, at the flashing image of her father’s face on the screen.
 
   “You know you’re supposed to answer it when it makes that sound,” I say gently.
 
   It rings again. As if she’s in slow motion, her head turns toward me. Her eyes are sad and tired. Dead eyes. I feel it in my heart. That current of pain will reveal itself and I will feel it too.
 
   “It’s over,” she says in a quiet but calm voice.
 
   She takes the phone, still ringing, and plunks it in her purse. “I can’t do this anymore.”
 
   I blink hard at her, and I ask the things I already know.
 
   “Do what? What’s over?”
 
   “This. Us. I can’t put up with…this anymore. We’re over, Chris. This has been over for a long time.”
 
   She gets out of her seat and stands in front of me, hovering like some Goliath. I feel just like David. And not David Tennant. Dr. Who wouldn’t be dumped on a ferry to Gibraltar.
 
   “I don’t get it.” Though I do, I just don’t get why she’s trying to break up with me at the start of our holiday. I find myself focusing on the logistics of that.
 
   “I know you don’t,” she says with a small smile and places her hand on the side of my face. Her palm is warm and slightly damp. She smells familiar, like home, which makes my heart throb violently. The whole thing is all too surreal. 
 
   She takes her hand back and exhales. “Maybe it’s not over. Maybe I just need a break…”
 
   “A break from what?”
 
   She throws her hands up in the air, the fire returning. “From us, Chris! God! Look, whether you realize it or not I have been doing nothing but giving you second chances.”
 
   My vision starts to throb along with my heart. My peripheral vision begins to blur and I find myself focusing on random items on the ferry. The sticky, old linoleum floor. The chair in front of me, which has stuffing spilling out of it like furry guts. The blonde girl across the way who is looking straight into my eyes with a brusque clarity. I hold her gaze, seeing her and her faded Pink Floyd shirt, her sparkling light eyes and the pencil she’s holding in her left hand. She holds it like she’s about to stab someone with it. I see all of this but I don’t really see it. Because all I can think about is that the love of my life, the gorgeous Alexandra DeWinter, is breaking up with me on our romantic holiday. My entire life has come undone in the last few minutes and I have no idea what to do or say to put it back on track. 
 
   Luckily, Alexa knows what to do. She continues to yell at me.
 
   “You wouldn’t even be working on our holiday if you had the guts to stand up to your boss…or even your mother. You’re just not going anywhere, Chris. You’ll be fifty and still trying to please everyone. Still stuck at the paper, if you’re lucky, still underachieving, still just…a puppet.”
 
   Puppet. Her father has called me that on more than one occasion. The word brings me out of my stupor and I find myself starting to hate her just a little bit. It feels good.
 
   “That’s your father talking,” I shoot back.
 
   She shakes her head and snatches up her purse. I reach over and grip her wrist firmly, wanting her to stay, to not just fire her rounds and leave.
 
   “I’ve been talking like this for a long time. You just haven’t been listening!”
 
   She rips her hand out of my grasp, turns on her heel and storms down the aisle. I could swear there’s almost a smile on her face.
 
   I can’t believe what just happened. But I sure as hell can’t let her walk out of my life like this. We’re on a bloody ferry! Where the hell is she going to go?
 
   I leap to my feet, quickly ram my dead laptop into its bag, and take off down the ferry, avoiding the looks from the fellow passengers. I can feel my face burning a deep red, know that the flush is reaching up into the reaches of my sandy hair, that the sweat is starting to form again.
 
   I begin my search for my girlfriend. Ex-girlfriend. Whatever she is.
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   JAMIE
 
    
 
   June 19th 
 
   Dude. I’m on the ferry to Gibraltar and I just saw this poor sap get dumped by his girlfriend. In public. Even I’m not that cruel. Relationships; man, why bother?
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