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The Mortician’s Daughter: Two Feet Under
 
Riley has accepted that her special gift is to help dead people with their unfinished business. But she never thought she’d be tasked with helping the spirit of a convicted criminal who died in prison. He may lead her on the scariest mission yet, but helping him could mean saving the life of a child. The convict’s daughter needs a liver transplant and the one person who could still be a match is his brother . . . who also happens to be a gang leader. 
 
Hayden’s not happy that Riley’s discovered who he is and is seeing him sick and unconscious in his hospital bed. This feels like as good a time as ever to cross over and put all of them out of their misery . . . but Riley is in danger. She’s visiting some of the most dangerous spots and confronting some of the creepiest lowlifes in town. For her, he’ll need to regain his strength and fight to keep her safe.
 
 
But dealing with other people’s problems still can’t keep Riley from her own. Her dad’s drinking has gotten worse. And she’ll soon learn it’s because he’s been keeping a huge, horrible secret that will change everything she believes about her family and her mother’s death.
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Chapter One
 
They are everywhere.
I turn off my car, white-knuckle the steering wheel, and lean forward to look out the windshield. I’ve never been around more than two at a time. But I haven’t been to a hospital since I discovered my “gift,” either.
Most of them follow my dad, the local mortician, home from work. For a while I thought that was the only way I could connect to them. Now I know better.
Fear slithers up my spine. What if they all come at me at once?
The heater in the floor of my old Mustang hasn’t stopped pushing warmth out, yet I can already feel it: their special kind of cold, a bone kind of cold. And their emotions. Their regrets, their fear, their loneliness, it’s all soaked up into my skin like dry earth soaks up water. It’s probably their ploy to ensure I help them.
Who needs other people’s feelings and problems crowding your chest? Believe me, I have plenty of my own.
Part of me wants to restart the car and drive away. Stay warm. Stay safe. Stay alive.
But I can’t leave.
Hayden’s in there. Or maybe I should call him Carter now. My grip on the steering wheel tightens, emotion makes my breath shaky.
I’m thankful he’s alive, but at the same time, I’m ready to kill him. How could he do this to me? If he takes that leap into the light, I’ll be responsible, and I won’t be able to forgive myself.
But how was I supposed to know that this time the ghost visiting me wasn’t dead? He was just comatose.
I pick up my phone and check my time. I don’t have a lot of it. Jacob’s picking me up in an hour to go to his lake house for a party. Truth? I don’t want to go now. But it’s too late to cancel. It’d be rude, and for me, being rude is like wearing shoes on the wrong feet. It doesn’t feel or fit right.
I reach for the door handle and give the spirits a glance and plan my route to avoid them as much as possible. Then I force myself to step out of the car. In spite of the winter wind tossing the long blond strands of hair in my face, in spite of the deadly cold, I’m sweating.
My gaze falls on one male spirit holding a motorcycle helmet, sitting on a bench in front of the ER where the ambulances unload the patients. Blood streams down his face. He’s having a hard time holding his head up. It keeps freakishly falling to his shoulder.
He appears lost and confused. So many of them are. They don’t realize they are dead. I hate when I have to be the one to spill the news.
Another man, barrel-chested and in his mid-fifties, paces back and forth at the hospital entrance. He’s shirtless and has those heart monitoring pads stuck to him, with the attached cords dangling off his chest. He’s cursing at the top of his lungs.
Dying sometimes brings out the worst in someone. But for this man, maybe it was too much anger that killed him. The dead aren’t always innocent. I’m just now learning that.
My thoughts go to Dad’s newest client at the funeral home, the prisoner’s spirit who’s been hanging around. The one I’m hoping will just figure out things for himself and take a flying leap into the hereafter. I don’t know anything about him, but his bottled-up rage tells me he wasn’t doing time for jaywalking.
Another spirit peers out a window from the third floor. I swear they’re all looking right at me.
I should be used to this. For a year and a half now I’ve been a ghost magnet. A go-to person when the dead need something fixed, or just someone to break the bad news. I handled it pretty well at first. Finding a sweet elderly man’s cat a home so he could pass on, informing a family of a life insurance policy so they afford a funeral. Small stuff.
That’s the way it started. But the last fix wasn’t so small. It put me in the direct path of a serial rapist and murderer. Scary shit.
It’d be better if I knew what the heck I was doing, but apparently dealing with the dead doesn’t come with a rule book or guidelines. I’m improvising as I go, and the whole Hayden issue is proof that I may not be the right person for the job. Problem is, I don’t know where to go to resign my position. It’s not like I asked for it. One day I just woke up and dead people were hanging around.
I take a few steps away from my car and I see another one, an elderly woman with painted-on eyebrows that give her a clownish appearance. She’s dressed in a bright Pepto-Bismol pink velvet sweat suit. And she’s powerwalking through the parking lot, zipping her way toward me. A dead woman with a death wish. And I’m supposed to grant it.
I look away, pretend I don’t see her. Pretend I’m like everyone else. Clueless to the dead who linger among us.
I walk right past her.
“Hey.” She swings around. “My name’s Ethel Burstein. I’m looking for Fred. Can you help me find him?”
I play deaf. I can’t deal with her now. She falls back, but not before I feel the freezer-burn sensation that comes from being too close to them. I tell myself not to feel guilty. I have to get to Hayden.
Ever since the dark-haired, blue-eyed high school senior followed me home, I’ve been pushing him toward the light and away from my heart. Oh, it hurt, but I thought that was what my job was. Getting him to cross over.
Sure, I knew he was different. Just not that different.
He was young. He was hot. Not as cold. Not as faded.
He could kiss like the devil, had a shoulder perfect for leaning on, a charm that melted my willpower, and a grin that made the air I breathed sweeter. All that time, I beat myself up for falling for a dead person when I didn’t have to.
Shouldn’t he have somehow mentioned it in one of our long conversations? “Hey by the way, I’m not dead?”
I push open the hospital doors and rush to the elevators to the ICU. As I push the button, I realize I don’t have a clue what I’m going to say.
As I get off on the fifth floor and start to look around, an elderly man standing there says, “It’s not visiting hours.”
“When is . . .” Crap!
“You can come back in ten minutes,” the spirit says. Or not a spirit. He’s like Hayden. He’s not completely faded, not cold, not dead.
Not yet.
He must also be unconscious in the ICU. “The family waiting room is right there.” He motions down the hall.
I move that way. He follows me. “I can’t find Ethel,” he says. “Can’t understand why she’s not here visiting me.”
Ethel? From the parking lot? This must be her Fred. My heart suddenly feels too heavy for my chest. See why I don’t love this gig?
His sadness fills my pores, and I say, “I’m sure if she could be here, she would.”
He smiles. “You’re right. We’ve been married sixty years. Good years.” He fades away, looking content. It only soothes my ache a little.
I go into the family room. There are about five people in there. I realize a problem. What if someone else here is also waiting to see Hayden?
Three of the people appear to be together and are speaking Spanish. That probably rules them out—Hayden doesn’t speak Spanish. There’s one woman, standing by the door, who looks the right age to possibly be his mom. If that’s her, I might not get to talk to Hayden. To tell him to fight to stay alive. To tell him how angry I am at him.
Then an older lady, sitting in the corner fidgeting with her purse strap, stands and joins the woman who could be Mrs. Carter.
“You know he did this to himself,” the older women says in a voice ringing part angry, part hurt. “Doctors told him he was killing himself, but no, he loved whiskey more than us.”
“He’s an alcoholic, Mom.”
“Yeah, and a lot of alcoholics get help.”
“And a lot don’t,” the daughter says. “You should’ve gotten angry at him long before this, but not now.”
They’re clearly not connected to Hayden, but their conversation hurts like a paper cut across the heart. Will I be here one day, thinking that same thing about Dad? He swears he’s not an alcoholic. But that’s not what I read in my mom’s old diary. And it’s not what I believe after finding his alcohol bottles in the dirty clothes hamper.
A few minutes later, everyone starts moving into the hall. I go with them. I don’t know for sure, but I’m betting the hospital only allows family members to visit ICU patients. I’m hoping to just sneak in.
I move in behind the two women, close enough that people will think I’m with them. It’s a big room, with a nurses’ station in the middle and smaller rooms lining the walls. Patient names are on placards beside the open doors. I keep walking until I see one that has Carter on it. I remember Kelsey, the one friend I’ve made since I moved to Catwalk, Texas, telling me that everyone at school called Hayden by his last name, Carter. Why had he told me his last name was Parker?
I stiffen my spine and walk into the room.
I come to a quick stop when I see him. The boy who lies in that bed looks deader than the ghost who fooled me into thinking he was. He’s thinner, his dark hair is too long, and a machine making a swishing sound is pushing air into his lungs. I watch his chest rise and fall and recall seeing his stepdad at the funeral home making funeral arrangements, thinking the end was inevitable.
Forcing myself to move closer to the bed, I’m shaking as I touch the back of his hand. “Hayden?”
I don’t know what I expect. For him to open his eyes, or the ghost I know to suddenly appear beside his own body? Neither happens. The only things in this room with me are cold sadness and a shell of what once was Hayden.
A terrible question hits. Is Hayden already gone? A sad sound leaves my lips. I pull in a deep breath and tell myself it isn’t so. Then I look back at his face. Tears fill my eyes.
“I’m really mad at you right now. You know why, too, don’t you? Why didn’t you tell me?”
I stand there, forcing myself to breathe as if my body forgot it’s on autopilot. I hear footsteps. I look at the door, but no one comes in.
I still stand frozen, my hand on his, listening to the eerie sound of the monitor marking his heartbeats. Thu . . . thump. Thu . . . thump. The noise bounces off the white walls.
My heart suddenly skips a beat, then I feel my heart fall into rhythm with his. “Look, Hayden, I don’t know if you can hear me. But please try. You need to fight. Fight to live. You can’t give up. Stay away from the light. Run from it. Live, Hayden. Please. Wake up. Open your eyes. At least show yourself to me. I want to see you.” My words shake. “I want to . . . dance with you again.”
“Who are you?” The voice comes from the doorway. The tone isn’t pure accusation, but suspicious enough that I want to scoot out the door.
Instead I get the feet-nailed-to-the-floor feeling. I can’t move. Footsteps enter.
Panic makes my mouth instantly dry. I turn and see a woman standing at my side, studying me . . . hard.
I know immediately that it’s Hayden’s mother. She has the dark chestnut hair and some of the same facial features as her son.
“Where do you know my son from?”
My tongue feels thick.
“Answer me.”
“I . . . I’m . . . My name’s Riley. I’m a friend from school.”
“I . . . I don’t recognize you,” she says.
“I’m . . . I’m sort of new.”
Mrs. Carter’s gaze falls to where I’m touching Hayden’s hand.
Afraid she thinks I’m crossing a line, I yank my hand away.
She blinks. Then her light green eyes get a teary sheen to them. “They only allow family in here.”
I don’t know what to say, so I don’t. Only when the silence grows louder than the hospital sounds do I force myself to speak. “I should . . . go.”
“No,” she says. “I didn’t mean . . .” She pulls in air, and even that sound expresses her pain. “He needs his friends.” There is so much love. Mother’s love in her voice, in her expression that a lump rises in my throat. Maybe because I no longer have a mom, seeing it, hearing it hurts twice as much.
My sinuses sting. I’m about to fall apart.
I run out of the room.
 
• • •
 
I’m crying by the time I reach my car. Crawling in the driver’s seat, I shiver, start the engine, and turn up the car’s heater. It spurts out cold air. “Damn!” I thump my palm against the steering wheel, feeling angry, feeling helpless, feeling way too much rage. And just like that, I know it’s not just my emotion.
I see ice crystals form on the inside of my windshield. Then from the corner of my eye, I see someone sitting in my passenger seat. He’s wearing orange. Prison garb.
Crap. What’s he doing here? How did he find me at the hospital?
I want to turn to him, scream for him to get lost, but if I do, he’ll know I can see him and then he’ll never leave me alone.
So I pretend I’m not cold. I pretend I’m not afraid. I pretend I’m not dying inside for Hayden.
Blinking, staring out the windshield, I pretend tears aren’t freezing to my cheeks.
Shifting the car in reverse, I pull out of the hospital parking lot. My hands tremble, so I grip the steering wheel tighter.
“I need you to help me!” the ex-con yells.
I manage not to flinch, at least not on the outside. Go away. Go away. Go away.
“Look at me, damn it! Look at me!”
I keep my gaze locked on the road. He slams a fist on my dashboard. If he wasn’t dead that’d hurt like hell.
“It isn’t fair,” he yells. “Listen to me!”
No, it isn’t fair. But I’m remembering what Hayden looked like, so withered, so gaunt. So dead. Then I recall the desperate love in Mrs. Carter’s eyes.
I keep driving. I turn onto the major street heading to my house.
“I said listen!” He leans so close, yells so loud, his voice hurts my ears. His cold burns my skin and turns the air so arctic it stings my throat and lungs.
Just a few more miles. I can do this. I can. How long does it take to get frostbite?
He reaches over and yanks my steering wheel. What the . . . ?
Ghost aren’t supposed to be able to move things, but this one can. As hard as I try to regain control of the wheel, I can’t. He’s yanking it back and forth. Cars dart out of my way. Horns are blaring. Luckily, I don’t think any of the cars actually crash.
I go to slam on the brakes, but dead-prisoner guy jumps the console, sits his cold butt on top of me, kicks my foot off the brakes, and slams his on the gas. I have freezing pain coursing through me, but I manage to look around him just in time to see my car race across the median and veer right into oncoming traffic.
And leading that traffic is an eighteen-wheeler.
I, Riley Smith, at only seventeen, am going to die.

Chapter Two
 
By some miracle, and I do mean a miracle, my car blasts forward into a drugstore parking lot a fraction of a second before the eighteen-wheeler barrels past. His horn’s blaring, breaks squealing, burnt rubber scents the air.
Unable to breathe, I fist my hands around the steering wheel so tight they feel numb. The unnatural cold fades. Panic doesn’t.
I almost died. I really almost died. My mind broadcasts the image of the eighteen-wheeler rushing toward me. How’s it possible that I didn’t die?
Not moving, gaze locked to the front of the drugstore, I feel my lungs the size of lima beans begging for air. I inhale raw oxygen. I spot a woman standing there, staring, stupefied, as if she witnessed the whole thing. Then she turns away and gets into a bright yellow Volkswagen bug. It’s only when she drives past me that I realize I know her.
It’s the lunch lady. The weird cashier who creeped me out the first few weeks of school. The one I swear somehow knows about me seeing ghosts.
Did she somehow have something to do with . . . me not dying? That’s impossible. Right?
But so is seeing ghosts. So is a ghost being able to grab a steering wheel.
This changes everything. If a ghost can physically move stuff, that means they can . . . do anything. Oh, God. This isn’t good. Really, really not good.
 
• • •
 
I pull into my driveway and sit in the rumbling car, not wanting Dad to see me this freaked out. And I am plenty freaked out. My palms are slick with fear. My lungs only accept sips of air. I try to breathe, slow, easy. All the while trying to make sense of what happened, attempting to get my ducks in a row so I can figure out how to deal with this.
My ducks don’t like rows. A ghost’s ability to physically control my world takes the whole I-see-dead-people thing to a new level. I’m not sure I can deal with this.
I look at my phone. Jacob will be here in thirty minutes. I don’t want to go. I really don’t want to go. But I kissed him yesterday at school. I kissed him because I thought . . . I thought Hayden was gone. I thought it was time for me to start over. Hayden had pushed me to give Jacob a chance. Now I know Jacob is Hayden’s best friend. And now I also know Hayden’s alive. Or I think he’s alive.
I pick up my phone to tell Jacob that I can’t come, but he’s already texted me. I swipe and read it.
Can’t wait to see you. Will pick you up fifteen minutes early.
I hit the message box to type a reply but I see the time. He’s probably on his way.
Oh, hell.
I have to go to the party. I try convincing myself that it’ll just take time to wrap my head around the whole new ghost problem. Time to figure out my new Jacob/Hayden problem. I hit the garage opener and listen to the door groan and lift. The garage is empty.
Well, not empty. We still have about ten boxes to unload from the move. Some of them were packed up in Dallas over a year ago. Then there are all of Dad’s tools that are pushed to the side.
What’s missing is Dad’s car.
When I left for the hospital, I stormed into the kitchen and told him I was making an emergency run for some “girl things.” Girl things is a synonym for tampons. But I don’t say the word, because I think he’d die. Let’s just say Dad doesn’t excel at dealing with the feminine issues of his daughter. But he’ll never tell me no when I use the “girl thing” term. He’s probably afraid I might ask him to buy them.
I pull into the garage and get out of the Mustang.
Where is Dad?
Off drinking?
I remember the conversation I overheard in the family waiting room. I envision my father in a hospital bed like Hayden. I can’t lose him. Since mom died before I lost my first tooth, he’s all I’ve got.
Right before I reach for the doorknob, my heart thu-thumps to a new fear. A cold one. Could prisoner-ghost be in the house right now? On hyper alert, I ease into the kitchen. There’s no unnatural cold, but my eyes still go to the silverware drawer.
If a ghost can yank a steering wheel, he can throw a knife. At me.
Pumpkin, my orange tabby, greets me, doing figure eights around my ankles while offering up love-me-love-me-now meows. That’s a good sign that we don’t have visitors. The only spirit Pumpkin’s ever taken to was Hayden.
Duh, now I get. It’s because he wasn’t a spirit. Not a dead one, at least.
I pick up my cat, rub my cheek against his, and soak up the vibration of his purrs. Still holding him, I check the counters, thinking I might find a note from Dad.
No note.
Does he remember my date’s tonight? He’d been adamant about meeting Jacob. In fact, at first he told me I couldn’t go because he didn’t know him well enough. Which led to me blowing a gasket and telling him I was going. I’m not known to give Dad lip, but he was so wrong. And he proved it by relenting.
“Where did Dad run off to, Pumpkin?” My question floats in the emptiness surrounding me as I envision Dad drunk at some bar.
The bare, white-walled house has no answers. I remember the boxes in the garage. I’m pretty sure we have some artwork there that was packed up in Dallas. One day, I’m going to get around to opening those boxes and hanging some of those paintings, just so the house doesn’t feel so bleak or soulless. Maybe it might even start feeling like home.
I put Pumpkin down, pull my phone out of my pocket to call Dad. The time listed on my screen puts me in high gear. Since I’m not going for the freshly-cried look, I need to touch up my makeup. Dad better haul his butt home quick.
And I’d better decide how I’m going to deal with Jacob. I get butterfly quivers in my stomach. And not the good kind.
Swiping Dad’s number, I take the stairs two at a time while holding the phone to my ear.
It rings once. Twice. Three times. Then goes to voicemail.
I wait for the beep. “Where are you? I thought you wanted to meet Jacob when he picks me up? He’s going to be here in ten minutes. Please don’t be late.”
I hang up. Should I worry? Probably.
When I look in the mirror, my reflection, with smeared mascara, stares back. I grab a wipe and am removing the smudges when my phone dings with a text.
I pick it up.
Dad: Sorry. Had a work emergency.
Me: So, you aren’t coming home?
I stare drop-jawed at the phone. I should be thrilled he won’t be here to interrogate Jacob, and I am. But I’m also ticked after he gave me hell about going to the party.
Dad: Just send me his Mom’s phone number.
I gasp.
Me: You are not calling his parents!
Dad: Only in case of emergency.
Me: What constitutes an emergency?
Dad: If you’re late.
Me: I won’t be late.
Dad: Just give it to me!
A low growl leaves my lips at the thought of asking Jacob for his mom’s number. I’ll be eighteen in a few months!
Me: Why can’t you come here and meet him like you said you would?
Dad: Give me the number or don’t go!
I slam my phone on the counter and hurry to redo my mascara. When finished, I stare at the phone again. “Are you even at work?” I mutter. “Or are you out drinking?” The thought twists my stomach.
I think about asking Jacob to drive by the funeral home and see if Dad’s car’s there. But then what? If it’s not there, I won’t want to go with Jacob. And even if he is there, I’d feel obligated to explain to Jacob about my reasons for checking on my Dad. And the whole my-dad-may-or-may-not-be-an-alcoholic thing isn’t first date material.
It strikes me then that I shared it with Hayden. Hayden, who I never really dated. Hayden, who stole my heart even though I thought he was dead. Hayden, who I pray isn’t going to die. Closing my eyes, I whisper into the empty room, “Please come see me.”
A vision of him in that hospital bed threatens to re-smear my mascara. And just like that I’m back to really not wanting to go anywhere with Jacob. But my doorbell rings, and I know it’s him. I grab my bag, stuff my phone and my dad angst in my pocket, and take off down the stairs.
Ready or not, here I come.
 
• • •
 
“You look like an angel,” Jacob’s little sister says.
I force a smile. “Thanks.” I remember Kelsey saying the sweater, the same color as my hair, kind of gave me an otherworldly look. I’m not really comfortable with that look.
“Mom?” the five-year-old girl yells and runs out of the living room. “Jacob’s girlfriend is an angel.”
Oh, boy.
I’m not sure if it’s the angel or the girlfriend part that has my palms itching.
“It’s a pleasure to meet you, Riley,” Mrs. Adams says, walking into the room. She’s tall and willowy with light brown hair. His father’s hair is darker, like Jacob’s.
“There are sodas and snacks on the table, please help yourself,” his mom adds.
“Thanks.” I follow Jacob into the dining room, but what I want him to do is lead me right out of the house and drive me back home. I’m worried about Dad—what if he had a wreck driving home. I’m worried about Hayden—what if he comes by the house and I’m not there.
I’m worried about dating Jacob—what if he learns the guy I really like is his best friend? His comatose best friend.
The big farm table at the center of the dining room has all sorts of chips and dips on it.
“What do you want to drink?” Jacob asks.
He’d been shocked when Dad hadn’t been at the house. I acted like it wasn’t a big deal, but the way he looked at me said he knew I was lying. Probably because I warned him Dad might come off a little overbearing.
“Just water,” I say. The ride here felt awkward. I tried to keep up my end of the conversation, but I know I fell short. Oddly enough, Jacob was a little quiet, too.
I texted Dad Jacob’s number and the address of the lake house. If he calls Jacob, I’m going to be so pissed.
Jacob reaches into a cooler and pulls out a bottle of water. “Do you know Tommy? He’s in auto tech with us.”
“Yeah,” I say.
“Well, he’s coming. And Dad’s friend James has a daughter, Brandy, who’s a year younger than us, who’s also coming. She’s really nice.” He hands me the water. It’s cold and wet against my palm. “Oh, and Dex’s coming. He’s bringing a girl. He called me when I was driving to your house and asked if he could bring her. He wouldn’t tell me who it was. He said I’d be surprised.”
I remember Jamie, Jacob’s old girlfriend, was hitting on Dex. “It’s not Jamie, is it?” Considering Jamie blames me for breaking up her and Jacob—which isn’t true—it would make this night even harder.
Jacob makes a face. “Hell no. He doesn’t like her. Do you know who I think it is?”
“Who?” I try to work up enthusiasm.
“Kelsey,” he says.
“Wow. He likes Kelsey?” Since I know Kelsey has a thing for Dex, this is good news.
“I don’t know for sure, but whenever he’s at my house I catch him looking over at her place all the time.”
As much as I wish it were true, I know it’s not Kelsey Dex is bringing. She’d have called me. We’ve become the no-secrets kind of friends. Well, not all secrets. I can’t tell her about the ghosts. Though I think she’s a little suspicious. We met through her dead grandmother, after all.
“Jacob,” Jacob’s father calls from the kitchen. “Can you start a fire in the pit? Everyone should be arriving soon.”
“Sure,” Jacob calls back. “Come on,” he says.
It’s almost dark. As we move out and toward the backyard, Jacob puts his hand around my waist. I try not to flinch. But I want to. I’m so confused. About him. About us. About why Hayden would push me off to his best friend.
When we get to the fire pit, he turns, faces me, and fits his other hand on my waist.
He lowers his head. So close I can count his eyelashes. I should be feeling all sorts of thrills. I’m not.
His lips move even closer. “You’re quiet tonight.”
“Just dad trouble.” I try to claim an inch, but he reclaims it.
“What kind of trouble?” Concern makes his words rumble.
“Normal crap,” I say, but it’s a lie. And I feel terrible. Not for lying. Terrible for not wanting this thing between Jacob and me. Terrible because I kind of led him to believe I did want it. And I wanted to want it.
Jacob leans in as if to kiss me, but I see someone standing a few feet from us and I pull away
Jacob looks back as if to see what caught my attention.
But he can’t see it. Only I can.
Hayden. He looks so much better than the boy in the hospital bed. He doesn’t smile, he doesn’t frown, but I see emotion in his eyes. And I recognize what it is. He’s jealous.
I feel awful. I feel angry. How could he be jealous? I never would’ve given Jacob a chance if Hayden hadn’t . . .
Hayden turns and walks back toward the cabin.
“What is it?” Jacob watches me watch Hayden leave.
“Can I . . . can I use your restroom?”
“Yeah. Sure.”
I run to catch up with Hayden. He disappears at the door.
He’s not in the living room, but several other adults are there. I move toward the rooms in the back. In one of the bedrooms, Jacob’s younger brother and another boy are playing video games. They wave, I force a smile and leave. I spot the bathroom, but I walk past. The next room is all dark. From what I can see it’s Jacob’s parents’ room. I don’t see Hayden going in there. The room at the end of the hall is open, and the lights are on. I take small, quiet steps.
At the doorway, I peer inside. There’s no one in there. I’m about to turn around when I catch his scent. A spicy, earthy aroma that is uniquely Hayden. I ease in.
I look around. “Hayden?” I whisper his name.
No one answers back.
“I need to talk to you. Please.”
Nothing.
Feeling as if I’m trespassing, I go to turn around, but when I do I see the bookshelves lined with trophies and pictures. Every picture has Jacob in it. Most of them of a younger Jacob. But it’s not his face that draws me to the shelf. It’s who is with him in at least four of those frames.
Hayden.
I pick up the photo, and just like that I’m taken back to when Hayden and I danced in my room. When being so close to him took my breath away. We’d discovered that we’d both gone to the same summer camp, Piney Woods, when we were young. I’d even found a picture in my album that I’d taken of him and a group of other kids.
He accused me of being the blond, blue-eyed girl he’d danced with at one of the camp dances. He’d stepped on her feet, and she went down. Supposedly everyone at the camp started laughing. Hayden had been embarrassed, mostly because he really liked the girl. As crazy as it sounds, I wanted to be her. I wanted to be the girl who had a past with Hayden.
I stare at the photo. Both Jacob and Hayden are in soccer uniforms. They are laughing, living in the moment. Hayden’s alive.
Hayden deserves to be here now. Still playing soccer, still dancing, still taking girls’ breaths away. Even if it’s not mine.
“Hey.”
I jump at the sound of Jacob’s voice and I quickly put the frame back on the shelf. His footsteps move behind me.
“Sorry.” I run my fingers over my sweater, as if to wipe away the guilt.
“It’s okay.” He points to the picture I just set down. “That’s me and Carter.” His voice is raw-sounding. “The guy who’s in a coma.” I hear him swallow. “He used to come up to the lake house with us every time. Hence the reason I don’t really like coming here anymore. I feel him here more than anywhere else.”
I look at Jacob. Emotion darkens his eyes.
“We were thirteen. His stepfather, Coach Carter, was our coach on the soccer team. We called Carter Speedy that year. He could run like the wind.”
I remember Mrs. Carter telling me that Hayden needed his friends. “Do you ever go see him?”
He shakes his head. “I tried. I couldn’t stay in there. He looks . . . bad. It hurts.”
“But maybe . . . maybe you being there would help him wake up?”
Jacob inhales, and the sad sound thickens the air in the room. “No. I saw Coach Carter today at the grocery store, right before I came to get you. He said . . . he said they were just waiting for Carter’s mom to accept he’s gone. Then they’ll cut him off the machine that’s breathing for him.” Pain colors his tone.
The same pain seeps into my pores, and I see Hayden’s chest go up and down with the forced air in his lungs.
“Jacob?” a voice says at the door.
I turn around, and it’s a pretty red-haired girl.
“Hi, Brandy.” Jacob introduces us. “Brandy’s a junior at Bradford High,” he tells me.
“Oh, you’re the girl who overheard Jamie and her friend talking about putting drugs in Jacob’s locker, aren’t you?”
I’m a little surprised she knows this.
Jacob glances at me and rubs his hand on the side of jeans. “Uh, her and her parents came over that night and I mentioned it to her.”
I nod. He seems worried I’ll be upset that he told her this. I’m not.
Someone calls out Jacob’s name from the front of the house. “I’ll be right back.” Jacob leaves. I feel slightly awkward in Brandy’s company.
“So you’re new in town?” Brandy asks almost as if she senses the awkwardness too and wants to push it away.
“Yeah. Moved here in December.”
“You like it?” she asks.
“Yeah. It’s okay. It’s hard to move.”
“I bet.” Her gaze shifts to the picture of Hayden and Jacob on the bookshelf. Then she glances back to me. “Jacob told me how Jamie and her friends were total bitches to you. Even gave you a black eyes.” She pauses and then says, “Jacob’s parents and mine are old friends and they hang out a lot. So I met Jamie at some of the barbeques. I never liked her.”
“Yeah,” I say. “I think she’s an acquired taste.”
Brandy laughs. “That’s putting it nicely. I can really see her putting drugs in Jacob’s locker just to get him in trouble. There’s just something mean about her. I’m glad you told him about it. He said he went to the counselor.” She frowns. “It might be wrong, but I kind of wish she’d do it, just so she’d get in trouble.”
Footsteps near the door, and Jacob walks back in. “Dex is here.”
We all walk outside. Brandy’s really nice, but I see the disappointment in her eyes when Jacob stands too close to me.
 
• • •
 
By nine that night, Jacob drives me back to my house. Yeah, I lied again and said Dad had told me to be home early. Lying is becoming a bad habit. I feel like shit because of it, too. But after seeing Hayden, seeing what I think was jealousy in his eyes, and learning that everyone has given up on Hayden, all I want to do is go home and hug a pillow and cry. But damn it, I refuse to believe he’s going to die. If I can talk to him, maybe . . .
Jacob walks me to my front door. My gut says he’s going to try to kiss me, and I don’t know how I’m going to stop it, but I have to.
I like Jacob, I do. I’m even attracted to him. He’s hot, I’d have to be blind not to notice that. But there’s a part of me that’s stuck on Hayden. My heart. Hayden has my heart. And if he dies he might just take it with him.
“Sorry tonight wasn’t that much fun,” Jacob says.
“It was nice. You have a great family and friends.”
“After talking to Coach Carter today, I’ve sort of been bummed.”
“I understand.” More than you know.
Dex had brought a girl named Michelle from eleventh grade. She had her hands all over him, which made me almost as uncomfortable as sitting next to Brandy, who had her eyes all over Jacob.
I especially hate seeing Dex like this because I know Kelsey likes him. Not that Kelsey would act on it. Like me, she has all sorts of issues.
But I know she’ll ask me if Dex was there. I can’t lie. A friendship can only withstand so many lies, so many secrets, and I’m almost at that quota.
Telling her about touchy-feely Michelle will be hard. Oh, she’ll pretend not to care. She works at acting tough more than I do. But it’ll hurt her, and I’ll be the one serving up the pain.
Jacob leans in as if to kiss me, I lift my hand. His lips come against the back of my fingers.
I feel those lips curve downward. “Since you kissed me at school, I thought . . .”
Yeah, I’d kissed him. At the time I was feeling high on . . . on seeing Abby cross over. Seeing a spirit move to the other side is like a shot of feel-good adrenaline. Heck, it’d been so good I thought I had this whole ghost thing in the bag. Now with what happened with prisoner-ghost, my bag is ripped, torn. There’s nothing in the bag, least of all my confidence.
I look up at Jacob. “I’m sorry.”
“One step forward, two steps back.” His tone lacks the frustration that his eyes reflect.
“I don’t mean to confuse you, but . . . I’m confused.”
“About?” He leans in. And I can’t deny it, there’s a part of me that wants to lean against him. But in my heart I know I really want him to be Hayden.
“Everything,” I answer. “I hate to say this, but . . . you might want to give up on me.”
His lips thin. “I’m not a quitter.”
“You wouldn’t be quitting. We never really—”
“But I was hoping.” He pauses. “What happened, Riley? Did Carl contact you again?”
I don’t remember telling him my ex-boyfriend’s name. So Kelsey must have told him. Grrr. Gotta have a talk with that girl.
“He did, didn’t he?”
I start to tell him it isn’t like that, but I realize it might be easier if he thinks it is.
“I just don’t believe I’m ready. And it isn’t fair for you to keep hoping. Can’t we . . . just be friends?”
He moves in again. “Friends with benefits?” Humor plays in his voice, but I see it for what it is. A defense mechanism.
I thump him on his chest.
He grins, then sighs. “I really like you, Riley.”
“I like you, too. But I don’t think it’s fair for you to keep hoping . . . All kinds of girls are crazy about you.”
“I’m not going back to Jamie.”
“I’d be pissed if you did. You deserve better. I’m not talking about her. I’m talking about half the girls in our school, and maybe one from Bradford High.”
“Brandy?”
“She likes you.”
“No. We’re just—”
“She’s totally into you. And she’s nice. You should ask her out.”
He shakes his head. “No she’s not. It was Carter she liked. They’d just started hooking up when he had the accident.”
If I needed more proof that it was Hayden I longed for, this was it. Here I was, willing to hand over Jacob to a pretty redhead. But the idea that she liked Hayden, that Hayden liked her, that thought is too cumbersome. It doesn’t want to fit into my head or my heart.
Then I remember how Brandy looked at Jacob. “She might have liked Hayden, but she likes you now. Believe me, a girl can tell.”
He shuffles his feet and stares down as if thinking. “I didn’t exactly want this night to end with you telling me to ask another girl out. Or with you giving me the let’s-be-friends line.”
“It’s not just a line. You’re my auto tech buddy. I don’t want to lose that. I’m serious.”
Acceptance sounds in his exhale. “Fine. But it’s not going to change how I feel. Just promise me that before you let some other guy sweep you off your feet, you’ll remember I was in line first.”
You weren’t first. Hayden was.
Jacob gives my hand a squeeze and walks back to his black truck. I watch him leave, feeling better but kind of sad. He really is a good guy. He’s just not Hayden.
I put my key in the door but realize it isn’t locked. Dad’s home. I step inside, relieved that he never called the number I gave him, the one he thought was Jacob’s parents’ but was really Jacob’s. I’m barely through the door when the cold slams against me.
Crap.
I shrink inside my sweater. Seeking warmth, security. Is it dead-prisoner guy?
In the corner of my eye, I see him looming in the dining room. His orange jumpsuit is hard to miss, but I don’t look at him directly.
He starts walking toward me. I spot my dad on the sofa and I start toward him.
Fear ripples up my spine. He nearly killed me today in the car. What’s he going to try now?

Chapter Three
 
Still holding on to the belief that ignoring this ghost is my best bet, I force my feet to keep moving toward Dad, but each step requires a pound of courage I don’t own.
Dad’s asleep. His arms are crossed as if he feels the cold, too.
I try not to shiver as I walk up to him.
“Hey, I’m home,” I say. If he’d wake up, I’d feel better. I’d feel safer.
“I’m sorry,” the ghost says. “I didn’t mean to . . . I’m just so desperate.”
I still don’t look at him, but for the first time the emotion I hear in his voice isn’t all fury. There is a semblance of right and wrong in this man.
Could there be another side of this guy? I push that idea away because I’m just not ready to deal with something else. Or maybe I’m not ready to give a second chance to someone who almost killed me.
“Dad, you need to go to bed.” I see the ruffle around the sofa flutter, and a scared cat pokes its head out. I reach down and grab Pumpkin.
“Dad?” I say again. He doesn’t move. Is he drunk?
There’s a glass sitting on the coffee table. I pick it up and sniff it. It’s just water. Just to be sure, I sip it. Just water.
I give Dad a nudge. He still doesn’t budge. Not wanting to hang out with the ghost, I say, “Okay, sleep on the sofa.” I head up the stairs, praying the ghost doesn’t follow me. Praying the spirit of Hayden is waiting for me in my room.
I stop after only taking a few stairs and worry about leaving Dad with the prison ghost. I hug Pumpkin close and ease back down. I stop three steps from the bottom when I realize it’s no longer cold.
He’s gone. Thank God he’s gone.
 
• • •
 
Hayden isn’t in my room. I toss and turn in the bed, talking to him like he is. Or maybe I’m practicing for when I do see him.
But damn, my life’s one freaking mess.
It’s almost midnight when I finally give in and fall asleep. Suddenly, I’m jarred awake by my phone. I jackknife out of bed and run to my desk where I’d left it. The clock on my bedside table reads 3 a.m.
I see Jacob’s number on my screen.
What’s he doing calling me at this hour?
“Hello,” I say, trying to swipe the sleepiness from my voice.
“Is everything okay?” His tone gives the question weight.
“Yeah, why?” I push the fog from my brain.
“Where are you?”
“Home, why?”
“I . . . I just got a call. When I got to it there was a message. A message from your dad asking where you were.”
“My dad?” The question comes out too loud.
“Yeah.”
My phone beeps with an incoming call.
“Crap. I’m sorry, I bet he doesn’t realize I’m home. It must be him calling me now. I’d better go. Sorry.”
I hang up and instead of answering the call I bound down the steps.
Dad looks at me as if shocked I’m here. He’s standing in the dining room with his phone to his ear. His expression is panicked. His hair is disheveled. His eyes are bloodshot.
He hangs up and leans against the wall as if his legs are weak.
“I thought you were still out,” he says.
“Have you been drinking, Dad?” I ask.
“I was asleep and I woke up and saw the time. You scared me.”
“I didn’t scare you! How could I scare you? I’m home. I’m in bed. Asleep. Why didn’t you go upstairs and check?”
He rakes a hand through his hair. “You usually wake me up.”
“Have you been drinking?” I repeat my question, my tone sharpened by disappointment.
“Why would you think that?” He pushes off the wall as if staying on his feet is evidence.
I notice he didn’t answer. “Because you wouldn’t wake up when I got home, and because instead of going upstairs to see if I’m home you start calling people at this ungodly hour.”
“I didn’t wake up because I was tired. And I called because I’m your father and I worry.”
But I can hear his lie, it’s so loud my ears hurt. I’m so angry I want to scream. Tears sting my eyes. “Do you care so little about me that you’d do this to yourself, to me, to us? How long do you think you can hold on to this job? How long before you have an accident and either kill yourself or someone else? Do you not care what this does to me?”
“Just go back to bed!”
I feel emotionally gutted when he turns, stomps into his room, and slams the door like he’s the rebellious teen and I’m the adult.
 
• • •
 
I’m awoken by someone rolling me onto my side. They hold me in that position while something is being pushed under me. Then I’m hit by the pain. In my side. It hurts. It hurts. It hurts. I force my eyes open, expecting to see my bedroom window. There’s no window. I’m not in my room? Just gray walls and more burning, searing pain.
What the . . . ?
I’m suddenly pushed onto my back. A man in a black uniform looms over me. There’s a patch on his left shoulder that reads EMT.
“Carlos,” the paramedic says. “Stay with us.”
That’s my first clue. This isn’t happening . . . not to me. This isn’t the first time I’ve gotten lost in someone else’s memory. Somehow spirits can pull me in and hold me under while I live bits and pieces of their lives. Not the good parts, either.
My stomach roils. The agony, the sting, the ache in my right side is too much. Then I smell it. The copper scent of blood.
I lift my head and see I’m wearing orange. I’m . . . prisoner-ghost.
“Can’t die.” I push the words out.
“That’s right. Hang in there.”
“His pressure’s dropping,” someone else says. “We’re losing him.”
I reach up and grab the collar of the paramedic. “Save my . . . save my . . .”
I feel numb. My hand falls. I don’t feel it hit. I don’t feel the physical pain. Just emotions. Rage. Regret. More rage. I’m dead.
I wake up gasping for air. Why did I need to see him die?
 
• • •
 
The ding of a text wakes me up at ten o’clock the next morning. It was almost five before I went back to sleep. I’m just glad dead-prisoner guy didn’t return. I reach for my phone on the bedside table.
It’s from Kelsey. How did last night with Jacob go?
I almost text back one word: Crappy. But I stop myself. I’m not up to explaining the whole Jacob-and-I-are-over thing yet. Or maybe I don’t know how to explain it without telling her the truth. Oh, you see, I just realized I’m in love with his comatose friend.
While setting my phone down, I see I had another text earlier. From Dad. An apology would be nice. I swipe it. Gone to church.
I wonder if he’s going to pray about his drinking? All sorts of emotions start taking up residence in my chest, pushing and shoving vital organs out of the way. I sit up, feed myself oxygen, and look around my room, hoping I’ll find Hayden there. Of course, most of the time when he’s here first thing in the morning, I discover him in bed with me. Him wearing a semi-naughty I’ll-share-my-pillow-with-you smile. Depending on my mood, I’d either scold him for breaking one of my rules, or I’d smile at him because he’d become one of the few good things in my life.
And yes, while we have shared a pillow, it’s not like we did anything. Well, not any more than make out. Actually, I’m not sure if any of what we did constitutes really as “making out” when he’s not really . . . all there. Oh, I could feel him, unlike any of the other ghosts, but it wasn’t like a real touch, more like a barely-there caress. The kind that makes you ache for more.
I’d give anything to feel it right now. To see him whole and healthy, the way he appeared and not like the boy in the hospital bed. I realize my need to see him isn’t just to save him, but . . . It always felt as if Hayden saved me, too. And after everything that happened yesterday, I feel like I need to be saved.
“Please Hayden, come to see me!”
I drop back on my pillow. Should I risk going back to the hospital? If his mom is there will she start asking more questions? Decisions, decisions.
I think of Hayden. Decision made. I reach for my phone. I go back to Kelsey’s text and type. Can I come over later?
Yeah, I’m kind of wanting to avoid Dad today.
Her reply is quick. Why don’t I come there? Mom has company.
Looks as if both of us are wanting to run away from home. Kelsey hates it when her mom has overnight company. I don’t blame her, either. She’s really afraid her mom is going to ask this guy to move in.
I text: Sure.
It’s really still a win for me. If Kelsey’s here, it’ll be easier to ignore Dad. It might even be better. If Hayden shows up, I can always run to the bathroom and chat with him.
I slide out of bed and get dressed. I’m halfway down the stairs when the doorbell rings. Kelsey must have practically run here.
Hurrying down the stairs, I cut the corner and open the door. “Hey,” I say, but then my mouth slams shut, like locked shut.
It’s not Kelsey at my door.
“Hi,” Mrs. Carter says.
I can’t talk, so I just nod. Why? How? What?
“I’m worried you got the wrong impression yesterday,” she says. “I didn’t mean that you couldn’t visit my son. I’m hoping you’ll come back. I think if other people came to see him, he might . . . he’d know he’s missed. I added your name to the list of people I said could visit.”
I’m still speechless. But I do have questions. And they run amok in my brain like hungry mice chasing a Cheeto with legs.
“I heard what you said to him.” Her words have me desperately trying to remember what I told him. “I didn’t mean to eavesdrop, but I could tell you care about him. He needs someone, someone besides me to care, because right now it feels as if everyone has given up on him. His stepfather, his friends. Even a few of his doctors.”
Her eyes fill with tears, and I feel my eyes burn. I finally push out the words. “How . . . how did you know where I live?”
She ducks her head, her shoulders slump as if weighed down with guilt. “I work part-time for the school. There was only one new student named Riley. I know it was wrong to come here, but I wanted you to know that it was okay for you to visit Carter. I could swear his heartbeat picked up when you left.”
It hits me that she obviously didn’t check the date I started school, or she’d realize his accident happened before I moved here. What if she figures that out? How the hell am I going to explain my visit then?
“I’ll come see him,” I say, wanting her to leave before Kelsey shows up. How would I explain to my friend and Mrs. Carter how I know Hayden? Just being the mortician’s daughter puts me in the freak category. If people know I see dead—or almost dead—people, there’s no category for where they’ll put me.
Except the insane one.
Before I realize what she’s doing, Mrs. Carter crosses the threshold and hugs me. Hugs me so tight that everything inside me feels squeezed. My lungs. My heart. My confidence. I instantly feel claustrophobic.
“Thank you.” Even her gratitude ups my oh-crap feeling.
She drops her embrace, but I still feel her suffocating hug as I watch her hurry back to her car.
Finally able to move—breathing will happen later—I shut the door. I lean against the wall, but what I want to do is collapse on the floor, curl up in a tight ball, and let myself cry.
Pumpkin slinks over, lifts up on his hind legs, and gently puts his paws on my knee as if he senses his loyal owner is losing it. It’s that or he wants his Lucky Charms marshmallows I feed him every morning.
I’m not finished with my panic attack when the doorbell rings again. This time I look through the peephole. Kelsey, with her dark hair, light olive skin, and green eyes, appears in the distorted fish-eye view.
I open the door. “Hey.”
“What’s wrong?” Her words cross the threshold before she does.
“Nothing, why?” I’ve only just been run through an emotional meat grinder.
“You look . . . like you just saw a ghost.”
That phrase coupled with her tone has me wondering if she knows more than I want her to. “Nope. Haven’t seen one today.” I make light of her question, hoping she will too, then I step away from the door. She comes in.
“You want something to eat or drink?” I head for the kitchen. “I haven’t eaten yet.”
“Just water.” She’s eyeballing me with skepticism. Does she really suspect I can see ghosts?
I pull out a box of Lucky Charms and grab the milk and two water bottles from the fridge. Passing her a bottle, I sit down.
“So?” She drops in a chair.
I know she’s referring to my date last night. But I’m still debating what to tell her. I buy myself a few seconds by opening my water and taking a slow sip. She waits.
“Nothing exciting.” I pour the dry cereal into a bowl, listening to it rattle into the ceramic dish as I count marshmallows spilling out.
“Nothing?” She twists her Black Lives Matter bracelet around her wrist. Kelsey’s grandmother, Bessie, a spirit who I helped pass over, was half black. Rightly so, Kelsey’s proud of her heritage. Unfortunately, a guy she really liked in the past had an issue with her bracelet and what it stands for. I know it’s now part of the reason she avoids dating.
“There has to be something.” Her grin widens.
Pumpkin head bumps my calf. I drop a green marshmallow on the floor for him. “Nothing except . . .” I take another sip of water.
“Except what?”
I blurt it out. “I . . . I kind of called it quits.”
Her brows knit together. “Quits on what?”
“On the whole Jacob-and-me thing.”
She stares all drop-jawed at me. “What did he do? Did he try to cop a feel? That jerk.”
“No.”
She looks ready to fight Jacob. Because she’s that kind of friend. Before we’d even started hanging out, she stood up to a bully for me and got herself suspended.
“Did his dad stare at your boobs all pedophilic or something?”
“God, no!” I roll my eyes and chuckle.
“It happens.” She races onward. “Did he—?”
“Nobody did anything wrong.” I pour milk in my cereal and watch the marshmallows bob to the top.
“Uh-uh.” She snatches my bowl and pulls it over to her side of the table, leaving my spoon poised midair. “I’m holding your cereal hostage until you tell me what went down. And we both know you hate soggy cereal.”
I relent. “You know how you just feel it. I mean when you think a guy is going to kiss you and it’s all you can think about, all you want. You hold your breath. Scared to move because it might not happen.”
“Yeah.” Kelsey shifts closer.
“I didn’t feel that.” I slump back in my chair.
Kelsey’s jaw drops. “Whoa. But you said you kissed him Friday and it was great.”
“It was, but last night all I wanted to do was come home. I think he likes me more than I like him, and I don’t think it’d be fair. There was even a girl there that was all into him. I could tell from the way she kept looking over at him. And the kicker is that I wasn’t jealous.”
Kelsey looks shocked. “You’re nuts.”
“Probably,” I say.
“Was he, like, flirting with her?” She’s still digging for a reason. And there is one. Hayden.
“No. In fact he said . . . He didn’t think she liked him because she liked . . . his friend Carter.” I feel the flush of jealousy and just hope she doesn’t pick up on it.
Curiosity lights up her eyes, and I realize what I’ve done. I’ve reminded her of something I wish she’d forget. “You mean, the guy you sketched, claiming you dreamed about him.”
Yeah, I’d sketched a picture of Hayden not knowing he was Carter, a kid from our school, and yesterday when Kelsey saw it . . . well, she recognized him and told me he was in a coma. Hence me being blindsided by the truth and the whole trip to the hospital.
I grab my cereal bowl.
Kelsey stares at her water bottle. “Did she have red hair?”
“How did you know?” I ask.
“He brought her to the football games a couple of times.”
“Were they serious?” And if they were really dating, why isn’t she going to see him? Maybe I don’t like Brandy as much as I thought.
“I saw them kissing, if that’s what you’re asking.” She pauses. “So . . . who else was there?”
This is where I have to tell her about Dex. About Dex being with Michelle. I’m trying to find the right words when I hear Pumpkin howl as he darts out from beneath the table to hide under the sofa.
I look down at my bowl and the thin sheet of ice forming over my milk.
Crap!
Kelsey glares up at the vents in the ceiling. “Did the air conditioning just come on?”
Prisoner-ghost moves closer to Kelsey. Moving me closer to a nervous breakdown. I don’t look at him, but I feel his eyes on me. I see his orange jumpsuit behind my best friend. I feel his rage, his wrath, his desperation.
“She’s going to die!” His words float in the air. “Are you going to let her die?”
Now he’s threatening my best friend? I remember his ability to actually move things.
Kelsey shivers. “We’re having the same problem at our house. It’s like the vent goes from heat to air conditioning in zero seconds flat.”
I gotta get her out of here. “Cereal isn’t cutting my hunger. I want a hamburger!” I pop out of the chair, hoping Kelsey will do the same before prisoner-ghost tries anything.

Chapter Four
 
Thirty minutes later Kelsey and I are at a deli, doing burgers and fries and math homework. She never asked about the crazy cold front in my kitchen, or my frantic rush to leave my house. My gut tells me she’s going to bring it up.
If not today, tomorrow, or the next day. And what the hell am I going to tell her?
Considering she can feel the cold, she must be sensitive to spirits.
That makes me think she’ll believe me. But what if me being some kind of extra-strong Velcro to the dead makes her scared to hang with me?
My phone dings. It’s a text.
Dad: Where are you?
Me: Doing homework with Kelsey.
He never texts back, so I’m assuming that means it’s okay.
Thinking about arguing with him, thinking about him drinking has the hamburger in my stomach feeling like a lump of dead cow.
“Your dad?” Kelsey asks.
I nod.
“Did he rake Jacob over the coals when he picked you up?”
I realize I haven’t told her about that. So I spill about Dad not being there, about him not waking up when I got home and then calling Jacob.
She leans back in the booth, commiserating with me. After I’m whined out, I ask her about her mom’s boyfriend being at their house.
“He brought a suitcase with him.” Her tone mirrors her expression of disappointment. “Why can’t it just be her and me for a while?”
“I’m sorry,” I say. “Maybe you should tell her how you feel?”
“And be devastated when she chooses some man over me again?” Hurt wraps around her words, and I feel it for her.
“Parents suck sometimes, don’t they?”
Kelsey nods. “Yeah.”
We go back to algebra, which we both hate but is less painful than parents. In a minute, she looks up. “You never finished telling me about the party.”
I know what she’s asking. I spill about Dex bringing Michelle. I was right. It hurts Kelsey. Oh, she never says that. She even chuckles. But I see it in her eyes. When I tell her what Jacob said about Dex liking her, she asks what Jacob was smoking.
“I’ll bet if you flirted, just a baby flirt, Dex would respond.”
She picks up a cold fry and points it at me. “You, who broke up with Jacob, one of the hottest boys in school, after one date, don’t get to give me relationship advice.”
Her French fry goes limp. She shakes it. We both laugh. It’s not really funny, but I think we both need it.
 
• • •
 
An hour later, I pull up in the hospital parking lot. Broken-neck motorcycle guy is gone. I feel slightly guilty for ignoring him.
As I walk toward the hospital I send up a quick prayer that Hayden’s mom isn’t here. I send up another that Hayden’s spirit is.
The angry heart-attack guy is leaning against the building. But now he actually seems . . . serene. Peaceful. Did he work out his issues on his own, or did . . . someone help him?
It strikes me then that there have to be others like me. Others who help them. If so, I’d love to connect with them. Ask a few questions, get some advice. Possibly learn to deal with spirits who could really hurt me or those I love.
Perhaps find out where to turn in my resignation. Seriously, do they really trust a seventeen-year-old to get this right? Look how things went with Hayden.
The barrel-chested spirit looks up. His eyes, a warm brown, meet mine. Not as if he wants something, but just a friendly greeting. Yesterday he scared me. Today he pulls a smile out of me.
When he pushes off the wall and starts toward me, there’s no flinch, no fear. He follows me through the entrance doors. His calm, a blanket of serenity, envelops me. Then I see the colors surrounding him. Blues, greens, purples, and some colors I’m not sure I’ve ever seen.
I realize he’s about to pass over. Did someone help him, just as I’ve helped others?
The man moves a little closer. His cold hits, but it’s not exactly painful. It carries a sense of peace.
“I was asked to give you a message.”
“Who—”
“He needs you,” the spirit says. “Don’t give up on him.”
“Hayden?” I ask in a hospital-appropriate whisper.
“Mr. Brooks.”
I stop. “Who’s . . .”
Light surrounds the man, making him look angelic. He vanishes in a swirl of colors and leaves me guessing who the heck Mr. Brooks is. And who the heck asked that ghost to give me a message?
The frustration fades as fast as it came. A rush of goodwill fills my chest and lessens the fears I’d brought inside with me.
As with Abby’s passing, I feel a sense of confidence. I look around to see if the person who helped this man is here to witness this. People are milling around, but everyone seems clueless to the miracle that’s just occurred.
I move to the elevators. I’m inside with two women about my dad’s age. As the doors close, I see Ethel Burstein with her painted-on eyebrows and pink velvet sweat suit move in front of them. But they close before she enters.
I hit the open-door button, but it’s too late. The elevator rises.
“Did you need to get off?” one of the women asks.
“No, I’m fine. Thank you.” Maybe I’ll see her on my way out. I start to push the button to the fifth floor, but I see it’s already lit up.
The doors open, and we all three get out. I check my watch and see I have five minutes until visiting hours. I head to the family room and peer in, hoping Mrs. Carter isn’t here. She’s not. I realize the two women are right behind me.
I step inside and sit down. There’s a crowd. I grab my phone to have something to focus on besides the grief in the room.
“Did you talk to the nurse?” one of the women from the elevator, with longer hair and wearing a red jacket, asks the one with her.
“Yeah. She said his blood pressure is dropping. Are we doing the right thing?” asks the shorter-haired one. “What would Mama tell us to do if she was still alive?”
I keep my eyes on my phone and pretend I can’t hear.
Red jacket reaches over and squeezes the other one’s hand. “Dad’s the one who filled out the living will. And it was just two weeks ago. He told me he didn’t want a feeding tube and insisted on the do not resuscitate order.”
The other woman reaches into her purse for a tissue. “I swear it’s like they knew this was going to happen. Why would they just suddenly insist on a living will? Why didn’t we make him put in a carbon monoxide detector?”
“We didn’t know, sis. Don’t take that on.”
“I know, it’s just so hard to see him like this. I can’t stand knowing he’s suffering.”
My heart swells with their emotion. I recall the peace I felt from Mr. Heart Attack. It seems apparent that death is harder on loved ones than it is on the dying. My mind goes to Hayden, and my heart suddenly feels too big for my chest.
In a few minutes everyone moves toward the ICU doors. They click open, and we all walk in. As I move, I see the two women walk into the room with the placard reading Fred Burstein.
I remember Ethel trying to get into the elevator. She must be their mom. I wish I’d stopped those doors in time.
As I move around the corner to Hayden’s room, I see Fred standing there. He’s back to looking anxious, lost, and lonely. I smile at him. He forces a smile and starts walking as if he saw his daughters.
I have a lump in my throat before I even walk into Hayden’s room.
“You here?” My question fills the space as the sound of the ventilator continues to pump.
No answer. No Hayden’s spirit. The confidence I experienced in the lobby goes up in smoke.
I move to the bed. “Hey?” I touch his hand again. His skin is cold but feels dry. “Why won’t you come see me?” I speak low, unsure if someone can hear. “I really need to see you.”
Footsteps echo behind me. I turn and see Mrs. Carter standing there. “You came. Thank you!” She steps inside the room.
I smile, but awkwardness explodes in my chest. Then I see him. See Hayden behind his mom. He’s frowning big time. Even bigger than when he saw me with Jacob.
“What are you doing here?” His tone is harsh, accusing, hot to the ears. “Leave!”
“No,” I say.
“No what?” Mrs. Carter asks.
“No, I couldn’t stay away,” I say, thinking fast. “I wanted to see him.”
“I’m sure he’s happy you came.” She moves in and sets a bag over on the counter.
“I said leave!” His raised voice nearly makes me flinch.
“Why?” My one word is nothing more than a whisper.
“I don’t want you here!”
“He looks good.” I focus on Mrs. Carter.
“Don’t lie. I look pathetic.” He raises his palms up. “Please leave.”
“Some days his color is better than others.” Mrs. Carter moves to the other side of the bed.
“I wish I could talk to him. I wish he could come to my house.” It’s hard trying to talk to two people at a time.
“Why? You don’t need me. You’ve got Jacob!”
I grit my teeth. “That’s unfair!”
“Nothing is fair about this.” Mrs. Carter straightens her son’s covers.
“Go!” He stops right beside me.
I realize he’s colder than before. I shiver, not from the cold, but from the pain of knowing he might really die.
“He has to live. If he can fight. He can live.” My voice catches, and I touch his hand again.
“That’s what I believe.” Mrs. Carter’s tone sounds unsure, and she looks at me kind of oddly.
“Leave now!” Hayden’s voice rises. “Or I swear I’ll never talk to you again.”
Right then my phone beeps with a text. While still touching Hayden’s hand, I pull my phone out with the other. There’s no text. But it beeps again. And again. And again. I realize Hayden’s doing it.
Right then the beeping sound of the monitor starts going faster. Faster.
“What’s going on?” Mrs. Carter says and looks at her son. “His heart never goes faster.” She touches his face. “Son. Are you waking up?”
Hayden yanks his hand away from my touch.
His mother sees it. “Oh, God. He moved.” She grabs the control on his bed and pushes for a nurse. “Nurse. Nurse, something is happening.”
My phone continues to beep.
“I should . . . go.”
I walk out the door. I look back to see if Hayden is following me. When I don’t see him, I say, “You have to talk to me!”
I know Mrs. Carter might have heard that, but I’ll let her think I’m crazy before I’ll lose this opportunity to speak to her son.
A nurse rushes past me to go inside the room. Hayden moves out. His blue eyes land on me with anger, but I feel something else. Embarrassment. Shame. Humiliation. It belongs to him.
Why? Then I instantly know. I wouldn’t want anyone seeing me like that, either. But doesn’t he know I don’t care?
He comes closer. “Leave. Don’t come back.”
“No. You have to listen to me!”
He frowns and glances toward his room. “I’ll see you later.”
“No. Now.” My voice is low but lined with steel.
“Can’t you see my mom’s upset? I’m serious, Riley. Go. Don’t come back here. Ever!”
“Will you come to see me?” I ask.
He looks at me but doesn’t answer. Tears fill my eyes as I watch him go back inside his room. I almost follow him, but my gut tells me it’ll only make it worse.
 
• • •
 
My stomach drops with the elevator. When it stops, I walk out. Then I realize I’m not in the lobby. A number lit up on the elevator says it’s the fourth floor.
I turn around and punch the button. It opens. I enter. I push the L for lobby. It closes. It moves. Doors open. I get off. I stop.
I’m still on the fourth floor.
I push the button. It opens. I enter. I push the L for lobby. It closes. It moves. Doors open. Before I get off, I poke my head out.
Okay, this is creepy. I’m still on the fourth floor.
I walk out and step to the second elevator. I push the down button. Nothing happens. It doesn’t even light up.
I look around and decide to just find the staircase. I start walking, searching for exit signs. As I walk past a door, I feel as if I’ve stepped into a walk-in freezer. Then something orange catches my eye. I slow down and gaze inside. Prisoner-ghost is sitting in a chair. In the bed I see a small girl curled up with a book. It looks like her mother sitting in the bed with her, flipping through a magazine.
The little girl puts her book down and glances up at her mom. “Please don’t be sad anymore.”
“I’m not sad,” the mom says.
“Yes you are. I see it in your eyes. You’re sad because I’m not getting a part of someone’s liver.”
“You’re going to be okay.” Emotion fills the woman’s voice.
“But if I’m not, it’s okay. I can go to heaven. I’ll bet it’s very nice there.”
Tears fill the woman’s eyes. “You are not leaving me. They haven’t stopped looking for a match. They’re going to find one. I know it.”
I look at the placard beside the door with the name: Annie Nobles, Princess. I almost smile, but then an unnatural chill crawls up my spine and holds the air in my lungs hostage. When I turn away from the placard, the ghost is beside me. Close enough to breathe down my neck, if he could breathe.
I start walking. I feel him stay with me. His wintry aura surrounds me. “Please help me. Not for me. But for her.”
I see the exit sign and a placard that reads “stairway.” I wonder if prisoner-ghost is the reason the elevator crapped out on me. Yanking open the door, I hurry down the first few stairs. Thump-Thump. Thump. The tendrils of cold, now bolstered with fear, wrap around my limbs. Then bam, I realize he might push me down. I grab the stair railing tight.
I take another step and I see him. He’s standing on the landing three steps below me. I’m contemplating if I should keep going or run back up.
“Please, help me.” His voice echoes up and down the stairs.
His voice and the pain coloring his words draw my gaze up. What I see first is his spider tattoo running up his neck. Did that tattoo mean anything? Like he killed someone? Fear curls up in my stomach. Yet I feel something else, too. Something stronger. I feel his pain. His desperation. I feel his love for that little girl back in the room.
“You nearly killed me,” I say. “And you threatened to kill my friend.”
“No, I . . . I didn’t mean to almost get you in an accident. I swear. I didn’t even know I could move anything. I was just so upset. I grabbed the wheel. I wasn’t thinking. And I never threatened your friend. That must have been someone else.”
Now he’s lying. Still grasping to the railing, I take one step back. “You told me my friend was going to die.”
He stands there puzzled, as if trying to remember.
“This morning. At my house!” Bitterness ekes out of my words.
“No. No!” His voice rings with confidence, then relief. “I didn’t mean your friend. I meant my daughter. You saw her. She’s dying. And I was supposed to save her. Now I can’t. But I know who can. I have a brother. And I need you to find him. To get him to help.”
The door to the stairway opens. Voices and laughter become a part of this cold place.
Prisoner-ghost disappears.
“You okay?” a nurse asks when she sees me stopped, dead still, in the middle of the stairway.
“Yeah.” I start moving down. I think of the spirit’s pain. The image of the little girl fills my heart. Maybe I do need to help him. I slow down, then realize the spirit knows where to find me.
I’m halfway home when I remember I wanted to look for Ethel Burstein, but I was so distraught I completely forgot.
“See!” I look up as if addressing some higher power. “I suck at this.”
I blink away tears as I drive the rest of the way home. I’m not even sure why I’m crying. If it’s Hayden, the Bursteins, or prisoner-ghost’s little girl. Or maybe because I’m probably going to have to confront Dad.
Ugh. I hate my life.
I pull into the driveway and hit the garage opener to see if Dad’s here. He is. Or at least his car is.
Wiping the tears off my face, I take a deep breath. I can do this. I go ahead and pull into the garage.
Deciding to just leave my homework in the car, I snatch my purse and what’s left of my mangled heart and go to face the music.

Chapter Five
 
I enter the house through the garage, which puts me in the kitchen. Music, screaming guitar screeching, thumps through the house. Several years ago Dad played his music a lot. He used to make me laugh so hard when he’d start dancing, that hard rock, head-banger kind of dancing that was more rattle than roll.
I put my purse down on the small breakfast table and look over the bar counter that opens up to the living room. I don’t see Dad.
Is he in his room?
My gaze shifts to his bedroom door. It’s open. The washing machine from the laundry room swishes and swashes under the guitar notes. Is this good news? Does him working on chores mean he’s not drinking? I hope.
Pumpkin greets me, meowing. He’s the only thing in this house that makes it feel like a home.
All of a sudden I get a whiff of cooking meat. I look out the window and see Dad standing at the grill on the back patio. He’s flipping something on the grill. I stare at him, and my heart twists like a wet rag, wringing out raw emotions. It’s hard to be angry at your only parent. Someone who you know loves you, even when they’re making a mess of things.
He looks up, sees me, and smiles. Is this how he plans to play this? Just pretend like last night didn’t happen? No apology? Not even a dropped it-won’t-happen-again sentence.
Am I wrong to be so angry? Even if you forget that I’m almost certain he was drunk, he seriously screwed up, didn’t even go upstairs to see if I was home, and called Jacob—who he thought was Jacob’s parents, which would’ve even been worse—at three in the freaking morning. That requires an apology.
He walks in, wielding a pronged fork and an all-is-well expression. With him comes the scent of barbeque.
“Hey.” He raises his fork. “I was just going to text you to tell you to hurry home. I hope you’re hungry. I’m in the mood for barbequed chicken. I even bought some potato salad, baked beans, and pickles. And some of those chocolate chip cookies you love.”
I almost say I’m not hungry, but it sounds so rude, I swallow the words.
“You want to make a salad?” he asks.
Without a word, I turn around and go into the kitchen. Dad goes back outside. My chest goes back to hurting.
I take out all my frustrations on lettuce, tomatoes, cucumbers—I don’t even show empathy on the baby carrots—I chop them to smithereens as well.
In five minutes, he axes the music and we’re sitting at the table. I still haven’t spoken, but Dad keeps up my side of the conversation. I think he knows I’m pissed. Knows he hurt me. I think he’s hoping I’ll just forget about it.
I’m not good at forgetting.
“So you got your homework done today?” he asks.
I nod.
“Good. I got us a movie. The one you said you wanted to see a month ago. The one that’s part musical.”
I nod again. And stab at my chicken breast. I’m really not hungry.
He starts eating. I keep picking.
“You really chopped that salad.” He looks at the thin slices.
I go for another nod.
Silence reigns. He continues eating. I pick some more. He looks up at me every few seconds.
He finally drops the everything’s-okay façade. His fork falls with it, clanking against the wood table. “You’re still angry at me.”
I stare at the mangled piece of meat on my plate and say my first word. “Yeah.”
“You didn’t wake me up when you got home. I was scared something had happened.”
“And if you’d had a clear head, you would have thought to go up to my room and see if I was there.”
He exhales. “That would’ve been the smart thing.”
I point my fork at him. “You were drinking, weren’t you?”
His expression turns defiant. I grow taller in the chair—shoulders back, spine stiff, mouth thin. I stab my fork in the chicken and leave it sticking up like a testament of my temper.
“Answer me, Dad!”
“I’m the parent here, Riley. You have to accept that.”
“Then start acting like it! Or are you saying it’s okay to drink until your daughter can’t wake you up? Because you know I very well may follow in your footsteps, Dad! Wouldn’t you be proud?”
He shoves his plate away. “I only had a few drinks!”
“You’re an alcoholic.”
“I’m not an alcoholic. Your mom was a drama queen. She was half crazy. Heard voices and everything.”
Fury rolls over me. Dad’s never spoken badly of Mom. Then his words seep into my brain. I hear them again. Then again. And I start connecting dots. Mom heard voices? Did she also see ghosts? Is that where I got this from?
“What kind of voices?” The question comes out breathless, I’m a girl needing answers.
He stands up. Rakes a hand over his face. “I don’t know, but . . . I shouldn’t have told you that. I’m sorry. I’m sorry I called your boyfriend’s parents. I’m sorry for everything.” He closes his eyes, then opens them. “I’m trying, Riley. I’m trying to be a good father. Don’t be so hard on me.”
I hear his pain. I hear my own louder, echoing in my chest. I push the whole Mom-might-have-seen-ghosts thing away to deal with Dad. “I love you. I’m worried.”
“You don’t have to be. I’m not . . . I got this under control. I’m not an alcoholic.”
I want to argue, make him see reason, but my gut says it’s futile. Until Dad accepts he has a problem, there’s no helping him. Nothing I do will work.
I stand up and start cleaning the table. Dad comes over and hugs me. His arms feel strong. I feel safe in them. Closing my eyes, I let my head rest on his shoulder.
“Please take care of yourself, Dad,” I say into his shirt. He smells like grilled chicken. Smells like the man who taught me to ride a bike, to tie my shoes, to change a tire. He smells like love. “I can’t lose you, too.”
 
• • •
 
We skip the movie. I help do the dishes and retire to my room. Retiring with me is my faithful red tabby. The first thing I do is get Mom’s old diary out and reread it, hoping I’ll come across something about her hearing voices or seeing ghosts.
Of course it’s not there. I’m pretty damn sure I’d have picked up on it. But I keep reading, soaking up each word she wrote, longing to connect with someone I haven’t seen since I was four. A person whose life ended with a brain aneurysm. Leaving me with only vague memories of the life we shared.
I drop back on my bed and stare at the ceiling fan going round and round, sifting through the few things I remember of her. She’s helping me color, laughing. She’s handing me some hot chocolate. She’s painting our toenails, or she’s putting on lipstick. Sometimes I discover a new one out of the blue. Like a piece of the puzzle that is my past. I can’t even tell you if she was a great mom, but the snippets of memories I hoard say she wasn’t bad. They say I loved her. I don’t remember losing her, but oddly enough I remember feeling an empty spot in my life. Feeling abandoned.
Closing my eyes, I feel the stirred air on my face. “Mom, please come talk to me.” It just doesn’t make sense that I can talk to the dead, but my own mom hasn’t stopped by.
All of a sudden the cold prickles my skin. I open my eyes and sit up. I see him, see Hayden, standing at the end of my bed, and my heart jolts. He no longer looks so angry. But I remember when his presence wouldn’t give me chills at all. Is he getting closer to death?
“Hey,” I say, but think, Please don’t die.
“Hi.” He stuffs his hands into his jeans pockets. Pumpkin bolts off the mattress and does figure eights around his legs.
Hayden kneels down and pets my cat, then his gaze shifts up to the book resting beside me. “Reading your mom’s diary again?”
“Yeah.”
He stands back up. “So your dad’s still drinking?”
I pull one knee up to my chest. “You were downstairs?”
“Yeah,” he says. “I’m sorry.”
“Me, too.” My throat tightens, and I stand up. “I missed you.”
He glances down. “I told you that you need to move on.”
“I don’t want to. And I don’t want you to die. Why did you lie to me about that? Did it occur to you how I would feel since I told you to cross over. That I’d blame myself?”
He scuffs his tennis shoe on my wood floor. “This isn’t your fault.” He exhales. “I thought . . . if you knew I wasn’t dead, then you’d be sad when I was. I didn’t want to hurt you.”
“Then don’t! You don’t have to die. You’re still alive.”
“Not for long.”
“How do you know that? You can get better. You have to want to get better.”
“I’m getting sicker, Riley. I feel it. Besides . . . do you know how rare it is that someone can wake up from a coma after two months and be okay?”
“It’s happened,” I say. “I know because I googled it last night.”
“Yeah and a lot of those people wake up brain damaged. The doctors have told my mom that.” Pain deepens his voice. “You think I want to live like that? I don’t. It’s pathetic. And I don’t want people to see me like that. Especially not . . . you.”
“Why not me?”
“’Cause . . . I like you. Because I want you to know me like I was. Like this. I want to be strong for you.”
“Then get better! Get better so we can really get to know each other. Wake up.”
“I don’t know how.” He shifts his shoulders as if too much emotional weight is there.
“Then let me help you?”
“I don’t think you can.”
“How do you know if you don’t let me try? You’re not a quitter.”
“Riley, you need to move on. I’m hurting too many people already. Enjoy your life. Don’t get wrapped up in me.”
I see in his eyes that he’s thinking about seeing me with Jacob.
“I’m sorry I said what I did earlier. I was just . . . feeling sorry for myself.”
“I don’t like Jacob,” I blurt out.
He cuts his eyes in a way that says he doesn’t believe me.
“I don’t. I tried to. I mean, he’s nice. I want to be his friend, but not anything else. Because he’s . . . he’s not you. I need you in my life. I miss you sooooo bad.” I feel tears slipping down my face. “Please don’t push me away.”
I move closer. He’s colder than before, but I don’t care.
I lean my head on his chest. “When you’re here my life doesn’t feel so sucky.” His arms come around me, and I let out a half sigh, half sob.
“Don’t cry.” His arms tighten around me. “I hate it when you cry. It hurts me. And it gets mascara all over my shirt. See, I still have some from last time.”
I look up, knowing the last part of that was a joke. He’s smiling. I smile through my tears. “Promise me you won’t stay away. Promise me you’ll let me help.”
He frowns. “I don’t want you at the hospital.”
“But maybe that’s how I can help.”
“How?” he asks.
“I don’t know, but my gut says it is.”
He brushes a strand of hair off my cheek. “But won’t this just make it harder for you if . . . if I don’t make it?”
“You’re going to make it,” I say. “I have to believe that.” I reach up on my tiptoes and press my mouth to his. He’s hesitant at first, then he gives and kisses me back.
My phone dings with a text. I pull away and look at him. “Is that you?”
“No,” he says. He pulls back and looks at my phone as if thinking about something. “You know when I made your phone ding at the hospital, and you were touching me, I actually moved my hand. I don’t think I’ve ever done that.”
“Your heart rate increased, too. Do you think that was good or bad?”
“I don’t know,” he says.
“Maybe if you try hard enough to control things, it’ll help you wake up.”
He nods. “Yeah, maybe.”
Then I remember. “You know, it kind of makes sense. Cause I just learned that some ghosts can actually move things.
“Really move things?” he asks.
“Yeah.” I tell him about prisoner-ghost and the whole nearly dying experience.
“Shit. You stay away from him.”
“He apologized,” I say.
“I don’t care. If he lost it once, he might lose it again. I don’t want him hurting you.”
I frown. “Hayden, I think I have to help him.” I tell him about his daughter.
He exhales again. “I don’t like this.”
“I know,” I say.
All of a sudden he stops as if he’s hearing something. “I’ve gotta go.”
“What is it?” I ask.
“Mom’s at the hospital. She’s upset.”
“Should I go up too?” I’m willing to face Mrs. Carter and her questions and suspicions if it’ll make Hayden feel better.
“No. Sometimes I think me being there helps calm her down.” He kisses me. “I’ll try to be back when I can.”
“Try? No, promise?”
“I promise. If I can.”
His words spark pain inside me. Pain like a precursor to grief. “No, just promise me. Promise me you’ll be back.”
A whisper of sadness fills his expression. “I promise that if I can, I’ll be back. I’m not sure I have control over anything.” He passes a finger over my lips that is both warm and cold at the same time.
I draw in air, but it hurts.
When he leaves I get teary-eyed again. “I love you.” My gut screams that I should have told him that. That every chance you have to tell someone how important they are to you, you should do it, because no one knows when it might be the last time.
I fall back. After wallowing in my bed and my misery for a bit, I remember the text I got. Grabbing my phone, I see it’s from Dad.
Dad: Good night. I love you, Riley.
Me: I love you, too, Dad.
 
• • •
 
An hour later, I’m on the Internet reading more about how to help comatose people wake up. I follow some links that offer suggestions of how to help them. I’m so glad I didn’t do this when Hayden was here, where he might read over my shoulder, because let’s just say I’m more terrified now than I was when I started. There are a few suggestions of how to exercise their muscles, cautions of how easy it is to for them to get pneumonia, but it’s mostly about letting them know it’s okay to pass on. Knowledge is supposed to be power, but I don’t feel powerful.
I’m scared of losing Hayden.
I’m scared that no matter how badly I want to save him, I’m going to fail.
I’m scared that Hayden is going to become like Mom. A person I need in my life but I can’t reach again. A person I’ll never get over losing.
I shift on the bed, and I must have clicked on some link because I’m on a different page, one about near-death experiences.
One story leads me to another. Each one retells a person’s experience of actually brushing up against death, or dying and being brought back. When I’m on the fourth story I find a common thread. They all say they were afraid to go back into their bodies. That while outside the body they were free of pain, free of whatever reality they might face that was brought on by their illness or accident. They state that the light they all saw was so beautiful, part of them just wanted to go there. At least three wrote that it was only after reentering their body that they woke up. They said it felt like a choice they had to make.
Then I stumble across a story about a person who was in a coma for seven months. My hope soars that I might actually learn something.
The person wrote how he could move from the spirit world to reentering his body. How he didn’t want to return to his hospital bed, but he realized that the more time he spent away, the sicker his body became. I reread part of that passage again. Too much time in my body and my soul was overtaken by the nothingness, by the prospect of pain, and the will to continue to live started to wane. Too much time away from my body, and my human form became an empty shell with no reason to survive. Life, even in the crazy stage, was still about balance.
How long has it been since Hayden entered his body? I remember him saying he couldn’t remember moving his hand like he did when I was there. I know he was trying to push me away, but maybe it was still a good sign. A sign that he can and should spend more time in his body?
I get a text from Kelsey, just checking in and confirming I’m her ride to school. I almost call her, but with so much about my evening I can’t share, I just text back that I’ll see her in the morning. When I turn back to my computer, my dad’s funeral home website pops up. It shows a list of upcoming funerals. I see the name Mr. Brooks. Instead of a date beside it, it reads TBA.
I remember the heart-attack spirit telling me that a Mr. Brooks needed me. I click on the obituary link.
A picture appears and causes me to gasp just a little. He’s clean-shaven and tattoo-less, but I recognize him. It’s prisoner-ghost. So somebody, somewhere, is trying to convince me to help him.
Before I google the name to find out more about him, I feel the chill. I look around, and he’s not here, but his cold is. Then I see steam rising from under my door. I get up and move to open it. And when I do, I’m no longer in my bedroom.
I’m no longer safe. I feel it. It’s in the air. Danger.
I’m running down a hall, fast. The walls are all dark gray. I hear voices. Angry voices.
Someone’s in trouble. Someone’s going to get hurt. I think I know who it is. And I have to stop it.
I feel myself being sucked into the vision, deeper, deeper.
I feel myself racing forward. My feet slap against a cold floor.
I’m not sure where I’m at, or whose life I’m being pulled into, but I know what I’m feeling. Something is wrong. Someone’s in danger. And I’m the only one here to stop it.
All of a sudden, I glance down and see my legs pumping. I’m wearing orange pants.
The sound of a fight echoes around me. I scream out for someone. A name. No, not a name. I’m yelling, “Guard! Guard! Guard!”
I’m in prison. I’m Mr. Brooks.
I race around a corner and see a group of prisoners. They are ganging up on someone. He’s younger. Blood drips from his face. I see the biggest prisoner pull something out of his pocket. It looks like a knife, but is carved from wood.
I see him pull his hand back as if to stab the younger prisoner. I scream for him to stop. Everyone turns to look at me. I know it right then. I know this is a mistake.
The kid being beaten yanks away from the two men holding him. The big guy rushes at me, and I feel a gut-wrenching pain in my side. I gasp. I reach down and see the end of the wooden blade buried a good four inches inside me. I watch as my bright red blood is soaked up by my prison uniform.
I try to draw a breath but it’s hard. My legs give. My knees hit the concrete. I can’t die. I. Can’t. Die.
I remember my daughter. The little innocent person I’ve never met. I see the picture of her pinned to my cell wall.
If I die. Who’s going to help her?

Chapter Six
 
I fall against the doorjamb. I’m holding my side. I look down. There’s no blood. I’m not wearing orange.
“Hey.” A voice has me looking up.
Mr. Brooks is standing there.
“I thought you might be sleeping, I didn’t want to wake you up.”
I wipe the cobwebs of the vision away.
I don’t answer for a good thirty seconds. Then his words tiptoe through my brain.
From angry-enough-to-kill-me to apologetic and now polite—I’m starting to see this guy in a new light. Or maybe it’s not his words. Maybe it’s that I know he died trying to save someone else.
Then all of it makes me wonder what he did to get imprisoned. The question lands on the tip of my tongue, but it feels rude. Much better to just google. Not that my job entails snooping in ghosts’ lives, but it often helps me to make their leaving this life easier.
“Were you sleeping?” he asks.
“No, I’m awake.” I motion for him to come into my room. When we walk in, Pumpkin hisses, his ears go straight back, then he jumps down from the bed and darts under it.
“Sorry,” he says. “He really doesn’t like me. I swear I haven’t done anything to him.”
“I don’t think it’s just you.” I go to my desk and turn the chair so I can face him. I don’t know what to say, so I just go for information. “How is your brother going to save Annie?”
“I’m almost certain he has the same blood type. Annie needs a part of a liver. We have AB blood. It’s the hardest to match. I was supposed to give her part of mine. But a fight broke out in the prison the day before the surgery. There was a new kid, only eighteen . . . They were going to kill him, I tried to save him. And I did, but it cost me my own life and very well may end up costing my daughter hers.” His voice shakes.
My heart hurts when I remember the little girl in the hospital bed. I remember reliving this man’s death, how he gave his life for someone else. Somehow right then I sense that no matter what his mistakes were that put him in prison, they were just mistakes. When it counted, he was one of the good ones.
“I didn’t even know I had a daughter, until her adoptive mom came to see me and asked if I’d save her life. My girlfriend got pregnant right before I went to jail. She gave the baby away. I was furious she didn’t tell me. Maybe if I’d known it would’ve helped get my life on track. But even angry, I can’t explain how good it felt knowing I could do something for her. I only had eight more years on my sentence, and Annie’s mom even said I could visit her when I got out and turned things around. Now it’s over, and I don’t care about me, but her . . . She has to live.”
He has tears in his eyes. I swallow emotion down my throat. “I’ll help you. Can you give me his name and address?”
He drops down on the side of my bed. “That’s just it. I don’t know. We were in foster care. We got separated. But I do know who the foster mother is. She still lives in the same place. I went there hoping to find something. But she wasn’t like you. She can’t see or hear me. But I also have the address of the caseworker who worked with my brother and me. She’s older. Lives in a nursing home. I’m not sure her mind’s all there now.”
“Are they here in Catwalk, Texas?”
“One is, the other is in Dayton. It’s about a thirty-minute drive from here.”
“I know where it is. I went to a car show there.” I’m not even worried about driving there knowing Dad would ground me. I have to do this. I reach for a pen and paper. “Give me their names and addresses. Oh, and your brother’s name and when you guys were separated in foster care.”
“Are you going to see them tomorrow?”
“I’ll try, but I have school, too.” And if I don’t see Hayden by then, I’m going back to the hospital.
“She might not have a lot of time. I heard the doctors saying there’s some kind of an operation that might give her a little more time. They put a stent in of some sort, but it’s dangerous and she might die on the table.” Desperation weighed down his words.
“I’ll go right after school.” The good thing is it’s Monday and Dad usually has funerals, so that means he’ll be working late.
“Thank you. I’ll do anything I can to pay you back. I’ll look for your mom when I cross over. I won’t stop looking for her. I swear.”
“Wait. How do—” The request to help me find my mom is one I ask from every spirit I see, but I know I haven’t mentioned it to Mr. Brooks. “How do you know about my mom?”
“A woman, an African-American woman, older and kind-hearted, told me.”
“Bessie?” I ask. That was Kelsey’s grandmother . . . “You’ve seen Bessie?”
“Yeah. That was the name. She’s the one who told me you might be able to help me.”
“But I thought . . . she crossed over.” I specifically recall seeing a falling star and experiencing the rewarding feeling.
“She has,” Mr. Brooks says. “She said there was a problem with her family and she had to come back to help.”
My concern goes straight to Kelsey. “What kind of problem?”
“She didn’t say.”
I sit there trying to wrap my brain around this. Then I remember Kelsey saying her heating and air system was on the fritz. She felt the blasts of cold. That must mean Bessie is showing up there. Did that mean the problem has to do with Kelsey and her mom?
The thought, along with the cold, starts to sting and has me hugging myself. I refocus on Mr. Brooks. “And you could see her?” I remember Hayden and Abby not being able to see each other. Was that because he wasn’t dead? But he’d seen Bessie, too.
“Yeah. She was at the funeral home.”
I tap my pen against the pad. “Could you see the others at the hospital?”
“Were there others there?”
“Yeah.” So it must be a Bessie thing. But what kind of trouble brought her back? Is my best friend in danger? “Can you do me a favor? If you see Bessie again, ask her to come see me.”
“I will. Anything to help you. Just please find my brother and convince him to help Annie. Do it fast, or she’ll die.”
He fades.
Nothing like a ticking clock. Just how quick can I do this? I grab my laptop and go straight back to Google.
 
• • •
 
When I wake up the next morning, I have company. Hayden’s in bed with me, and I don’t complain. He smiles. I smile.
Then I remember what I read online last night about him needing to be in his body. I sit up and tell him.
He closes his eyes. “I don’t like being there.”
“I know. But so many of these people said that’s what it took to wake up.” Then I tell him about the guy who’d been in a coma for seven months. How he said it was a balancing act.
“Is the guy normal, like completely healthy now?” he asked.
“Yeah,” I say. I don’t tell him that I read it took him almost two years to learn to talk. I don’t see it as lying, either. I’m just withholding information for his own good. And for my own. I need Hayden to live.
I scoot over and kiss him. It gets his mind off the bad stuff. It gets my mind off the bad stuff. And I’ve got quite a bit of stuff right now. My Google search didn’t offer anything on Mr. Brooks’ brother. No social media accounts or anything. But I did find answers I didn’t like about Mr. Brooks.
The mistake he made that put him in prison wasn’t so small. He was charged with murder. He wasn’t the one to pull the trigger, but a young woman working at a convenience store was shot and killed. It doesn’t change my mind about helping him. It doesn’t change the fact that he gave his life for someone else, or that he’s eager to help save his own daughter’s life, but I can’t deny it makes me leery.
After another short make-out session, Hayden pulls back and looks at me. “What’s wrong?”
“What do you mean?” I nip at my lip with guilt.
“You’re worried. I can tell. Did the prisoner-ghost come to see you last night?”
I tell him about the visit, about the vision, about my plans to go see the foster mother and caseworker after school, but I keep the he-was-convicted-for-murder news mum. Hayden’s brows still knit together with worry.
“I still don’t like it. Promise you won’t try to help this guy without me being with you.”
“But you need to be spending more time in your body.”
“No, you said the guy said it was a balance. I can balance. Be with you and still spend time in my body. Promise me you won’t go alone.” He leans closer and waits.
“I promise.”
“Okay, I’ll go to the hospital now and then I’ll find you after school.” He kisses me again and smiles. “By the way, I like these pajamas.”
I look down, and the neckline of my pajama top is just low enough to show a little too much cleavage. “Behave.”
His smile fades. “Are you kidding? My goal is to get well so I can misbehave with you.”
“Then get well,” I say.
“So you’ll misbehave with me?” His tone is half tease.
“Maybe.” I touch his cheek.
His eyes light up with humor and with something that reminds me of hope. “Is that a probably maybe or a don’t-hold-your-breath maybe?”
“Definitely a probably maybe.” I smile, and it comes straight from my heart, and then I can’t stop the words that follow. “I love you, Hayden.”
“You do?”
“Yeah, I do.”
“Funny, because I’ve been feeling the same way about you.” He kisses me one last time and then he’s gone.
I miss him already.
 
• • •
 
Instead of texting Kelsey that I’m waiting outside in my car the way I normally do, I get out and knock on the door. I even got here a few minutes early. I’m hoping I might see Bessie. While I might have enough on my plate, Kelsey’s my friend. I can’t just look the other way if there’s a problem.
The front door is yanked open.
I expect to see Kelsey, maybe her mom, but instead it’s a man. A shirtless, big man, with a cup of coffee in his hand, wearing a pair of purple sweats and an earring dangling from his left ear. For one second I think I have the wrong house, but then I recognize the mug he’s holding as one of Kelsey’s grandmother’s cat cups. And bam, I remember Kelsey’s mom’s boyfriend has been staying over.
At first he’s all frowns, then that changes into a grin. I prefer the frown. I’d prefer if he wasn’t gawking at my boobs. Is this the trouble Bessie meant?
To his credit, his gaze doesn’t linger, but it brushed up against too long. “Now who do we have here?” His tone has a sneer to it that makes me uncomfortable.
“Is Kelsey here?” I don’t answer his question.
“You must be Roxanne?”
“No,” I say, sounding properly smug. But I know this must be Charles.
I hear footsteps. “I’m ready.” Kelsey’s voice echoes behind the jackass still taking up the doorway. “Just let me grab my backpack.”
Worried even more now, and wanting to chat with Bessie, I take a step to move inside. He doesn’t budge. He even grins as if to say I’ll have to squeeze through. But no way am I going to rub my boobs on him.
“Move!” I hear someone say. At first I think it’s Bessie, then I see Kelsey standing there. The girl can channel sass so well. “Get out of my friend’s face.”
“Watch the ’tude, kid.” Charles tries to sound like an adult, but it doesn’t come off. I step inside and catch Kelsey’s arm and pull her toward her bedroom.
“I’m ready.” Kelsey hikes the backpack over her shoulder.
“But I’m early,” I counter and keep walking, looking left to right, putting out my temperature feelers and hoping to pick up on some dead cold.
I get nothing.
We walk into Kelsey’s room, then I close the door. I’m too concerned to be inconspicuous. “Has he touched you?”
“No,” Kelsey says. “He’s smart. He knows I’d cut off his pecker and feed it to my grandmother’s cats. Well, I shouldn’t call him smart, because I pretty much told him that. But he gets points for listening.”
My gut says she’s not lying, either. “Has he tried anything. Anything at all?”
“I wish. Then I’d have an argument I could win. As it is, he just puts off the pervert vibe.”
“Yeah, well you need to tell your mom. And I’m serious.”
“And say what? I think that Charles stares at my boobs a fraction of a second too long?”
“Yeah, that’ll work.”
She rolls her eyes. “Thankfully I don’t have to worry. I found out last night that his band is leaving on a two-month tour to England. He’ll be gone by the time I get home from school. And hopefully, Mom will move on before he comes back.”
I shake my head. “You still need to tell her.”
“Let’s just go to school.”
It hits me then that Kelsey’s afraid her mom won’t believe her. That she might take up for the guy. How screwed up is that?
 
• • •
 
Bessie never showed. Kelsey was kind of quiet on the drive. When I park, I turn to her before she can get out. “If you ever need a place to stay, to get away. My house is your house.”
She gives me her I’m-tough face. “Don’t blow this out of proportion.”
“I’m just saying.”
“Yeah, yeah. I heard you.” She gets out.
We part ways, and I head to auto tech. It’s been such a crappy start to my day that I haven’t even worried if this would be awkward with Jacob.
Half the class is already there. The smell of old oil and hand cleaner hangs in the big garage. Jacob is there. He looks at me and smiles. Maybe this won’t be awkward. I smile back and move to the closet where we keep the coveralls we wear over our clothes to protect them from grease and oil.
As I’m zipping it up, Jacob walks over. I hear the bell ring, and the other half of the students pile in.
He gets close enough that his shoulder bumps me. “You okay?”
“Yeah, I’m fine. How are you?”
“Good.” His word feels forced, his smile lacks luster.
Mr. Ash stands up from his desk. “Okay guys, let’s get this show on the road. Let me give you your assignments.”
Ten minutes later, we’re doing tests on electrical systems in the newer cars. Jacob and I are working on a Honda. I’m doing the test, and when I feel Jacob staring at me, I glance back. He wipes a hand over his face.
My gut says he’s about to say something, and my intuition says I may not like it.
He inches closer. “I’ve had a change of heart.”
“About?” I stand up.
“Giving up on us.”
I frown.
“No, hear me out.” His tone is pleading. “I thought about this all day yesterday. And I think you just need some time. I tried to rush you.”
“Jacob, I want to be your friend, but—”
“That’s exactly what we’ll be, but I’m not backing off. I like you, Riley. I really like you, and if I call it quits then you’ll give up all hope on us.”
“But Jacob . . .”
“We’ll just go back to the way things were before . . . I won’t kiss you. I won’t touch you on purpose. But I’m here. Right here. When you change your mind.”
“I won’t change my mind. You’re wasting your time, and I don’t want to hurt you.”
“You won’t. And it’s my time to waste.” He reaches out to touch my face, then pulls his hand back. “I’m a good guy, Riley. And this Carl jerk who already broke your heart, he’s a piece of shit. You’re smart and sooner or later you’re going to realize I’m right. When that happens I don’t want to be dating someone else and lose that chance. You’re worth the wait.”
I exhale. “You’re wrong, Jacob.”
“Then let me learn the hard way. I’m not telling you this to put pressure on you. I’m telling you just so you know I’m waiting.”
 
• • •
 
Leaving auto tech as quickly as possible to avoid more time with Jacob, I head to my locker. When I open it, a book falls out. A book I don’t recognize. A book I didn’t put in my locker.
I kneel down and pick it up. Chills slide down my backbone when I read the title. Walking with the Dead.
I shoot up and look left and right to see if anyone is watching. Who put this book in my locker? Does someone know? I open it to see if it’s from the school library. There’s no stamp acknowledging it as belonging to my school.
“Hey?”
I jump at Kelsey’s voice coming from behind me, then quickly pull the book against me.
“What’s wrong?” No doubt referring to me practically jumping out of my skin.
“Nothing.” I put both arms around the paperback to hide it and immediately realize that was a mistake. That little move just draws her attention to exactly what I’m trying to hide.
“What’s that?” She motions to the book.
“I don’t know. It fell out of my locker, but I didn’t put it in there.” I hit my locker closed. “I gotta go.” I hotfoot it away before she asks more questions.
Before she asks to see the book.
Before Kelsey realizes her best friend sees and talks to dead people.

Chapter Seven
 
Unfortunately, Kelsey can hotfoot it as fast as I can.
“What kind of book is it?” And there it is. The question I’m running from. So what am I going to do now?
Just like that I realize I’m completely overreacting. This was just meant as practical joke, a mean one, but no one knows it’s true. “Something about ghosts. Someone’s just trying to pick on me because my dad’s a mortician.”
“Did you see who put it in there?” Her snappy tone says she’s ready to retaliate.
“No.” I still hold the book tight.
“It’s probably Jamie or one of her minions.” Kelsey says it loud and proud and glares at one of those minions as we pass by.
“That’s what I suspect.” My own voice is low. I’m not nearly as nervy as my best friend.
“I can’t stand those bitches,” Kelsey says.
“Me neither.” The words are barely off my lips when another suspect rises on the list. Rises all the way to the top.
Lunch Lady. Is she back at school now?
“Wait.” Kelsey touches my arm. “You have a lock on your locker. How did anyone get the book in there?”
“I don’t lock it half the time.” And that’s true. “But I will from now on, though.”
And if Crazy Cashier Lunch Lady is here, we’re going to have a chat.
 
• • •
 
When I drop Kelsey off after school, I go inside to make sure her mom’s perverted boyfriend is actually gone before I leave Kelsey there alone.
He and his suitcase are gone, so I leave Kelsey to work on the social media posts she writes for the restaurant her mom works at. When I get back in my car, Hayden’s sitting shotgun.
“Did you spend the day in your body?” I ask.
“Yeah, most of it.” He doesn’t sound thrilled, and I breathe in his discontentment as it swells in the car.
I smile at him and almost lean in to kiss him before I see Jacob pull into his driveway across the street from Kelsey’s house. I back out of Kelsey’s garage.
When I pull away, I see Hayden looking at Jacob. Hayden’s shoulders drop half an inch. He looks away. A wave of longing and loneliness swells in my chest. He misses his best friend and his life. Which is the reason I don’t want Hayden to know Jacob is still holding out hope that I’ll date him.
“How was school?” he asks as if he doesn’t want to wallow in sadness, either.
“Okay.” I remember the book. “But frustrating.” I tell him about finding the locker surprise, Kelsey walking up to me, and my suspicions about the lunch lady being behind it.
“The same one who you saw when you nearly got taken out by the eighteen-wheeler?”
“Yeah.”
“Did you ask her?”
“She’s still not back from her leave of absence.”
“Then it’s probably like you said. Someone trying to pull a prank on you.”
“Yeah. It’s just . . . freaky is all.”
“Did you look at the book?”
“I read the first chapter.”
“And?”
“And it reads like all the other ghost books I’ve read. Like fiction.”
“Then it’s just a prank.”
“Probably. I plan to read more of it tonight.”
He nods. “If you could stop this, stop seeing spirits, would you?”
“Depends on the day you ask,” I answer honestly. “Sometimes it feels so . . . right, like I’m fulfilling my legacy or something—especially when I see someone pass over. But other times, I feel like I’m in over my head.” I swallow. “And considering I wouldn’t have met you if I didn’t do this, then I guess I wouldn’t stop.”
“I wish you’d moved into town before . . . before the accident.”
I look at him. “Me, too. At least we went to the camp together.”
“True.”
“And we’ll have plenty of time when you wake up.”
He doesn’t say anything, and I know it’s because he’s not sure it’ll happen. Which means I have to keep the faith for both of us.
“Who are we going to see first, the foster mom or the caseworker?”
“The foster mom. She lives in Dayton. The other is in a home in Catwalk. I figure since Dad will probably work late tonight I should do this one first. That way if he calls me later, I’ll be in town, and I can get home quicker.”
“Do you know what you’re going to tell her?” he asks.
“Tell her?”
“There has to be a reason you want to find the guy.”
“Yeah. Thought about that last night. I’m going with the truth.”
“The truth?”
“Yeah. For one part, then I’m going to lie through my teeth for the other.”
He chuckles. “The good news is you’re getting better at it.”
I look at him. “Better at lying?”
“Yup.”
“How do you know I lie?”
He offers me a sad smile. “I know you, Riley. I can tell.”
I look back at the road. Note to self: try not to lie to Hayden anymore. But what if it’s for his own good?
 
• • •
 
I park in the driveway of a small older home in a not-so-good neighborhood. Some of the houses even have tagging from what looks like a gang. The house needs a paint job and perhaps a shot of calcium to strengthen its bones. Part of the porch is leaning to one side, making it look like an elderly person hunched over with age.
I remember Mr. Brooks saying this was the house the woman was living in when she fostered him and his brother. Was this a better place to live back then? I can hope.
When I go to reach for the car door, Hayden speaks up. “If I get any sense of danger, you’re leaving, got that?”
“It’s just an old lady.” I step out of the car. Cold February wind has me pulling my sleeves down.
Hayden appears beside me. “Yeah, but she might have a child or a grandchild who’s up to no good.”
“Let’s play it by ear.” I step up on the porch.
“Yeah, my ear! Got it?” His tone’s tense and abrupt, matching what I’m feeling.
I start to knock.
He reaches for my hand. “Let me go in first and see who is in there.”
“I didn’t come all this way not to talk to her,” I say.
“Just let me make sure it’s safe.”
I crater and nod.
In mere seconds, he reappears. “It’s safe. It’s just her.”
I knock. When no one answers, I ask, “Where was she?”
“In the kitchen. Knock harder. She may be hard of hearing.
I bang on the door harder.
“Can you go back and see if she hears me?”
He does. I knock again and wait.
He shows up again. “She knows someone’s knocking. She’s eyeballing the door, looking nervous.”
“Was there a back door in the kitchen?”
“Yeah.”
I jump off the porch, walk to the backyard. The door has windows in it, and I can see her sitting at the kitchen table.
I knock.
She stands up, stares at the back door as if frightened.
I offer my best I’m-just-an-innocent-girl smile and wave.
She stands there as if trying to decide if I’m a serial killer or a Girl Scout. Girl Scout wins. She starts moving my way.
“What do you want?” Her voice, aged and afraid, carries through the door.
“I’m hoping you could help me find one of the foster kids you took care of several years ago.”
Wrinkles on her face soften as the fear fades. She opens the door. It squeaks as if it hasn’t been opened in a while.
“Mrs. Limber?” I ask.
“That’s me.” She steps back, and I take it as an invitation. Hayden steps in beside me. The woman pulls herself in as if cold. “Who are you looking for?”
“His name is Ramon Brooks. He and his brother were here. I think they were here like eighteen years ago.”
She sighs, and that sound seems to come from her soul. One she’s held in for a long time. I swear she shrinks an inch.
“You remember them?” I lean closer.
She nods but doesn’t look at me. “Ramon and Carlos. I let them down. They found a home for Ramon. I begged to keep them together. They were close. It broke Carlos’ heart. I imagine it did the same for Ramon. But they said Ramon, who was nine, was young enough to get a real home. I even contemplated adopting Carlos. But I got cancer. Breast cancer. They took him from me. I tried to get him back when I went into remission. They wouldn’t give him to me. They said it might come back.”
“I’m sorry,” I say.
“It’s one of my life regrets.” She meets my eyes. “They say some kids come through the system already too damaged to help. I try to convince myself that it was that, and not me letting them down. Because both those boys ended up in prison.”
“Both of them?”
“Yeah. One of them with a murder charge.”
“Which one?” Hayden asks, looking at me.
Mrs. Limber motions to the table as if asking for me to sit down. “Why are you trying to find them? You’re a little old to be one of their kids.”
“No, I’m not their kid.” Now comes the lying. “Actually, I’m distantly related to them.” I take a chair as she does.
“Well, as hard as it is to say this, it might be best to stay distant.”
“Which one committed murder?” Hayden asks again.
I give him a look that says I’ll explain later and focus on Mrs. Limber. “There’s a little bit more to it than that.”
“What little bit?” she asks.
“Mom and I were contacted through a transplant center.” I spin the story of how Mr. Brooks had been notified about having a daughter who was really sick with liver disease. How he’d agreed to donate part of his liver but was killed the day before the surgery. I even throw in the bit about how he died protecting another prisoner. “Now his little girl, who’s only six, needs someone to donate a piece of their liver or she’s going to die. Mom and I aren’t a match. So we’re hoping we might find Ramon, and if he has the same rare AB blood as his niece, he’ll agree to help her.”
“Sad stuff.” She places her trembling hand on the table. “But it’s nice to know he had good in him. When I heard the murder charge, I didn’t want to believe it.”
“Yeah. So do you remember anything about Ramon? Is he still in prison?”
“I wish I could help. But that was ten years ago that I heard about him. I do know that he was adopted by the family who took him from me.”
Bam! Maybe that’s why I can’t find anything about him on the Internet. He would have taken their name. “Do you who they are?”
“No, sorry. I do know it was an Hispanic family. But Mrs. Klasky would have that information. She was their caseworker. She’s the one who told me about them both having gone to prison. Last I heard she was in a home, but I think she’s still alive.”
 
• • •
 
“You knew he was in prison for murder?” Hayden asks as we drive away from Mrs. Limber’s home.
I look at Hayden. It’s almost dark, but I can still see his expression, and there’s anger brightening his blue eyes. “It’s listed as manslaughter,” I say, knowing there is a distinction.
“You are not going to do this. Just quit. Help a different ghost.”
I hate making him mad, but . . . “I can’t.”
“Why not?”
“You go see that little girl and you’ll know why. She’s so sweet, and I can’t not try to help her.”
He slumps back in his seat and goes silent. I almost feel the urge to tell him to put on his seatbelt, but realize that’d be stupid. All of a sudden the radio turns on. A little shocked, I look at him. I know he did it. It’s way cool, but one glance at him and I know he’s too mad to talk.
So I just drive and listen to the music.
When we pull into the nursing home parking lot and I turn off the car, he finally looks at me. “He killed someone. He already almost killed you. What’s stopping him from trying to kill you again?”
“I don’t think he will. He saved that other guy in prison, remember? And right now all he wants to do is help his daughter. I’ll be as careful as I can. But I have to help him. Please try to understand.”
“I do understand, but I don’t like it.”
We go in, and I’m hit by the cold. I don’t know why I didn’t expect it. A nursing home is just like the hospital. Sick people are around. Elderly people. Trying not to visibly tremble, I ask for Mrs. Klasky’s room number. They ask me if I’m family. I answer that I was an old neighbor of hers. They give me the once-over, then give me her room number.
I see two spirits as I walk down the hall to room 13A. The smell of bleach is strong, as if it’s meant to cover up some other smells.
When we walk into the room, Mrs. Klasky is sitting in her chair, wearing only a blouse and a pair of pink granny panties. But to her credit, she’s trying to put on her pants. An old man is standing beside her. A dead old man. The room is like ice. I swear I even feel the crunch of ice beneath my feet.
I start to put it in reverse, because of the granny panties and not the ghost, but she looks up. “A little help would be appreciated.”
“I’ll wait outside,” Hayden says.
I help the woman pull her light blue knit pants up her legs. She barely manages to lift up so I can slip them over her boney hips. It’s awkward helping a stranger do something so personal. But I realize how it must be even more so for her.
“Did you forget your uniform this morning?” She’s looking at my jeans and sweatshirt.
“I’m not a nurse.” I try not to look at the ghost.
“She’s a kid. She’s not a nurse, Evy!” the spirit says. “I think she’s the one you’re supposed to help.”
I give him a quick glance. Does he really know why I’m here? The cold in the room turns colder. “I’m hoping you can tell me something about a foster kid you dealt with.”
“I don’t do it anymore.”
“I know,” I say. “I’m looking for Ramon Brooks. You were his caseworker.”
She frowns. “Did his brother send you here? I told him I couldn’t help him.”
“Carlos came here?” I ask.
“Yeah. A long time ago, and again recently. But I’m not supposed to give out information on the kids.”
Recently? She must be confused. “Not even if it was his brother?”
“Not even.” Her hands, more bones than flesh, squeeze the arms of the chair.
I tell her about Carlos’ child and the lie about how I’m his distant cousin. “I need to find Ramon.”
“He won’t help you.” She hugs herself as if she feels the spirit as well.
“You don’t know that.” I try to keep my voice from trembling. The old man gets closer. I swear my nose hairs freeze. I pull my arms inside my sweatshirt.
“He’s all kinds of trouble, that boy.” She reaches to the side of the bed and grabs a sweater.
I help her put it on. “Can you at least tell me the last name of the people who adopted him?”
“I could, but I won’t. You need to stay away from him.”
“Just tell her,” the old man says. “We talked about this. You’re supposed to tell her.”
The old woman turns around and . . . looks at the spirit. “Quit telling me what to do! You’re my husband, not my daddy.”
My mouth falls open. Steam puffs out.
Mrs. Klasky points a shaky finger at her husband. “Now leave. I love you old man, but you’re making it colder than a witch’s tit in here.” Her faded gray eyes shift back to me. “They say I’m crazy, but you see him, don’t you?”
I don’t know what to say, but I nod.
“Finally,” she says. “I’m not crazy.”
“Oh, you’re still crazier than bat shit,” her husband says. “Just tell her the kid’s name,” the old man says again.
“Please.” I hug myself and fight the need to back away. “Do what he says. She’s just a kid. She deserves to live.”
Hayden appears. I swear Mrs. Klasky looks right at him.
Then she exhales and looks back at me. Steam comes from her lips. “His name is Velez. But I’m warning you. He’s bad news. Belongs to that gang.”
“What gang?” I push out the words while still trying to understand how Mrs. Klasky can see and hear her husband.
“The one with ‘Bloods’ in the name. Red Bloods? No, Free Bloods. They are one of the few gangs that aren’t race affiliated. The one requirement to join is to be mean as a snake.”
“They’re one of the worst gangs known to Catwalk and the four surrounding towns,” Hayden says. “Now you’re going to quit, right?”
“My wife doesn’t like gangs,” the old man says.
Neither do I, I think, but I look at Mrs. Klasky and say, “Thank you.”
A nurse walks in and shivers. “Are you messing with your thermostat again?”
“Told you my husband does that!”
Hayden and I leave. “You still aren’t going to quit, are you?” he asks as we walk to the car. For the first ten minutes of the drive back to my house, he remains silent. Brooding.
But at the eleventh minute, he explodes. “This is why you should be with Jacob. He could protect you a hell of a lot better than I can!”
I look at him, and his words hit. Hard. They hurt. I strike back. “Don’t do this. Not again.”
“Don’t do what?” he almost screams.
“Try to convince me to be with Jacob! I don’t want to be with Jacob. I want to be with you! And it makes me so mad that you—”
“I don’t care if you’re mad.” He holds his hands out, palms up, in frustration. “I just want you safe.”
“Then go with me and protect me.”
“What if I can’t, Riley? What if I fail and you die or they do something horrible to you. And all I can do is stand there and watch it.”
I tighten my hands on the steering wheel. “You saved me from a serial killer/rapist. You can save me from a gangbanger.”
“I’m not as strong as I was.”
“You made my phone ring yesterday and you turned the radio on.”
“That doesn’t take much. I’m serious. I’m not as strong.”
I glance back at him. “Then get strong. Go back and spend some time in your body. Maybe it’ll not only make your body stronger, but your spirit as well.”
“Riley, you can’t—”
“What I can’t do is let that little girl die. I can’t, Hayden.” The moment I say that, it’s even truer. “I know I have to do this. I feel it in my heart. I feel it in my soul. I know it.”
Hayden disappears. I pull into my driveway and hit the garage opener. When I do, I see Dad’s car. Shit. He must have come home early from work.
I reach for my phone to look at the time. It’s almost six. Then I see I have like ten new texts and missed calls. Five from Dad. Four from Kelsey. And one from Jacob. I read his text.
Your dad called me again. He’s looking for you.
I realize I never turned my sound on after I left school.
Freaking great! Now I’m going to get hell from Dad!

Chapter Eight
 
I call Kelsey on the way up to my room after getting bitched at by Dad.
“Where were you?” she asks in lieu of hello. “Your dad was totally freaked.”
Yeah, he was freaked and I’d only been gone three hours. A bit much if you ask me.
I tell her the same lie I told Dad. “I was at the library. Forgot to turn my phone on after school. You were supposed to be at work, so I didn’t worry about not hearing from you.”
“So you were with Jacob, huh?”
“No.” What about the library does she not get? I told a perfectly good lie. What’s her problem?
“Tell me the truth,” Kelsey says.
“Huh?” Okay, now the guilt is setting in. But it doesn’t even matter that I’m lying because she wouldn’t believe the truth, either.
“The library is closed on Mondays, Riley.”
“Shit!” I really hope Dad doesn’t run across that info. “Okay, I wasn’t at the library.”
She doesn’t say anything, and I know what she’s waiting for. The truth. I just haven’t figured out how to get around giving it. Tick. Tick. Tick.
“I was at the park.” I step into my room and shut the door.
“It was freezing outside.” Her tone carries notes of disappointment.
“Yeah, I swear I almost have frostbite.” At least that’s the truth.
“You were talking to Carl again, weren’t you? Jacob’s right, Carl’s been in touch with you, hasn’t he? I can’t believe you are talking to you ex.”
“You spoke to Jacob?” I ask.
“He came over right after you dropped me off from school.” Her voice comes in a pissed-off tone. “He was devastated. That’s why I thought he went to your house.”
“He didn’t.” I sigh.
“Why didn’t you tell me Carl was calling you?” Yup, that’s her pissed-off tone alright.
I start to deny it, but realize that story is better than anything I’ve got. “Because you think I should lose him.”
“You should lose him, but you shouldn’t lie to me.”
“I went for a walk to just clear my head about Jacob, but Carl called. I’m sorry I lied to you.”
“Yeah,” she says.
“Seriously sorry. You’re my only friend here. I can’t handle you being upset with me.”
“You love him, don’t you?”
“No.” I get to the top of the stairs.
“Yeah you do. You’ve got that I’m-in-love-with-a-boy tone. And you’re lying to me again.” Hurt sneaks through the line. I can almost see her famous eye roll.
“I’m not in love with Carl.”
She’s quiet for several seconds, long, drawn-out seconds where I see her pulling away from me.
She finally starts talking. “I get it. There’s stuff I don’t want to tell you, either.”
“What kind of stuff?” I don’t have a right to be, but I’m completely insulted and worried.
“Personal stuff.”
“We should tell each other personal stuff,” I say, remembering Mr. Brooks saying Bessie had family issues. Now I’m worried that the boyfriend issue wasn’t the reason Bessie was there.
Kelsey makes a scratchy noise that flows through the line. “Says the person who just lied to me.”
“I said I was sorry.” I drop on my bed and I hear Kelsey’s mom calling her.
“I gotta go. Mom and I are going out to eat.”
“We’ll talk about this later.” The temperature in my bedroom starts dropping. Mr. Brooks is sitting at my desk. My next breath takes in his scent, which I hadn’t noticed until now. It’s a minty smell. Wintergreen, not peppermint.
“Riiiight.” Kelsey draws out the word. “Just know I’m not coming clean until you come clean.”
“You mean about Carl?” I grip the phone tighter. Surely she doesn’t mean . . .
“I mean about everything.” She hangs up.
I exhale steam. Okay, so Kelsey may know more about my secrets than I think. Or maybe she’s just still upset about me lying about the library.
Glancing up at Mr. Brooks, I notice he appears worried. “How is she?” I ask.
“Getting sicker.” Pain fills his eyes. “They’re doing some more tests, something about looking into her bilirubin and albumin levels. If it gets any worse they are going to have to do that surgery and put in a stent.” He runs a hand over his face. “I don’t understand it all, but the doctor said that Annie might not make it. She may be down to having days. Days. Please . . . tell me you found something?”
I nod.
“You found him?” Hope sounds in his voice, and I feel the emotion explode in the room.
“No. But now I know why I couldn’t find him online. The family adopted him. And . . .”
“And?” The hope starts waning.
“I’m pretty sure he’s part of a gang.”
“A gang?” The crease between his brows deepens.
“Yeah. I’m going to do some research tonight. See if I can find him on social media.”
“And if you can’t?”
“Then I’ll see if I can get information on the gang.”
“Are you going to go try to track him down? Won’t that be dangerous for you?”
Hell yeah, but even knowing that, my gut says I have to go. “Maybe you should come with me.” Perhaps with both Hayden and Mr. Brooks with me, my chances of getting out of this alive might be better.
“Okay. I’ll do whatever it takes to save my little girl.”
I recall another question I wanted to ask. “When you grabbed the wheel of my—”
“I told you I’m sorry.”
“I know. It’s just that . . . I saw someone there that I know. A strange lady who works in my school in the lunchroom. Blond hair, about forty years old. She drives a Volkswagen bug. It’s yellow. Do you know her?”
“No,” he says. “Why?”
“I don’t know. We managed to get out of traffic pretty quickly. Did you help me get across that road without getting hit by the eighteen-wheeler?”
“I pushed the gas, but . . .” He hesitates. “Now that you mention it, it did feel like you were going to get hit, but then all of a sudden we were on the other side. You think this woman had something to do with that?”
“I don’t know that, either.”
 
• • •
 
Tuesday at noon, I meet Kelsey outside of the lunchroom. Lunch is my best thirty minutes at school—and believe me, it’s the company, not the food. Kelsey was only slightly pissed about the whole library thing, but before we got to school, she seemed over it. For which I am so grateful. I’m not even going to dig into her comment about hiding personal stuff from me. I’m not up for any conflict. Zilch. Zero. Zip.
Not today.
I’m exhausted. I didn’t sleep last night. Not a wink. The book Walking with the Dead was so inaccurate it pissed me off. But I still read it. Read it because . . . because I was hoping to find one thing. One thing that might help me. I didn’t. But there were parts of it . . . The whole malevolent-spirits-may-try-to-take-over-your-soul thing scares the bejeebies out of me.
I tell myself I don’t believe it. But there was a time I didn’t believe in ghosts. And until I came nose-to-nose with an eighteen-wheeler, I didn’t believe a ghost could physically harm me, either. Remembering my near-miss with death has me recalling who I’m almost certain I saw in the parking lot that day. I look around the lunchroom. Is she back? When my eyes land on the dark-haired lady at the cash register and not the strange blond one, I don’t know if I’m relieved or frustrated. Maybe I’m just exhausted.
If reading that crazy book wasn’t enough to ward off sleep, the research into Ramon Velez and the Free Bloods did the trick.
After reading a dozen articles about the gang, I know where they mostly hang out. The articles were written as a warning to avoid those places. Different members of the group have been arrested for distributing drugs, burglary, assault with a deadly weapon, home invasion, auto theft, rape, and . . . What was the other one? Oh yeah, murder.
The kicker is that Ramon Velez isn’t just a member, he’s the head of the gang. He’s the meanest of the mean. The baddest of the bad. That’s who I have to convince to give up part of his liver for a niece he doesn’t even know exists.
So, yeah, I’m a little concerned. And my mood’s hanging out with my polka-dotted painted toenails it’s so low. Toenails I painted at three in the morning instead of getting my beauty sleep. Beauty sleep I really needed.
But it’s not about me anymore. It’s about a little girl having only days to live. I have to do something, and fast.
Kelsey moves up, pulling me back from my oncoming panic attack.
We step in line behind a dozen other people. The smells of the lunchroom, mystery-meat burgers, fish stinking sticks, and taco surprises fill the air and almost kill my appetite.
Kelsey looks back at me. “How was auto tech?”
“Fine.”
“Jacob didn’t try to make you feel bad?”
“Not overtly. He’s pretending everything is okay, only he sucks at pretending. When he looks at me I see puppy-dog eyes. Sad and needy. I hate it.”
“But you don’t hate it enough to change your mind?”
“Nope.” Talking about Jacob brings me to another issue. Hayden didn’t come see me this morning. I’m guessing he’s still pissed at me.
But is he so pissed that he’s not going with me to try to find Ramon? Surely, he plans on showing up after school, right? And what about Mr. Brooks? We never set a time for him to show up. Maybe I need to make a trip to the hospital and find them both.
Kelsey and I move up in the line.
“You getting pizza?” Kelsey asks as we take a few more steps.
“Yeah.”
“Pepperoni?” She’s looking at her phone.
“Yeah.”
“Water?”
Her line of questioning seems odd, but I answer. “Yeah.”
“You ready for the test in History today?” She swipes her phone.
“Yeah.”
“Did you know you’re supposed to drink sixty-four ounces of water a day?” She moves forward again.
“Yeah.”
“Are you ever planning on telling me what’s going on in your life?”
“Yeee . . .” I look up. She’s staring with one eyebrow raised.
Shit. Shitshitshit.
“Pizza, right?” a voice asks. A familiar voice. A voice that makes my heart start doing sit-ups in my chest.
I snap my head up and gasp as I look at the woman behind the counter. It’s her. It’s crazy cashier lunch lady. But she’s not working the register.
She smiles. “Hi Riley.”
Were you following me? Were you somehow involved with me not being made into roadkill by an eighteen-wheeler?
Questions. Questions. Questions. I have so many of them. And I can’t ask even one with Kelsey here. Shitshitshit. But my gaze does go to her name tag. Maybe it’s time I call her by something other than crazy cashier lunch lady.
Her name tag is empty. Empty. The woman has no name. Again, that’s freaky.
“You’re back,” Kelsey says. I’m afraid to open my mouth because I’m almost certain triple shit will come out.
“Yes.” The older blonde puts a slice of pepperoni pizza on a plate and sets it on the counter. Her eyes meet mine. “Make sure you don’t wear any orange.”
“What?” Kelsey looks at me, then back at her. “What the hell does that mean?”
I know what it means. I know exactly what it means. I know, and it freaks me completely out. Like ten times more freaked than before.
Orange is the color of the rival gang of the Free Bloods.
Crazy Lunch Lady—yeah, I’m cutting the cashier part of her name—sets another slice of plated pizza on the shelf and looks at Kelsey. “Nothing. I just don’t think orange goes well with Riley’s coloring.”
Kelsey leans in. “You’re weird.”
“Nah.” Her grin widens. “I’m just a limited edition.”
Hungry students are getting impatient behind us. We grab our waters and move to the cashier.
We pay, and as we’re walking away, Kelsey says, “Don’t look now, but she’s staring at you. I think you need to report her.”
“For what? Being a limited edition?” I ask.
 
• • •
 
I barely touch my pizza. By the time the bell rings, I’m done. Done with school.
As Kelsey and I walk out, I toss out part of my plan.
“I’m going to the office to see if I can go home. I’m . . . I’m cramping. I just need to go to bed.” Not that I’m going to bed. Not that I’m going home. I’ve got shit to figure out and a gang leader to find. I’ve got to save Annie.
“Sorry,” Kelsey says. “I have some Motrin in my purse if you’d like.”
“Nah. I have some at home. Thanks. Can you get another lift home?”
“Yeah. Don’t worry about it.” She bumps me with her shoulder. “Feel better.”
I go grab my backpack from my locker. On the way to the office, I call Dad and give him the cramping alibi. It always works. He gets awkwardly quiet, the way he always does when it’s about my period. “Do you need me to pick you up?”
“No. I’m just going to drive home and crawl into bed. What time do you work until tonight?”
“Why?”
Because I’ll be off looking for a gang leader? “I thought if I’m better I might cook us dinner.”
“Don’t worry about dinner. I’ll probably be late. Got two new clients.”
Friggin’ great. Can you not bring them home with you?
“There’s still leftover barbeque chicken in the fridge. I probably won’t be home until around eight.”
“Thanks Dad.”
Five minutes later, walking papers from the school nurse in hand, I go to confirm that I was right about one thing. I am. I find it. The yellow Volkswagen is in the employee parking lot. She was really at the scene of the almost-accident.
I stand there trying to figure out what to do next. Should I go in and try to question her? Won’t that be a little weird? What if someone overhears our conversation? I’m already a freak. I don’t need anything else stacked against me.
Then the urgency to help Annie spirals through me. I make up my mind. I grab a piece of paper and pen from my backpack and I write.
Call me.
I hesitate to sign my name, afraid someone besides her will get it. Then I write, No orange girl. I add my phone number. Yeah, someone still might find it and have my number, but at least they won’t know who I am.
I tuck it under her windshield wiper.
Can it be that easy? Will she find it? Call me? Answer all my questions?
Probably not. But it’s a start.
I get in my car and drive straight to the hospital.
When I pull up, I notice there are no ghosts. Kind of nice, since I’m really not feeling up to them today. I step out of the car, and I notice it’s not as cold as yesterday. The new day even brings blue skies and a spray of sunshine. I try to find a little mood boost in the pretty day, but it doesn’t help much when I think about looking for Ramon.
I step into the hospital elevator. It’s not visiting hours, so I head to the fourth floor to see if I can find Mr. Brooks and get him on board for the find-a-gang-leader mission.
When I step out of the elevator, I see a girl walking toward me pulling an IV pole that looks too big for her. I’m not 100 percent sure, but I think it’s Mr. Brooks’ daughter. The fact that she’s alone feels wrong.
“Hey,” I say.
She looks up. Dark circles ring her eyes, and her color tells the story of sickness. But she smiles. And somehow that makes her story even sadder. She blinks. “Are you an angel?”
“No,” I say.
She only nods.
I’m taken back to Jacob’s sister saying the same thing. “I just look like one because of my blond hair?”
“No. It’s not your hair. It’s . . . that you glow.”
“Glow?”
She nods. “Don’t worry. It’s a nice glow.” She grips the pole tighter as if she might be dizzy. “My name’s Annie. What’s yours?”
“Riley. Are you supposed to be out of your room?”
She gives me her I’m-a-bad-girl smile. “I wanted to look out the window.” She waves to the window just down the hall. “There’s a park, and you can see kids playing there. I can’t play. But I like watching them.”
My heart suddenly feels too big for my chest. “Come on,” I say. “I’ll walk with you.”
We go and stand by the window. “There.” She points to the park. There’s a silence, then she says, “It’s okay, you know.”
“What’s okay?” I continue to stare out the window.
“If I die. If you can’t save me.”
I catch my breath and look at her. Does she somehow know I’m involved with this? “I don’t think it’s okay.”
“Annie!” someone yells, and panic chases the word down the hall.
I look back. It’s a woman, the one I saw in bed with Annie, and she’s rushing toward us.
“Don’t ever leave the room like that!” She looks at me. “I went to the bathroom.”
“She’s okay,” I say.
“Look, Mom, she’s an angel,” Annie tells her mom, and her gaze shifts to me. “Her name’s Riley. She’s trying to help me.”
My mouth drops open. “I . . .”
The mom looks at me with empathy, then back to Annie. “Everyone wants to help you.” The mom swallows what sounds like a lump of pain. “What were you doing out of your room, Annie?”
“Just walking.” Her gaze shifts to me, and I sense she knows it would hurt her mom to hear she wanted to see the kids play.
The woman kneels down and touches the little girl’s face. Then she kisses her forehead. Love and tenderness sweep through the hallway.
And bam, just like that I miss my mom. Did my mom love me that much? Did she kiss my forehead?
Now I have a lump of pain growing in my throat.
I feel a sense of cold. When I cut my eyes around, I see Mr. Brooks. I meet his gaze, then check the time on my phone. “I should go.” I glance down at Annie. “Take care of yourself.”
She smiles. “I think you already helped me. I feel better.”
The mom’s gaze shifts to me as if afraid of what I’ll say. “Good.” I nod and move toward the elevator. Mr. Brooks follows me. We both step in. The cold fills the small space. Staring out as the elevator doors close, I see someone else. Hayden. He’s standing down the hall as if he’d been in the girl’s room.
I hit the open-door button, but it’s too late. The elevator closes and rises.
 
• • •
 
I inform Mr. Brooks that I’m visiting someone else and then going to the Highland apartments on Chestnut and Cherry Street. He sees me hug myself as if cold and agrees to meet me there. I don’t argue.
I ease into Hayden’s room, hoping he’s there. Hoping his mother isn’t.
She isn’t. I walk in and look around. “Hayden?”
No answer. I look at the shell of his body, the sound of the life support machine blares in my ear. “Hayden?” I repeat.
He had to have known I was coming up here, didn’t he? Is he really so mad that he’s not going to see me?
From the corner of my eye, I see a smear of color move into the room. I glance up, sure it’s Hayden, but it’s not. It’s Mr. Burstein. His expression is tight. His eyes clouded with pain and desperation.
“I still haven’t seen Ethel. Everyone keeps telling me to move on, but I’m not leaving without seeing her one more time. Please help me find her.” His words yank at my conscience and bruise my heart even more.
If I tell him Ethel is dead will he . . . ? Would that be wrong? Should I . . . ?
My chest opens up with a sense of rightness. And I know the answer.
Yet the irony of thinking this is right when I’m fighting for just the opposite with Hayden isn’t wasted on me. Is it because his path is different? Because he’s young. Because he hasn’t lived.
Or is it because I love him?
Taking a few steps back, I ease the door all the way closed and look at Mr. Burstein. “Do you remember why you came here?”
He scratches his thick gray hair. “It’s foggy. But I’m guessing it’s my heart. I got a bad ticker.”
I shake my head. “Try to remember.” My gaze stays locked on him, willing him to figure it out.
He stands frozen in one spot. “Ethel and I went for our walk at the park. Then we came home, and she fixed us fried bologna sandwiches.” A smile warms his expression. “She knows how much I love bologna. Then we both felt tired, so we took a nap.” He pauses. “I don’t remember anything after that. It all goes blank.”
“What kind of heater do you have?”
“Propane. Why?” He stares at me. “You work for the gas company?”
“No.”
He grabs his chin between his thumb and index finger and squeezes. “Are you saying that the heater has something to do with . . .” His eyes widen. “Carbon monoxide poisoning?”
I bite into my lip.
“Oh, Lord. I knew I should have had one of those detectors put in.” He paces across the room, then faces me. “Poor Ethel. Is she okay?”
I hate this part. I hate it. I swallow yet another painful lump. Then I see tears fill his aged eyes and I know he’s figured it out.
“She’s gone?” He puts a shaky hand over his heart as if it hurts. And I feel it, too. All those swallowed lumps of pain roll around my chest and make it hard to breathe.
“She’s waiting on you. She’s been in the parking lot looking for you.”
He rushes over to the window and looks out. “I see her. There she is.” Joy fills his voice where only grief existed earlier. He waves as if she can see him. “Why would she think I’d be in the parking lot? Love that woman, but she can be as crazy as a loon sometimes.”
I smile. “Sometimes spirits get confused.”
Contentment fills his eyes, and he looks instantly younger. Whatever heaviness he carried is lost. He even stands taller. “Yeah, well that woman has been crazy all her life, but it’s my kind of crazy.” His smile widens. “We can go together. How do I . . . make that happen?”
He’s asking how to die, and suddenly I’m uncertain again. Is this the right thing to do? My heart goes straight to Hayden. But then I see the peaceful acceptance in Mr. Burstein’s eyes. “I don’t know for sure.” My voice trembles. “Have you seen a light?”
“Yeah, avoided it like a rabid dog. I was afraid that’s what it was. So all I have to do is . . . go into that light?” He points to the wall. I don’t see any light, but I know he sees something I don’t.
“I think so.” I give him a quivering smile.
“Thank you,” he says.
A siren and loud beeping sounds echo outside the door. I’m pretty sure I know what it means. Mr. Burstein just died. Shouldn’t I feel guilty?
Mr. Burstein is still here. But his figure fades in color and becomes like an old photograph. The room goes immediately cold. Then Ethel appears, and it grows even colder.
“Where’ve you been, old man?”
“Me? You’re the one who’s been roaming around a parking lot when I’m up here waiting on you.” His expression is open, vibrant, even hopeful. “I love you, woman!” He rushes over to her. They fall into each other’s arms, no awkwardness of two who don’t know how to hug each other, but two people who have done it a thousand times.
“I love you, too, old man!” Ethel says. They kiss. One of those deep, probably with tongue kind of kisses.
It should be weird seeing an elderly couple kiss like they’re sixteen, but it isn’t.
I feel it. Their love. Their devotion. I remember Mrs. Klasky being able to see her husband. I guess love makes that possible.
While they’re still kissing, a warm golden light fills the room. Tiny snowflake-looking orbs start floating around. Then ribbon-like threads of silver and bronze swirl around the couple. The gold color intertwines with the silver and bronze and becomes a rope. It circles them. It’s breathtaking. The cold that seconds earlier hung in this room evaporates and leaves a warmth that feels like happiness, smiles, sunshine, and sweet birthday cake. It’s like everything good in the world wrapped up in one beautiful emotion. Then Mr. and Mrs. Burstein disappear.
The door creaks open. Hayden’s mom steps in. Her eyes land on me, and she frowns. It’s a big-time frown. The mood she brings into the room is so polar opposite to what’s here that I feel a storm brewing.
The warmth, all the good emotion, is shattered like a thin, fragile piece of glass.
“What are you doing?” Her tone’s so sharp it cuts all the way to my backbone. And even takes a chink out of my third vertebra. The one I need to stand up to challenges.
“Nothing.” My one word seems too loud and yet it’s only a whisper.
Scowling, she rushes over to Hayden as if I was hurting him. Only after she checks him, up and down, does she look back up. “I think it’s time you explain something, young lady.”
“What?” I push the word out, but I think I know what she’s asking. Problem is, I don’t have an answer, not one I can tell her. Not one she’ll believe.
“What is this, morbid curiosity? You heard about a boy who’s in a coma and you want to see it yourself?”
I’ve heard the cliché, it hurt my feelings before, but I’ve never experienced it so clearly. Her words punch deep. “No.”
“Then explain! ’Cause I know you didn’t move to town until after the accident. So why are you claiming to be a friend of my son? Lying to me? Are you trying to hurt him?”
She grabs the remote and pushes the red nurses’ button.
“Can I help you?” the nurse’s voice booms out of the bedside call button.
Mrs. Carter stares at me. “Someone needs to get in here right now! And maybe even call the police.”

Chapter Nine
 
I stand there feeling two inches tall under her scrutiny and accusations. And I’m going to feel even smaller when the police handcuff me.
“Nothing?” Her voice rises to the white ceiling. “You have nothing to say?”
She’s right. I have nothing. A thought hits, and before I can consider if it’s crazy, it comes out.
“Piney Woods Camp.” The three words fall from my lips.
“What?”
“We . . . we met there. We kind of liked each other. He asked me to dance and then . . .”
Her eyes widen. “He tripped you. You both fell.”
I nod. “I . . . recognized his picture from online articles about the accident after I moved here. I remembered . . .”
“He had such a crush on you.”
“I . . . had one on him.” The lie tastes bitter. “I didn’t tell you this because you might think it was silly.”
The door swings open, and a nurse stands there as if ready to kick ass, or maybe to save a life, I’m not sure which. “Is something wrong?”
“No,” Mrs. Carter says. “I’m sorry. I’m just tired. It’s nothing.”
The nurse gives me a look, up and down, as if measuring me up and not sure if she should believe Mrs. Carter.
“Seriously,” Mrs. Carter says. “It’s fine.”
The nurse steps back. The door eases closed with one final whoosh.
The cartilage between my vertebrae and in my knees goes liquid. I grab the edge of the bed to remain standing.
“I’m sorry.” The sound of pure agony slips off her lips. “My God. What I said to you was awful.”
She won’t get an argument from me on that.
“Please forgive me. I’m just . . . I’m half crazy. Everyone wants me to . . . I hate seeing my son like this.”
My gaze goes to Hayden, looking so sick, so gaunt. The reality that I might lose him turns my heart to heavy rock. And now he’s obviously avoiding me.
I want to cry.
 
• • •
 
Ten minutes later, I get to my car. I can’t open it fast enough when I see Hayden in the front seat. I jump in, literally climb over the console and reach for him. I rest my head on his shoulder and let myself soak up his scent, the earthy, boy scent. I don’t want to let go. I don’t ever want to let go.
“What’s wrong?” His hand moves to my neck, and he threads his fingers in my hair.
“I thought you were avoiding me. That you were still mad at me.”
“I’m not avoiding you. I . . . I don’t like seeing you see me like that. And I never was mad, I’m concerned. I’m scared.”
I pull my head up. He touches my face.
“Did something else happen?”
“No.” I refuse to tell him about what his mom said. I know she didn’t mean it. I almost tell him about the Bursteins, but considering I encouraged the man to cross over and refuse to offer the same advice with Hayden, I keep that one to myself, too.
“Did Mr. Brooks upset you?” A layer of protectiveness deepens his tone, and I know he’s picking up on the stress I just lived through.
“No.” I sit up. “He’s going to meet us there.”
“Meet us where? Where are we going?”
“I found out where some of the Free Bloods hang out. Mr. Brooks is going to meet us there, too.”
“Why?”
“Just in case we need more help.”
Hayden looks offended, as if I don’t trust him to protect me, but the look of hurt slips off his expression faster than it appeared. “You’re right. We might need him.”
He leans in and kisses me. It’s sweet and sexy, and I savor it. Every second of it, because this morning has been a crash course in how fragile life is and how special love is.
“Did you stay in your body all night?” I rest my hand on his arm.
“Most of it. Then I went to meet Annie.”
I start the engine and look at him. “And?”
“And you’re right. We have to save her.”
A warm feeling enters my chest. I knew he’d understand, and it tells me I’m right about the moral character of Hayden Parker. “I like how you say ‘we.’”
“You promised not to go without me, remember?”
“That’s why I’m here.”
 
• • •
 
It only takes us twenty minutes to get to the rough side of town. Pawn shops, tattoo parlors, and bail bondsman agencies line almost every corner. I’ve never been on this side of town. A woman with a baby on her hip and holding hands with a toddler walks down the street. It hits me that while Dad and I have faced financial problems, I don’t think I really know what it means to be poor.
“Exactly where are we going?” Hayden’s leaning forward, looking out the window.
“I read online that there’s an apartment building where they hang out and sell drugs.”
“Oh, great.” His tone is edged with concern. “Do you have a plan?”
“I’m just going to ask to see Ramon Velez.” I realize I haven’t told Hayden what I discovered last night. “Uh. I also found out that he’s . . . he’s like the leader of the gang.”
His eyes widen. “Leader?”
“Yeah.”
He frowns. “And you’re just going to ask to see him. What? You think they’re just going to say, ‘Okay, let me get him for you?’”
“No. It may take more than one time.”
“So you’re putting your life in danger several times.”
I pull into the apartment parking lot and look at him. “It’s for Annie.”
“I know,” he says. “But that’s not . . . a plan. Crap. I don’t like this.” He looks up at the dilapidated building with a frown.
“Neither do I. But it’s not as if we have a lot of time. Mr. Brooks said Annie’s condition is getting worse.” I get out of the car and look around for Mr. Brooks.
A cold wind suddenly takes my breath away, and he appears beside me.
“Have you seen anything yet?” I hug myself.
Mr. Brooks shifts a few feet away from me. “There are a few guys hanging out around the front of the building. I’m guessing they’re Free Bloods.”
“Not yet.” Hayden moves in beside me, and I realize he thinks I was speaking to him. I still find it odd that the Bursteins could see each other and both Hayden and Mr. Brooks could see Bessie, but they can’t see each other.
I look at Hayden. “Mr. Brooks is here.”
“Oh.” He looks around. “Hello.” Then he glances back at me. “I should have known. I can feel the cold.”
I look at Mr. Brooks. “Hayden says hello.”
We start walking. Hayden’s on one side of me and Mr. Brooks the other. Maybe it’s a false sense of security, but I feel better, bracketed by a ghost and an almost-ghost who I know will both protect me to the best of their abilities.
At least I feel safe until we cut the corner of the building and the three guys standing on the corner glance over and spot me. They smile and start walking toward me as if I’m some toy they get to play with. They all wear black hoodies with burgundy hats.
“I don’t like this,” both Mr. Brooks and Hayden say at the same time.
Make that three of us.
I tell myself showing fear is a weakness, but I’m not sure it helps. I stand straighter.
“What do we have here?” the tallest of the guys says.
“Are you with the Free Bloods?” I manage to keep my voice calm when my insides are curdling like month-old milk.
“Who wants to know?” The guy with red hair pulls back his shirt to show me what looks like a gun sticking out of his pants.
“Let’s leave,” Hayden says.
“I’m looking for Ramon Velez,” I say.
“Maybe we should leave,” Mr. Brooks says.
“You still didn’t answer my question,” the guy with the gun says.
“My name is Riley Smith. And I’m looking for Ramon Velez. Can you give him my number?”
I pull a pad and pen from my purse and start writing.
“You’re pretty,” says the heaviest of the three, who has a tattoo of a bloody knife running along his neck. “Isn’t she pretty? You want to come to my apartment?” I feel him step closer. I step back and keep writing.
He reaches for me. Right then his phone starts ringing, and ringing, and ringing. Louder. Louder. Louder.
He reaches for it. It stops ringing. “What the hell.” He drops it, and I know why. It’s hot. I’ve seen this trick from Hayden before.
I hand the taller guy my number. “Ramon’s going to want to hear from me.”
“What’s this about?” a redheaded guy asks.
“Tell him to call me.”
“Not so fast.” Red grabs me. His hand wraps around my forearm. “Let’s go upstairs and . . . talk.” The sneering way he says “talk” tells me just what he means.
“Yeah.” The one who dropped his phone glares at me. “You need to learn a lesson about wandering out all alone in our turf.”
Red yanks me forward.
Fear bubbles up inside me. I start to scream when I feel a cold, ice-cold wall come against me. It’s both Hayden and Mr. Brooks, and they are standing between me and Red, who still has my arm.
Red’s phone starts ringing this time. His head is snapped back as if he’s been punched. The phone grows louder, like a dying animal.
“How are you doing that?” He pulls out his gun. Shit! I think I’d rather have been taken out by the eighteen-wheeler.
Mr. Brooks knocks the gun out of Red’s hand. It clatters to the pavement. Then Mr. Brooks hits him again. He falls back. I kick the gun.
Red jumps at me, but right then his phone explodes. Explodes in his back pocket. The guy screams, and I know he’s going to have a seriously burnt ass. The tallest guy jerks out his phone and throws it down.
“Bitch!” Red’s word sound like a growl.
“She’s a witch,” the short guy says.
“Run!” both Mr. Brooks and Hayden yell.
I do as they say. The two ghosts stay behind.
I’m in my car and spinning my wheels out of the parking lot when I see two more guys running around the corner. One of them has a gun out.
Hayden suddenly appears in the car, riding shotgun. “Faster!”
I slam my foot on the gas and dart into the street.
Hayden looks at me. “I told you that wasn’t a good plan!”
I’m shaking so bad, I can’t speak. A squeaky sound escapes my throat. I own the cold hard truth: I screwed up. Coming here was a mistake. I own the fact that I failed. I failed Annie.
Problem is, I don’t have a clue how to change that. I need to think. I need to come up with a better idea.
I drive home. It’s only two o’clock, but I feel like it’s bedtime.
Hayden follows me inside. “Are you okay?”
Okay? I feel like I just let a little girl die. “What am I going to do now?”
“For starters, I think you need to rest. You look exhausted.”
“I am, but . . .”
“We’ll figure it out,” he says. “You won’t be any good if you don’t get some rest.”
“But . . .”
“Look, maybe one of those guys will lead Mr. Brooks to his brother. Then maybe you can send someone else. Tell Annie’s adoptive father to find him.”
“Does she even have an adoptive father?”
“Yes, he was there earlier this morning.”
I consider what he just said. “But how am I going to explain knowing about this uncle?”
“I don’t know. Yet.” He coughs.
It sounds bad. Wrong. A spirit shouldn’t cough. A spirit shouldn’t be sick. But he’s not really a spirit. He is sick. He may look whole like this, but his body is back in that hospital where a machine pumps air into his chest. Where his heartbeats are slow and uneven. Where a tube down his throat feeds him. Shit, this hurts.
I touch his lips. “You okay?”
A crazy thought hits. Is helping me hurting him? Should he not be exerting himself?
“You should probably go back to your body for a while,” I say.
“Yeah.” He moves in and puts his hands on my waist. It feels so right. So easy. I remember Mr. and Mrs. Burstein. “Promise you won’t go back there alone.”
“I won’t.”
He looks me right in the face, and I look at him. I see it. The dark shadows under his eyes. The lack of color in his cheeks. And the hands on my waist are colder.
“I love you, Riley Smith,” he says.
“I know. I love you, too.”
He kisses me, then he’s gone. Gone. And I’m so afraid I’m going to lose him forever.
I go upstairs and fall into bed with my cat. After I have myself a pity party, I finally fall asleep.
 
• • •
 
A short nap later, I wake up from a dead sleep to the bone kind of cold that means the dead are here.
As soon as my eyes open, I close them. Tight. I keep them shut.
Knowing Dad has new clients, I’m afraid it might be someone new. And I’m just too tied up to take on another problem. A girl can only do so much.
Right then I’m aware of the scent filling the room. Wintergreen. It’s Mr. Brooks.
I open my eyes and sit up, worried he’s here with bad news. Worried he’s angry that my mission to the seedy side of town didn’t get us any closer to helping Annie. Annie who’s counting on her angel.
I’m so prepared for him to be upset that it takes me a few minutes to realize he’s smiling.
“You did it,” he says.
“You found Ramon? They led you to him?”
“No,” he says. “You helped Annie. They did some more bloodwork, and her bilirubin and albumin levels were so much better that they aren’t going to have to do surgery yet.”
“She’s well?”
“No, not well. But it means we have a little more time.”
I inhale and manage a smile. Something I haven’t done since I left Annie earlier. “That’s great. But you didn’t get a lead on Ramon from the guys?”
“No,” he says, and his good-news expression fades.
“Did they keep my number?”
“I didn’t see it. I think he put it in his pocket, but they were kind of embarrassed by the whole thing and I don’t think they’ll tell him.”
“Then we have to find another way to contact him.”
Nodding, he drops down on the edge of my desk. “But now we have more time. That’s good, right?”
“Yeah.” I recall what he said about me helping Annie. “What did you mean when you said I helped Annie?”
“She told her mom and doctor that the angel did it. Riley, the angel. She said that you helped her.”
My lungs suddenly feel too small, and I need more air. “I didn’t do it.”
“How do you know?”
“I can’t heal people.”
“Maybe it isn’t you. Maybe it’s whoever is behind you helping me and other spirits.”
Maybe, I think. And while I shouldn’t question it, I do.
I go to get up and I feel a pain low in my abdomen. A familiar, monthly kind of pain. I realize it’s that time of the month. At least that lie I told is not so much of a lie anymore.
It also explains my inability to stop crying today. Though all things considered, I’ve had a crappy day.
Right then, my phone rings. And instantly I think of leaving my number with Red. But he’s not the only one I gave my number to. I also left it behind the windshield wiper of the yellow Volkswagen.
I scramble to get up.

Chapter Ten
 
“Hello?” I answer without even looking at the number.
“Hey?” The male voice rings in my ear, and my hope’s dashed when I recognize it’s Jacob. “How are you feeling?” His tone creates an image of his puppy-dog eyes from this morning.
“I’m fine,” I say, unsure how . . .
“I saw Kelsey walking home, and Dex and I gave her a ride. She said you went home early.”
“Yeah, but I’m fine.”
“You feeling good enough to help me bleed my brakes?” he asks.
“Not feeling that good. Sorry,” I say, glad I have an excuse.
“Yeah.” He pauses, and I can almost hear his mind churning, trying to find a reason to keep me on the phone. And as bad as I feel about pushing him away, I know any more than auto tech buddy friendship—at school—would only encourage him.
We hang up. My phone dings with a text. It’s Dad checking in and letting me know he won’t be home until eight.
Ten minutes later, after eating the last Rice Krispies marshmallow treats, my go-to carb, I discover I’m down to one tampon. Considering I told Dad I was going to pick them up on Sunday, I decide to take care of that before he gets home.
I park at the grocery store and I’m starting toward the entrance when a distinct and somewhat familiar smell catches my nose. Lifting my face to breathe it in, I stop and look around. On the storefront of the art supply place, a woman is standing by an easel, painting. The smell is turpentine. The sharp, not-so-pleasant smell tickles my senses and brings with it feelings that aren’t unpleasant at all.
I move toward the blonde wielding a paintbrush. Her wavy long hair is stirring in the wind. When I get closer, I’m pulled into a memory. A Mom memory. She’s painting. She’s outside. She’s beautiful. I watch her dab her brush onto a palette and then sweep it onto the canvas. She holds her mouth a certain way as she studies her work.
You want to try? She looks down at me and smiles. I nod, and she picks me up and hands me the brush. Paint the flower red. With sunshine on my face, and feeling warm in her arms, I try to imitate her careful move. I even work to make my mouth purse like hers.
I blink, and all of a sudden the vision is gone. Why hadn’t I remembered this before? I can’t believe Mom loved art, too.
The woman turns and looks at me.
I’m a little surprised that she does look like my mom. I ease closer.
She sets her brush down. “You paint?”
“Uh, mostly draw. But I love art.”
“The paints and supplies are on sale, if you’re interested.”
I start to say no, but then I remember how drawing always calms me. And right now with my life in Crazyville, I could use some calm.
“Yeah.” I walk into the store.
She follows me. “The oil paints that are on sale are against the wall.”
I move over there and am staring at the colors. The red, the same shade my Mom was painting with, catches my eye. I reach for the tube.
“Here.” The woman moves beside me and hands me a shopping basket. She’s twisted her hair up and stuck in a pen to hold it. I suddenly realize who else she reminds me of.
The limited-edition lunch lady. It seems odd that I haven’t realized she looks like my mom.
“Thanks.” I take the basket and start picking out some paint. Then I grab a pack of two canvases. On my way to the cash register I see an easel for sale. Then just like that, I remember seeing one in some boxes when we moved from Dallas. I was going to ask Dad about it, but it completely slipped my mind.
It had to have been my mom’s. A smile works its way to my heart. The thought that I can use something that belonged to my mom almost brings tears to my eyes. When I get home, I’m going to find that easel.
“You need an easel?” the woman asks.
“Uh, no. But where are your brushes?”
Five minutes later, I put my art supplies in my trunk and head to the grocery store.
With some chocolate ice cream and a thirty-six pack of unscented, flex-fit Playtex, I dart through the pharmacy, heading to the front of the store.
That’s when I see Kelsey. She’s wearing a sock cap with her hair stuffed inside, but I recognize her. I almost call her name, but considering the store’s crowded, I do the adult thing and start walking toward her. I’m thirty feet from her when I see what display she’s facing. And I see what she’s holding in her hand.
I have to shut my mouth to keep from gasping. Shit! Crap.
She puts that box down and picks up another one. Shitcrap! Shitcrap!
The half-gallon of ice cream I’m holding is freezing my boobs while I debate what to do. Should I walk over? Say “what the hell?” and ask her to explain?
Then bam. I remember her saying There’s stuff I don’t want to tell you, either.
I swing around and head to the cashier. Not because I want to. Nope, what I really want to do is confront her, hug her, tell her I’m here for you. But if there’s one thing I’ve learned about Kelsey, it’s that if someone pushes her, she pushes back. She only talks when she’s ready to talk.
But surely she’s going to tell me, isn’t she?
I pay for my tampons and ice cream. Head still spinning, I head to my car. While darting through the parking lot, I see Kelsey’s mom’s car. Realizing the opportunity, I go dump my bag in the front seat and call her.
She answers on the second ring. “Hey, I was just going to call you. Is your dad working late?”
“Yeah.”
“I’m at the grocery store getting the ingredients for my grandmother’s cramping remedy. Remember the ice cream concoction with bananas and nuts and stuff? I thought I’d bring it over to you.”
“That’s funny.” I tighten my hand on my phone.
“What’s funny?”
That I know what else you’re buying. “I’m in the grocery store parking lot. Just bought some ice cream. I saw your mom’s car.”
“Really?” A hint of panic fills her voice.
Is she . . . ? How could . . . ? Okay, I know how. But with who?
I force myself to use my calm voice when I want to shriek. “You wanna meet me at my house?”
“Yeah,” she says. “I’ll be there in fifteen minutes.”
And will you explain why you were checking out pregnancy tests? I’m almost home when an ugly thought hits. A very ugly thought.
What if Charles, her mom’s perverted boyfriend . . . ?
No. Kelsey would have killed him. Wouldn’t she have? How was it that she put it? I’d cut off his pecker and feed it to my grandmother’s cats.
Or was that why she was so . . . angry-sounding?
I remember learning Bessie is back because of some family problems. For sure, this would constitute a family problem. A huge freaking problem.
That’s when it hits that I’ve been so busy wrapped up in my own problems I might have neglected to notice if Kelsey had any issues. I’m a terrible friend.
 
• • •
 
Forty minutes later, Kelsey still hasn’t shown up. I call her.
“Is everything okay?” I blurt out before saying hello.
“Yeah. Sorry. I decided to drop by the house first.”
I hear it in her voice. Stress. She’s hurting. Did she take the test? Is she . . . ?
“I’m on my way now. See you in three minutes,” she says.
“Good. I’ve got the bowls and spoons out.” I sit at the table, trying not to think about the pervert guy and what he may have done to my best friend.
Kelsey walks in without knocking, the way only good friends do. But good friends count on each other, they let each other help them. They don’t keep secrets. Yeah, I know I’m keeping my own secrets. But mine are different. Mine are batshit crazy. Hers are just bad shit.
When she cuts the corner into the kitchen, I see her eyes are puffy. Freshly cried puffy. Fresh-pain puffy.
I want to hug her, but instead I take the bag from her. “Everything okay?”
“Yeah.” She drops into a chair. “Why?” That’s Kelsey’s MO: act tough, never show weakness. Only I see through the act.
“You look like you’ve been crying.” I throw it out there, determined to help my best friend.
She rolls her eyes. “Just allergies. Ragweed. Pollen. Pine.”
I call bullshit! “It’s winter. You don’t get—”
“I’m fine.” She reaches for the bag and pulls out the Ben & Jerry’s ice cream. “I think it’s just soft enough that it’ll mix well.”
I grab a banana out of the bag and go get a knife.
“You still cramping?” She spoons out two scoops of ice cream into each bowl.
“Not so much,” I say, still standing.
She rips open the Reese’s Pieces bag with her teeth, then pours a handful into each dish.
I chop half of a banana and set the peel on the other side of the table.
She adds nuts, sprinkles it with cinnamon and nutmeg, then pokes a peanut butter cookie onto the top. Smiling, eyes still puffy, she pushes one bowl to my side of the table. “Eat and enjoy. And live a cramp-free life.”
“Thank you.” I drop down into a chair. I give the mound of good stuff a few twirls with my spoon, then I look up. “You’re a better friend to me than I am to you.”
She wrinkles her brows. “Why would you say that? You give me a ride to and from school every day.”
“Not today.”
“Yeah, but you’ll never guess who did give me a ride home.”
“Jacob and Dex.” I smile and take a bite of gooey concoction. Sweetness explodes in my mouth. “Jacob called me.”
She scoops up a bite and savors it. “Yeah. And you’re right. He’s got his puppy-dog poor-me expression going.”
I take another bite and then run my spoon along the edges of my bowl. “Remember when I said we needed to tell each other personal stuff?”
“Yeah,” she says.
“I think today’s the day.”
She licks her spoon. Suspicion fills her eyes. “Okay. You go first.”
Yeah, I kind of forgot about that part of the deal. For a flicker of a second I actually consider telling her. Telling her everything. But I’m worried my batshit crazy news might dominate the conversation. I want this to be about her. It needs to be about her.
I search for something I can toss out in the way of a secret. Something to satisfy her need for the truth. “Okay.” I point my spoon at her. “You’re right. I’m in love.”
She points her spoon at me. “He gave up on you and started dating other people a few weeks after you left. He doesn’t deserve you.”
“I think he does.” Of course, she means Carl, but I’m talking about Hayden.
“So is he, like, ever going to come see you? Didn’t you tell me he has a car? Why hasn’t he come down?”
“He will. He’ll be here soon. You’ll meet him.”
She frowns. “Jacob’s hot for you. Are you sure I can’t talk any sense into you?”
“I’m sure.” I scoop another bite of ice cream into my mouth.
“And?” she asks. “Keep going.”
“That’s all I got,” I lie.
“Seriously? You’re not going to explain—”
“It’s your turn now.”
She stares at her bowl, and her spoon does a few laps. “I’m pissed at my mom.”
“What did she do?” Is Kelsey going to tell me Charles raped her? My gut knots, I’m still not ready to hear this. I’m going to want to hurt him. Bad. Really, really bad. Maybe I’ll get Hayden to blow up the guy’s phone. But is anger what Kelsey needs right now?
“What didn’t she do?” Kelsey looks up. “Are you sure Carl’s not seeing anyone else?”
I drop my spoon. It sinks into the melted ice cream goo. “You’re not sharing, Kelsey.”
“Yeah I did.”
I shove my bowl away from me. “I saw you at the grocery store.”
“What?” she asks.
“In the pharmacy section?”
Her expression goes to angry, hurt, then . . . she starts laughing. Hard. Then harder. So hard she gets tears in her eyes.
“What’s so . . . ?” I think I get it. I’ve been duped. “You saw me and did the whole thing as a joke, didn’t you!” I grab the bag of Reese’s Pieces and toss two of them at her. Kelsey laughs harder.
Pumpkin jumps up on the table. While my friend is too busy enjoying the fact that she completely conned me, my cat starts lapping up her ice cream.
“This isn’t funny!” I push Pumpkin away from her bowl.
“Yeah it is,” she says. “You thought I was pregnant.”
“That was a mean joke,” I say.
She sobers. Like really quickly sobers. “It wasn’t a joke.” From the glint in her eyes I know she’s serious. Her spoon clatters to the table.
Crap. “The test was negative, right? But you thought you were pregnant?”
“Noooo. The pregnancy test wasn’t for me. It was for my mom. She’s pregnant.”
“What . . . ? You’re kidding.”
She shakes her head. “No. She’s been worried for about a week. She realized she hasn’t had her period. I finally bought one and made her take it.”
“Shit,” I say.
“Yeah. Shit!” Her tone carries a lot of weight.
“Has she told the pervert guy?” The thought of that guy having even more reason to stick around Kelsey turns my stomach.
She picks up her spoon and chases a piece of banana around the melted concoction. “No. Because she’s not sure it’s Charles’ baby. In the last few months, she’s slept with three different guys. And get this. She doesn’t even remember one of their names.” Kelsey stares into her bowl. “Isn’t she supposed to be setting an example for me? I’ve kind of always known she was a little too open-minded, but now it’s like in-my-face knowing it. At least use a condom!”
“I’m sorry,” I say, and then . . . “What’s she’s going to do?”
“I don’t know. I don’t know what I want her to do.” Kelsey’s green eyes tear up. “Riley, she loves me. I know she does. And I love her. But . . . my grandmother is the one who was there for me when I was young. I mostly lived with her until I was nine. Mom doesn’t know how to be a mother. But I can’t stand the thought of her having an abortion. And yet . . . If she has this baby, I won’t be able to go to college. I’ll have to stay home and help raise it.”
I put my hand over hers. “Maybe it’ll be different. She’s older. Maybe she’ll be a great mom.”
Kelsey wipes a few tears off her face. “That’ll piss me off, too. If she does do right by this kid . . .” She looks at me. “Why couldn’t she have done right by me? Do you know how many times she took me to my grandmother’s and didn’t come back for weeks? And when she’d come back, she’d always tell me that she’d been trying to find me a daddy.”
I squeeze her hand. “I’m sorry.”
“Me, too.”
She sits there, not moving, lost in her head, then she picks up her spoon and scoops up a big bite into her mouth.
“No,” I say. “Don’t eat that. Pumpkin ate out of your bowl.”
“What’s a little kitty germs?” She speaks with her mouth full.
“He licks his butt,” I say.
She drops forward and spits the melted ice cream into the bowl.
We both start laughing. It’s not even that funny. But we laugh because we need to. We laugh because that’s what friends do sometimes. Laugh just so we don’t cry.

Chapter Eleven
 
When Kelsey leaves, I go to the garage to see if I can find the easel. There are at least a dozen boxes. The first one I open has books in it. Mostly old encyclopedias. I hit pay dirt when I open the second box. My chest expands as I pull it out. My mom used it. Why didn’t I remember Mom painting until now?
It’s old.
It’s paint splattered.
It’s wobbly.
It’s perfect.
I take it upstairs to my room. Putting down an old bedsheet, I change into a worn-out pair of sweats and a shirt that should have been tossed out a year ago. Feeling excited about something for the first time in forever, I set up the easel, then I pull out my paints.
The excitement wanes when I stand in front of the empty canvas. It’s intimidating. Then I remember the look of contentment on my mom’s face when she painted. It’s how I feel when I draw or when I do pastels. It’s something Mom and I shared, and I didn’t even know it.
Closing my eyes, I wait for the memory to completely replay in my head. I try to see the canvas she was painting. It’s a porch scene, with a white rocking chair—a cat is curled up in the chair, and beside it is a pot of flowers. Red flowers with white centers. Beside the flower pot are two pairs of flip-flops. One’s a kid’s pair, and then an adult one.
How crazy is it that I can now see the picture so clearly in my mind? I can’t help but wonder if those shoes weren’t our shoes. If that wasn’t our porch. It had to be, didn’t it?
I pick up the brush, add some red paint to its tip, and dab it onto the canvas, creating flowerlike images in one corner. I know my picture won’t be exactly like the one Mom was painting, but it’ll be close.
And close is good enough. It’s what I want.
I want to feel close to my mother.
I want to remember all the little details about her.
I want to know how much I’m like her. How different we are. I want to know if . . . if she saw ghosts. The latter thought comes when I feel the cold.
“You paint?”
I almost yelp at the sound of Hayden’s voice. Turning around, I smile. But my smile fades when I see him. His eyes are sunken in. His skin is a gray color. He looks worse than he did earlier today, and he’s twice as cold.
“What’s wrong?” My words come out with a whoosh. But there’s still a lot of whooshing emotions inside of me because I’m scared he’s here to tell me that he’s leaving.
“I don’t think I’m doing so well. I think—”
“No!” I say. “You have to get better, Hayden.”
“I don’t know how, Riley. I’m sorry.”
“Are the doctors doing anything?”
“No.”
“Well, tell me what’s wrong and I’ll tell them.”
“I don’t know what’s wrong.” He reaches for me, almost as if to hug me goodbye.
I hold out a hand, warding him off. “What hurts. Is there any pain?”
“I don’t really feel pain, but it’s uncomfortable.”
“What’s uncomfortable?”
“When the machine pushes air into my lungs. It feels different. Tight. It kind of crackles.”
I remember what I read about comatose people. “I bet you have pneumonia.” I drop my brush on the floor, the paint on the tip smears onto the white sheet and looks like blood, but I don’t care. And I feel like I’m bleeding. I take off downstairs. I ignore the cold. I ignore the dead bride standing at the bottom of the stairs. The train of her gown flows out into the living room. It must be one of Dad’s new clients. She looks at me. But I don’t care. My mind, my heart is stuck on Hayden. I grab my keys, my purse, and every ounce of hope I can find, and I haul butt outside to my car.
I drive as fast as I can. I’m speeding. I never speed. My gaze is all over the place as I drive, afraid a cop will pull me over. Thankfully, I make it to the hospital in less than ten minutes.
I park, then rush to the elevator. I check the time as it carries me up. Visiting hours begin in one minute. I rush out of the elevator, around the corner. There’s one person waiting by the ICU doors.
Come on. Come on. Come on. I tap my foot, waiting for that click that tells visitors the door’s open. When I hear it, I literally run through the ICU doors.
I race past the nurses’ station and into Hayden’s room.
His mom isn’t there. I touch Hayden. He feels hot. He has a fever.
I hit the nurses’ button.
“Can I help you?” the nurse asks.
“Yes, I think Hayden has a fever.”
“Who?” they ask.
“Carter,” I say, remembering that’s what they call him. “Carter has a fever.”
“I’ll be right in.”
Footsteps sound behind me. I turn, expecting a nurse, but it’s Hayden’s mom. “He has a fever,” I blurt out. “I think—”
“What?” She hurries to his side and touches his forehead. “He is hot!” She reaches for the remote.
“I just called the nurse.” I put my hand on Hayden’s chest. Now I have to lie, but I’ll lie like a big dog if it’ll save Hayden. “I think I hear . . . I think I feel congestion. I’m afraid he has pneumonia. They need to check him for pneumonia!”
A nurse walks in. “What’s the problem?” Her tone is high-pitched, as if she picks up on the stress in the room.
“He has a fever. Do something,” Mrs. Carter says. Her words are choppy, punctuated with panic. “Check his lungs. Listen to his lungs. Do something, damn it!”
“I am. Let’s calm down,” the nurse says, but she pulls a stethoscope from her pocket. I step back and give her access to Hayden. She places the round knob on Hayden’s chest. Silence fills the room. Mrs. Carter stands frozen, soundless. I don’t breathe. It feels like even the walls hold their breath.
Am I right? Is it too late?
She moves the stethoscope to another spot. Silence reigns again.
Then she looks up and frowns. “I’ll call the doctor.”
 
• • •
 
I wait outside with Mrs. Carter as they bring in an X-ray machine. We never say a word. I’m not sure she wants me there, but I can’t see leaving her alone. Not now . . . Not when things feel . . .
I glance over at her. Tears roll down her cheeks. Pain is etched in the hard lines in her face. Wrinkles, worry wrinkles, that make her look older than she really is.
I put my hand in hers. She squeezes my fingers so tight it hurts, but not as bad as what I’m feeling on the inside. I want to scream. I want to stomp my feet. I want to demand action from whoever this higher power is that is making me do their gofer work. To save Hayden.
We’re still sitting there, holding hands, when a tall woman with soft gray hair walks up.
She hugs Mrs. Carter. Mrs. Carter sobs onto her white lab jacket. When Hayden’s mom pulls away, she says, “I can’t let him go. I know I said I would if things got worse, but I can’t.”
The doctor gives her arm a squeeze. “Do you want to discuss it with your husband?”
“No.” Her posture turns to rock. “He’s my son. I make the decisions.”
“Then you want me to start him on antibiotics?”
“Yes.” We both say it at the same time.
The doctor looks at me. For the first time I realize what I’m wearing. That I have a cherry stain on my top and a hole in the knee of my gray sweats. But I don’t really have the energy to give a damn.
Mrs. Carter introduces us.
The doctor nods, then focuses on Mrs. Carter. “I’ll get the meds started in the IV, but . . . you should know his blood pressure has dropped. There’s a real possibility that he won’t respond. This could be the end.”
Mrs. Carter puts a hand over her mouth, but the sad, desperate sound still leaks out. After a few minutes, we go back into Hayden’s room. Mr. Carter shows up.
“Don’t you dare say a word. He’s my son, and I’m not giving up on him.” There’s fire in her eyes.
“I’m not . . .” Mr. Carter hugs her, but it’s too short. Tense.
Mrs. Carter introduces us. I try to be polite, but to put it bluntly, I don’t like him. Not because he didn’t hug his wife long enough. Not because I know he’s already been to the funeral home to talk to my dad about arrangements, but because I remember Hayden telling me how the accident happened.
He’d found out that his stepfather was cheating on his mom. When he told his mom, she’d admitted that she knew. When Hayden insisted that she needed to leave him, they’d argued. Hayden had left all pissed off. He’d been so angry he wasn’t paying attention and he hit a light pole.
Feeling like a third wheel and realizing that Dad will be home soon, I grab the notepad from my purse and write down my number. I hand it to Hayden’s mom. “Here’s my number, in case . . .” I don’t finish that sentence. But she knows what I was going to say. I know what I was going to say.
I go to my car. It’s dark and it’s raining. I sit there for several long minutes, listening to the drops splatter on my windshield. “Hayden?” I say his name and beg him to show up. He doesn’t. I remember that he tried to hug me and I didn’t let him. Maybe I should have taken that hug.
While my soul is welted with the pain lodged in my chest, I don’t cry. I just sit there, trying to breathe around the hurt. I think about Hayden. About Annie.
Finally, I realize I have to go home, or Dad will arrive before me and he’ll freak.
 
• • •
 
Dad arrives five minutes after I do. I use my period to excuse myself and start for the stairs.
“You need any medicine?”
“No.”
“Did you eat dinner?”
“No.”
I take another step.
“Riley?” He moves in and hugs me. Burying my face in his shoulder, I breathe in, wanting to savor the daddy scent. The I’m-your-hero aroma that has gotten me through so many tough times in my life.
But all I smell is cigarette smoke. Did he go to a bar? Did he drink?
I step out of his embrace and look at him.
His eyes aren’t bloodshot. I don’t smell alcohol, but the smoke . . .
“I love you,” he says.
“Prove it,” I counter. “Don’t ever take another drink.” The question about how cigarette smoke got on his clothes sits on the tip of my tongue. But I’m out of oomph. I simply can’t argue with him right now. So I turn away and move upstairs.
I push the easel to the side, yank my bra off under my shirt, and I crawl in bed. Pumpkin joins me. I don’t sleep. I stare at my phone and pray it doesn’t ring. Pray I don’t get the call telling me that Hayden’s gone.
 
• • •
 
“You going to sleep forever?”
I open my eyes. I don’t know what time it is, or have any idea of when I fell asleep, but I’m sharing the pillow with Hayden. That is, if it’s not a dream.
I blink and clear the cobwebs from my mind. I still see him. Hayden. Hayden who’s smiling, Hayden whose color is so much better. Hayden the boy I love. I go to touch his face, then I hesitate, afraid I’ll find him cold.
He isn’t. Which means he’s still alive.
I smile. “You’re better.”
“Yeah. The antibiotics worked.”
I kiss him. He kisses me back. Then I pull away, look at him, and laugh. I laugh until I’m crying. And I cry until I start laughing again. Hayden just stares at me, confused.
“Is this PMS?” He motions to the box of tampons on my bedside table.
“Maybe,” I say.
“Okay. I can live with it.”
We start kissing again. Our bodies fit together. His hard chest to my breasts. His pelvis to mine. The only thing separating us is the cotton of our clothes. I feel him more than before, and it feels so good. His hand comes around my waist and eases up under the old shirt to my bare back. His touch is as soft as a brush of a butterfly wing, but it makes me want . . . I want. I want. I want.
Hayden pulls away. We’re both out of breath. I ache to keep going, but I know and he knows we shouldn’t. It’s one thing to dance close to the fire. It’s another to dive into it. When it happens, and I know it will, Hayden needs to be . . . all here.
He still leans in and kisses me on my forehead. “You saved my life, Riley Smith. You know what that means, don’t you?”
“No,” I say.
He brushes my hair off my cheek. His blue eyes meet mine. “That we are bonded. Forever. We have to stay together for life. It’s the rules.”
“Really?” I ask.
“Yeah, it’s a Native American custom.”
“I didn’t know you’re Native American.”
“I’m not, but it still counts.”
He lifts his head up and looks at the easel. “So. Back to my earlier question. You know how to paint?”
“I don’t, really. I can draw, and last year I did some watercolor paintings in art class, but these are oil paints.”
“Knowing you, you can do it.”
“Maybe.” I tell him about the new memory of Mom and buying the supplies. About finding Mom’s easel.
“Then it’s meant to be. It’s destiny.”
“I hope.” I lay there, just savoring this time. Savoring my Hayden time. I’m pretty sure he’s my destiny.
“You going to school today?” he asks.
“Crap!” I sit up. “What time is it?”
“Six thirty.”
“I have to take a shower.” I pop up and off the bed.
“How about I join you?” His tone is all tease, and I want to laugh.
Instead, I give him a playful evil eye.
He grins. “A guy’s gotta try.” He watches me pick up my phone. “I do need to tell you something.”
“What?” I read the text I missed from Hayden’s mother saying he’s doing so much better, but I don’t say anything about it, unsure how Hayden would feel about her texting me. Then I move to my closet to find clothes.
“I think I might have a way for you to reach Annie’s uncle.”
I stop what I’m doing and face him. Since I’ve woken up, I haven’t let myself think about Annie or my responsibility to help her. But at the mere mention of her name, it’s back.
“How?”
 
• • •
 
I text Kelsey that I’m waiting outside and I watch her rush out her door.
It’s a wet, gray, and gloomy day, but I’m opting for optimism and not letting the weather weigh me down. I had a wonderful morning with Hayden. Hayden who’s still alive, Hayden who gave me another way to possibly contact Ramon. Another positive is that Dad was up and dressed when I came down, which is a good indication that he didn’t stay up late drinking. Yup. Great day.
Kelsey gets in my front seat.
I recall how upset she was yesterday. “How are things?
“Mom’s tossing her cookies. I think I’m skipping motherhood. In fact, I think I might be the old maid with a dozen cats and a purple vibrator that I’ll name Big Boy.
I laugh, but we both know she’s joking to cover up her hurt. “Do you need to stay with her?”
“No, she’s eating crackers now. Told me to go to school.”
I put the car in reverse. “So she hasn’t decided anything?”
“No. I told her to make an appointment to see an obstetrician. At least find out how far along she is, so she might be able to guess whose baby it is.”
“Will she?” I start backing out of the driveway. In my rearview mirror, I see Jacob standing by his truck. His please-don’t-reject-me puppy-dog eyes are already on me.
“Probably not.” Kelsey drops her backpack on the floorboard. “I’ll have to do it when I get home.”
I look at Kelsey and try to ignore Jacob. “Maybe if you stopped being the adult, she’d have to step up to the plate.”
“Yeah,” she says as if it’s a brilliant idea, and then, “Would never work.”
I frown. “Sorry, pretty lame advice, huh? I should know, since I’m dealing with my dad.”
She leans down and looks back at her house as if worried. “She did bring up the word adoption. Not that I like that, either.” She sits back up. “Maybe we should teach them both a lesson. Let’s go get drunk and screw a bunch of different guys. It might even be fun.”
I look at her, and we both laugh again.
A few blocks from school, I force myself to ask. “Do you know Selina Rodgers?”
“Yeah. Why?”
Here comes another lie. The fact that they roll off my tongue so easily these days feels wrong.
“I found a notebook with her name in it yesterday and I thought I’d return it.” Hayden had described her, but his description could be half the girls in school.
“Yeah. She has long dark hair. Real quiet. Sort of keeps to herself, but kind of has a chip on her shoulder.”
So sort of like you, I think. Not that Kelsey would ever admit to the chip.
Kelsey twists her Black Lives Matter bracelet. “I think she has math with you. But be careful. Some people say she’s part of a gang. I don’t know if it’s true, but she does live in a bad part of town in an apartment that everyone knows the Free Bloods hang out in.”
“I don’t remember a girl named Selina in my math class?”
“They call her See.”
“Oh. Thanks. I know who she is.” Now I just have to figure out what lies to throw at her in the hopes of getting her to help me.

Chapter Twelve
 
I arrive five minutes early for math and wait outside the door, looking for Selina, or See. I’m pretty sure she’s one who always gets there early.
I’m looking left and right to find her in the crowd of oncoming hall traffic. Then I see her. Our gazes meet, and she quickly looks away. Great. This isn’t going to be easy.
I push off the hallway wall and start toward her. “Hey,” I say.
She doesn’t exactly appear pissed that I spoke to her, but she definitely has a miffed look going.
“Can I talk to you a minute?”
“About what?” she asks.
I move away from the crowd, hoping she’ll follow. She does. I go to start my spiel and suddenly I question it and start doing a mental rewrite.
“Uh, you know Carter, right?”
“Yeah.” Her miffed look lessens.
Hayden said they’d kind of become friends.
“We worked on a science project together a few weeks before his accident. Why?”
“Well, he told me that you . . . That your older brother is part of the Free Bloods.”
She frowns. “Not that it’s any business of yours, but I don’t even see my brother.”
“But . . .”
“Wait.” She grips her book closer. “Carter told you? Is he okay now? Did he wake up.” She sounds like she cares.
“No. Not yet. We know each other from summer camp. It was before his accident. Look, I know it’s asking a lot, but I need to speak to someone from the gang. I wanted to just give you my phone number and—”
She cuts me a look of disgust. “There are easier ways to score drugs.”
“No. I don’t . . . I’m not looking for drugs. It’s a personal thing. I need to talk to Ramon Velez.”
“You know he’s the gang’s leader?”
I nod.
“Are you stupid? You don’t want to get mixed up with them. My twin brother died because of that gang.”
And that explains why she doesn’t see much of her older brother anymore. “Look, I’m not trying to get mixed up with them. I’m actually . . .”
“What?” she asks.
I decide to go with a partial truth. “There’s a little girl who is related to Ramon Velez. She’s dying. She needs someone to donate a piece of their liver to her.”
Her eyes round. “You expect me to believe that?”
“Yeah, I do. I swear it’s true.” Honesty gives my words a punch that I hope she hears. But her expression says she doesn’t. I hold out the piece of paper with my number that I’d already written up.
She hesitates. “Fine. I don’t see my brother, but he has a friend that comes by to check on my mom every now and then. I know he talks to him. I’ll give it to him, but I can’t guarantee that it’ll ever get to Ramon.”
“I know. Thank you.”
She looks down at the paper, then back up. “Let’s say it does get to him. Do you have any idea how dangerous it is to get involved with them?”
“I’m not getting involved. I just need to talk to Ramon.”
 
• • •
 
After math, I hide out in the bathroom and text Kelsey that I’m running a bit late so she can go ahead and get lunch. My goal is to go through the line alone so I can have a few words with the crazy lunch lady if she’s there.
I enter the lunchroom and I’m so hungry from not eating yesterday, it actually smells good.
I head for the line. Crazy Lunch Lady isn’t there. I ask the woman behind the counter if she knows what happened to yesterday’s lunch lady. She claims the woman is still off on family leave, but came in one day to help out.
Great. Just how long is she going to be on family leave?
I grab my cardboard pizza and am heading to Kelsey in the back when I’m smacked in the face with a bread roll, which drops on top of my pizza. Laughter echoes. I look around for the guilty person, but there’s really no point. It’s not like I’m going ape-shit on anyone’s ass.
I’m the one who hates conflict.
Then I see the table that’s laughing the hardest. It’s Jamie, Jacob’s ex, who has it out for me, and her minions. Candace, Jamie’s friend, waves at me. Yeah, she’s the one who picked on me the first week of school and caused a scuffle that led to me getting a black eye.
I don’t know what happens, but suddenly the idea of going ape-shit on someone is sounding better and better. I square my shoulders and head straight to her table.
I should be afraid. I should be smarter and turn around. But all I feel is anger.
I stop right behind Candace, who is looking over her shoulder at me, sneering. “Did you give her the book?” Jamie asks.
So that’s who put the book in my locker? I feel my face get hotter. “I think you lost this.” I hold up the roll and then drop it. It plops in her bowl of chicken soup.
Okay, I know this doesn’t qualify as going ape-shit on anyone, but at least I’m not slinking away. I’m turning to leave when I hear, “Freak. Does your dad get it on with the dead women in his funeral home?”
I swing around. Everyone at the table goes silent. Everyone’s holding their breath to see what I’ll do.
Honestly, I’m kind of waiting too.
Oh, I know what I want to do. I want to hit her. I’ve never ever wanted to hit anyone before. Until now. But my gut says that’s what she wants. I swallow air and try to roll back my emotions. To reevaluate. Refrain from acting. Rethink my position.
I’m not going to hit her. Not going to give her what she wants. But I’m not just walking away, either. I’m going to outsmart her. I lean down, get close to her ear, just to show her I’m not afraid. Then I whisper, “Disrespecting the dead is dangerous. Be careful.” I’m impressed at the spookiness level in my tone. “Be very, very careful.”
She laughs, but when I pull back I see it in her eyes. Fear. I think I even smell it on her. Then again, that might just be her chicken soup.
Yeah, I know I’ve probably upped my freak level, but with only three months left of school, it might be worth it.
“What did she say?” I hear Jamie ask as I walk away. Then I hear Candace yelp. I look back and see Mr. Brooks standing there. His hand is on the bottom of Candace’s soda cup, which she’s holding in front of her face. And soda is dripping from her cheeks.
“Your father is a very nice man,” Mr. Brooks says. “She shouldn’t say that about him.”
He must have tapped it just as she put it to her lips.
It’s really good to have friends, but I believe he did it for Dad as much as me. Everybody likes my dad.
Then I see Candace’s gaze shoot to me. If looks could kill, I’d be at least two feet under.
“You did that!” Her eyes widen with fear.
“No, she didn’t,” someone at a nearby table says. “You’re just a bully and a klutz.”
I continue moving toward Kelsey, who’s actually standing up as if she’s prepared to kick ass and ask questions later. Yeah, it’s really nice to have friends.
As I get closer, I see she’s smiling ear to ear as if she’s proud of me. And so am I.
“What did you say to her?” Kelsey asks.
“That she should be careful,” I half lie and set my tray down, drop in the seat, pick up my pizza, and start eating. I feel people watching me, like the show’s not over. I’m only partly annoyed by it. There’s something about standing up for yourself that feels right. That gives a girl some power.
More laughter erupts from Jamie’s table. I glance that way and I see Mr. Brooks is still there. Then I see Candace shoot up and hotfoot it toward the exit. Mr. Brooks moves behind her and gives her a little shove. She trips.
Laughter erupts. I just keep eating. But when he looks at me, I give a small shake of my head to say enough. He seems to get it, because he fades.
 
• • •
 
I’m at my locker getting my books when I feel my phone vibrating in my back pocket. Usually all I get in the way of texts while I’m at school is junk mail. But bam, I remember I’ve given my number out to two people whom I’m waiting to call me: Crazy Lunch Lady and a gang leader.
I yank it out of my back pocket. A number is on my screen. I don’t recognize it. I swipe it to read the text.
It’s short. Real short.
It’s going to be okay.
“What’s going to be okay?” I ask and stare at my phone. This has to be from the lunch lady, doesn’t it?
I start to text her back, but my finger stops above my phone. I’m not sure what to write. I feel my pulse race with anticipation of getting answers. I have so many questions.
Suddenly, I don’t want to just text her. I want to talk to her. I head for the bathroom, but there are too many people in there. I decide to make a run to my car.
I step out of the school. It’s still a gloomy day. The sky is dark gray, and I hear thunder in the distance. Lightning flashes across the sky. I can almost feel the electricity in the air from the upcoming storm.
I barely get to the parking lot before it starts sprinkling. I duck my head and hurry. I’m still only halfway to my Mustang when it starts pouring. In fact it’s raining so hard it stings my skin. I almost turn around and race back to the school, but instead I pull my keys out and make a mad dash through the parking lot to my car.
It takes two tries to get my keys in the door, but I finally get it and jump in my car. Water drips from my hair. My clothes are soaked. I shiver.
It’s cold.
So. Cold. Too. Cold. Dead. Cold.
I see him sitting shotgun. For one second I think it’s Mr. Brooks. It’s not.
He’s young. Dark hair. About my age. But it’s not Hayden.
Hayden’s not this cold.
Hayden’s not . . . dead.
Hayden doesn’t have a bullet hole right between his eyes and part of the back of his head missing.
I swallow the scream that rises in my throat. Will I ever get used to this?
No, a voice insists in my head. Not a chance. Never. Ever.
“It’s not his fault,” the spirit says. “She blames him. Tell her to let it go.”
My teeth start chattering. My whole body begins shaking. I feel the drops of rain on my skin turn to ice. Forcing myself to move, I start the car and stare out the windshield at the deluge of rain hitting and rolling off the glass. I hug myself tighter, my breath releases steam, and I pray for warmth.
Before the warmth starts pumping, the cold starts to wane. Or at least the unnatural cold does. The spirit vanishes.
I sit there, arms crossed, rubbing my palms up and down my forearms and listening to the thunder roll. Another flash of lightning races across the dark sky.
Should I have spoken to the spirit? I close my eyes.
It takes a couple of seconds to remember why I even came out to my car.
I grab my phone out of my pocket. I find the number the text was sent from, then I dial.
It rings once. Twice. Three times.
“Come on, answer!”
“Hello, Riley.”
It’s her voice, and I’m immediately thrown back to not knowing what to say. How to . . . ask. What to ask?
“What do you mean by ‘it’s going to be okay?’”
“I don’t mean anything. I’m just saying that it’s going to be okay. That you shouldn’t worry too much.”
“How . . . What did you mean about me not wearing orange?”
She doesn’t answer at first. “I think you know.”
“Yeah, but . . . How do you know? What do you know about me?”
She goes quiet again. “I know you have questions and deserve answers. Unfortunately, I don’t have that many.”
“Then tell me what you do know. You told me about not wearing orange. How . . . how did you know about that? Why were you there the day I almost became roadkill?”
The line goes silent again. None of my questions get answered.
I throw one more out. “Are you . . . Do you see ghosts, too?”
“No.”
“Then how did you know that I can?”
“Like I said, Riley, I don’t have all the answers that you want. I just . . . I saw who was at your father’s funeral home and then . . . I just know things sometimes.”
“How?”
“I’m in the dark about this as much as you are.”
“You’re not answering my question. How did you know I can do this?”
She waits to answer, and I can’t help but think she’s trying to make up a lie. I know because I have to lie so much. “Your aura.”
“I have an aura?” I remember Annie saying I glow.
“Yeah.”
“What are you not telling me?” I ask.
“You asked for me to call and I did, Riley. But I can’t tell you what I don’t know.”
Then why am I sure you’re holding back? “Are you coming back to work?”
“Yes.”
“When?”
“I don’t know yet. Look, I need to go. And you need to get back to your classes.” She hangs up.
I sit there staring at my phone with more questions now than before I called her.
 
• • •
 
An hour later, I’m in History. Ignoring Jamie and Candace, who keep whispering and looking over at me.
Kelsey passes me a note. I read it. It’s about hanging out this afternoon. I hesitate and try to figure out what to write back. I want to say yes, but I also want to go by the hospital. I’m even thinking about calling the lunch lady back.
I put my pencil to the paper and think about offering to drop her off and then come back around four. But she’ll ask what I’m doing, and my answer will require another lie.
I continue to stare at the note. Then I look up at the back of her head sitting in front of me, and I’m hit by a strong desire to tell Kelsey the truth. To have one person who I don’t have to lie to. But could she handle it?
“Riley?” My name echoes from the front. I look up. The teacher is standing at her desk, and beside her is the campus police officer. “You’re wanted in the office.”
Kelsey twists in her desk and looks at me with oh-shit concern. I totally understand the look because I’m probably wearing it myself. Then the worst possibility hits.
Dad. He got drunk and got into an accident.
My heart rises to the bottom of my throat. I grab my stuff and walk out the door. The officer walks with me. I recognize him. He’s Officer Nolen, the officer who came to see me when a killer hit my car the last time I was helping a spirit.
As soon as we’re out of the room, I look at him.
“Let’s go to my office.” He’s all official and serious. He starts walking down the hall.
I follow. “Is it my dad?” I push out my biggest fear.
When he doesn’t answer right away, I stop. My heart now tries to climb up my tonsils. I can’t breathe. I can’t swallow, but I manage to push out the words, “Is he okay?”
He turns to me. “It’s . . . not your dad.”
“Then what is it?” I ask.
“Let’s get to my office and we’ll talk.”
I go back to following him. We’re on the opposite side of the school from the office that houses the campus police. My mind races, trying to figure out what this is about. Then it lands on something. The whole Candace chaos in the lunchroom. But that wasn’t anything that’d require police involvement.
Unless . . . Fear bubbles up inside me. What if Mr. Brooks didn’t stop? What if he did something to hurt her . . . Oh, shit! Shitshitshit!
Then I feel bad for thinking he could do that. But I don’t know what else this could possibly be about.
We finally get to Officer Nolen’s office.
I walk through the door, hugging my backpack to my chest. The door hasn’t closed behind me when I see Dad sitting in a chair beside the wall.
He glances up at me. His mouth is thin with fret, his eyes tight with anger. His shoulders squared as if ready to scold me. Yup, something has him upset.
What did I do this time?

Chapter Thirteen
 
Officer Nolen moves to his desk and waves for my dad and me to take the chairs facing him. I do as expected, but as soon as I drop down, I blurt out, “What’s this all about?”
“We found drugs in your locker.”
“Wha . . . aat?” The word comes out choky. Then another sound, a scratchy gasp of pure disbelief leaks out next. “I don’t do drugs.” My gaze goes to Dad and yeah, I expect him to come to my defense.
He just sits there, looking confused.
“It’s marijuana,” Officer Nolen says. “I know most kids think it’s harmless, but we don’t tolerate drugs at school, and selling them is an even bigger offense.”
“Selling them?” I laugh and look at Dad again. “You don’t really believe this, do you?”
Guilt crosses his face, then he looks at Officer Nolen. “In her defense, she has never done anything like this before.”
I stare at Dad, shocked he couldn’t do better than that. Where’s the man who knows me, knows I’d never do anything like this? The man who taught me better than to do drugs?
“There’s always a first time.” Officer Nolen picks up a pen.
“Well, this isn’t it!” I say, my tone goes high, my blood pressure goes higher. And then suddenly everything starts making sense.
“We found it in your locker.” Officer Nolen drops his forearms on his desk.
“Yeah, and Candace put it in there.”
“Candace?”
“Candace Hodge,” I say. “She’s friends with Jamie Holmes. Candace threatened to do this to Jacob’s locker out of retaliation for him breaking up with Jamie.”
“Jacob Adams?” he asks.
“Yeah,” I say.
He picks up a pen and clicks it. “It seems odd that the tip we got said you sold the drugs to Jacob. We found drugs in his locker, too.”
“I didn’t sell any drugs!” I screech.
My dad reaches for my hand. “Look, if my daughter says she didn’t do this—”
I stare at him. You couldn’t have said that five minutes ago?
Then I lean forward. “I’m the one who told Jacob about the threat. I heard them talking in the bathroom. Oh, and Jacob went to his counselor about it, too. And she told Jacob that if it ever happened she’d remember it.”
The officer’s brow pinches together as if I’m talking too fast. “When was this?”
“Just like two weeks ago. And at lunch today Candace got mad at me because . . . because I stood up to her when she bullied me. Ask anyone. They’ll tell you. It happened in third lunch period.”
Right then the office door opens and in walks a woman. A woman, mid-fifties, dressed in a black suit. I’ve seen around school.
She comes right up to the desk. “Officer Nolen.” She shifts her eyes to me and Dad. “You must be Riley and Mr. Smith.”
I nod.
“I’m Linda Jennings, a counselor here.”
I lean back in my chair and let out a deep sigh. This has to Jacob’s counselor, right?
Mrs. Jennings’ gaze shifts back to the officer. “Can I talk to you outside for a minute?”
When Officer Nolen leaves, I turn to Dad. “You thought I did it, didn’t you?”
He shifts as if he’s sitting in the hot seat now. “Not when you said you didn’t.”
“But before . . . you thought—”
“When Officer Nolen called he mentioned Jacob’s name. I jumped to the conclusion that he might have pressured you into trying it.”
I grip my hands into fists. “I’m not the one screwing up around here! Getting drunk and—”
“Riley, please. This is not the place or the time.”
I’m so pissed, I snap back in my chair and stare straight ahead without saying another word. But I’m mostly hurt. Because I feel it. I feel the trust that Dad and I shared for years crumbling. I don’t trust him. He doesn’t trust me.
Problem is, I haven’t done anything to deserve his mistrust. He can’t say the same.
A few seconds later, I hear the bell ring. One second after that my phone vibrates in my pocket. I’m pretty sure I know who’s texting me. I’m right.
Kelsey: You okay?
Me: Yeah. Explain later.
Kelsey: Anything to do with Jamie and Candace being pulled out of class right after you?
Me: Yes.
Kelsey: Call me curious.
Right then another text comes in. I think I know who it’s from, too. I’m right again.
Jacob: You okay?
Me: I think so. Your counselor is here now.
Jacob: I’m sorry. Jamie and Candace are bitches. But they are both going down for this!
Me: I hope so.
Jacob: Can I take you out for pizza after school?
Me: Sorry. I can’t.
 
• • •
 
“What’s going to happen to them?” Hayden asks that afternoon, after I unload the whole drugs-in-my-locker story. He was waiting for me when I came back from my car after visiting him—his body—and his mom. His mom who now hugs me every time she sees me. It’s not that I mind, it just feels heavy. Sometimes I feel like I’m all she’s got, and that scares me because I think she needs so much more than just me.
“The counselor said Candace is going to be suspended. Jamie is pretending she didn’t know anything about it. So I don’t know if anything will happen to her.”
“That sucks, because everyone at school knows Candace does whatever Jamie tells her to.”
“I know. And it infuriates me!” I grab hold of the steering wheel and rock back and forth.
He laughs. “Is this PMS, too?”
“Watch it,” I say and cut him a playful glare.
“It’s going to be okay,” he says.
His words take me back to my other frustration. The call from the lunch lady.
We stay in the car and chat for about thirty minutes. I tell him about the lunch lady, about the ghost appearing in my car, and end with the only good news of the day, about Selina Rodgers agreeing to pass my number and message along to a friend of her brother.
“I figured she would. She’s a nice person.” He pauses. “Remember, you are not supposed to go anywhere near any gang members without me and Mr. Brooks.”
I nod. My phone dings with a text. I see Kelsey’s name. “Crap. I told Kelsey I’d be at her house thirty minutes ago.”
“Go.” He leans in and kisses me. It’s both sweet and sexy. When he pulls back, he passes his finger over my lips. “I enjoyed this morning.”
“Me too.”
Then he’s gone.
“I love you,” I whisper to the empty car and with everything I am, I know it’s true. I let myself worry for one second that things won’t turn out the way I want, then start my car and drive to Kelsey’s.
 
• • •
 
Friday after school, I drop Kelsey at the restaurant where her mom works. Kelsey works for the place too, writing social media posts. She rocks at it.
She’s supposed to meet up with her boss today to evaluate all she’s done and see if any changes are needed.
When I park, she looks at me. “Shit. Wish me good luck.”
Kelsey normally never admits fear, and the fact that she does so freely is testament to how close our friendship has become. “Stop worrying. I’ve seen everything you’ve posted, and it’s been great. It makes me want to go eat at the restaurant.”
She grins. “We should come eat here tomorrow. I get fifty percent off all meals.”
“I’m in,” I say.
She looks at me. “Thanks.”
“For what?” I ask.
“Driving me here. Listening to me whine about Mom. For everything.”
“Like you don’t listen to me whine.” And I’ve done a lot of whining the last few days. About Dad. About the whole being-pulled-out-of-class-by-a-cop thing. About the Jacob-who’s-acting-as-if-I-butchered-his-heart thing. Yeah, I haven’t told her my whole I-see-dead-people thing, or my I’m-in-love-with-a-guy-in-a-coma thing, or even the I-can’t-get-the-leader-of-a-gang-to-call-me thing. The latter is a heart clencher, since Mr. Brooks showed up today to tell me Annie’s blood tests are looking bad again.
But just whining about the shareable stuff takes off so much pressure. And yeah, it makes me want to tell Kelsey all of it. Everything. And I will. Soon.
“I’ll text you later,” she says.
I watch her walk inside. As soon as she’s in the door, I pull out my phone to try to reach Crazy Lunch Lady again. So far, she hasn’t answered any of my calls since Wednesday’s conversation.
It rings. Rings. And rings. There’s not even a recording to leave a message. I’m about to hang up when my passenger door is yanked open.
I gasp and look at the guy now claiming shotgun in my car. He’s mid-twenties, tall, dark, and checks off everything on the list of dangerous-looking.
“Let’s take a drive.” His tone’s deep and demanding.
Every piece of advice I’ve heard about carjacking or being abducted replays in my mind like a song I want to forget. One line of lyrics stands out. Don’t ever let them take you with them. Even if you have to jump out of a moving car, it’ll be better. Because when they take you, it’ll never end well.
Since I don’t plan to die today, I glance at my door handle with thoughts of hauling ass.
“Just take the car.” Yeah, I love my Mustang, but not enough to die for it.
“It’s a nice car, but that’s not what I want.”
Yup, I’m hauling ass. My hand reaches for the door.
“Look, you asked for this meeting. Now you’re going to run?”
His words have me hesitating. I look at the guy again. He’s wearing black and burgundy.
No orange.
I also see the gun sticking out of the waist of his jeans.
“You want to talk to Ramon or not?”
An image of Annie appears in my mind, but I recall promising Hayden I’d never go alone.
“I gave him my number. I was expecting a call.”
He shrugs. “Let’s just say he’s a little hesitant to get on the phone with you.”
Why? Before I voice the question, I remember the confrontation with other gang members and Hayden’s exploding phone trick.
“Okay, tell me where he is and I’ll meet him there later.”
“Not happening. It’s now or never. You want to talk to him or not?”
His words hang in the air, and I recognize them as truth. If I don’t go. If I don’t go now, Annie will die.
 
• • •
 
The guy gives me directions while riding shotgun. Hayden is going to be so pissed at me. And if this ends badly, I’m going to be so pissed at myself. I see the red Porsche following behind us.
“Pull in right here.”
I drive into the parking lot of an apartment building. One that’s close to where the whole phone-exploding episode happened before.
I cut off the engine and look at him. The fluttering of my pulse vibrates at the base of my neck.
“You don’t have any weapons on you, do you?”
“No.” But I really wish I did. Oh, God. I wish I did.
“Then let’s go.”
I get out of the car and follow him across the parking lot. There’s sun shining. There are big fluffy clouds in the sky. It’s too pretty of a day to feel so much danger. He heads to a set of stairs, and when I get to the landing I see a girl walk past holding schoolbooks. She looks at me. I look at her. It’s Selina Rodgers. Our eyes meet, but neither of us speaks. My stomach cramps and I wonder if she’ll even call 911 if she hears me scream. I take the stairs up.
There’s a couple of guys standing at an apartment door. My escort nods to them and opens the door.
For Annie. For Annie. For Annie.
I repeat the words like a litany as I enter the apartment.

Chapter Fourteen
 
The moment I walk in, all the guys in the room start pulling their phones out of their pockets and putting them on the coffee table. Everyone but the guy sitting on the sofa with a beer in his hands.
He looks at me, then leans back. Somehow I know this is Ramon. I nod and try really hard not to look scared.
“You’re right, Mike,” Ramon says and looks over at another guy. “She’s pretty.”
I glance at the guy he’s speaking to and I recognize him as one of the members who was at the apartment building a few days ago. He’s small, dark hair, and has a tattoo right below his ear.
“I’m telling you,” Mike says. “She’s a witch.”
Ramon’s eyes return to me. “Are you a witch?”
All I can think about is how they burned witches alive in Salem, Massachusetts. “No.”
He laughs. “Good, ’cause I don’t believe in witches.” Then he twirls his beer. “How old are you?”
“Why is that important?” I ask.
He frowns. “So you want to be a member of our gang?”
“No,” I say.
“You looking to score drugs?”
“No.”
“So what do you want?”
“She wants you to crawl between her legs.” The crude remark comes from behind me.
I ignore it. “It’s about your brother.”
He flinches as if I just brought up a sore subject, then he pulls the beer to his lips and swallows a big gulp. Leaning forward, he frowns and his beer lands on the coffee table. Hard. His eyes are tight, suspicious.
“I don’t have a brother.”
I swallow. “Carlos Brooks.”
“I said I don’t have a brother!” He shoots off of the sofa and gets in my face.
I brace myself. “He died.”
He doesn’t flinch, but I see it. Or I saw it. For a flicker of a second, emotion flashed in his eyes.
“Now I really don’t have a brother.” His words ring cold.
“He has a daughter.”
“I think you should leave.” He points to the door.
“She’s six years old.”
“I don’t give a shit! I said go!” He motions to the guy who escorted me here. “Get her out of here.” He turns around as if to leave the room.
The man moves in and grabs my forearm. “She’s dying,” I blurt out.
Ramon swings around. “And this should matter to me, why?”
“You can save her.” I’m being pulled toward the door, but I yank free.
“I’m not in the business of saving people.” He rakes a hand through his hair.
The guy reaches for me again. I step back. “Please just hear me out.”
Ramon gives a nod, but my gut says I only have seconds. My gut also says this isn’t going well. What can I say to change his mind? But damn it. If Fate wants me to do this, why am I not getting a little help?
I hear Annie’s voice in my head. It’s okay, you know. If I die. If you can’t save me.
It’s not okay. “She’s your niece.”
“He didn’t give a damn about me!” His dark eyes get darker. “How do you even . . . know Carlos?”
I offer the lie I’d brainstormed earlier. “He dated my mom.”
“Is the kid your sister?”
“No. But she could have been.”
“So why do you care?”
“Because she’s young. And she’s dying. It’s not right.”
“That’s not my problem.” He looks at the guy standing beside me ready to force me to leave at his order. “Get her out of here.”
“Please,” I say. But the word is wasted. I’m being dragged out the door.
His grip on my arm is tight as he walks me out and down the stairs. When I hit the landing, I see Selina standing there. She looks relieved that I’m out of the apartment. I should feel relieved too. But I don’t.
An innocent little girl is going to die.
 
• • •
 
I was right. Hayden is super pissed.
I was lying in bed, depressed, angry at myself for not saying all of the things that are coming to me now to Ramon. Why didn’t I tell him that his brother went to see Mrs. Klasky in an effort to find him? Why didn’t I prepare better and ask Mr. Brooks more about what really happened between the two brothers? Why do I suck at this?”
“That was stupid,” Hayden rants.
Yeah, it was. But I know we’re referring to two different things. When I first spotted Hayden appear in the corner of my dark room, I was afraid it was Mr. Brooks. I didn’t want to see Annie’s dad, didn’t want to have to tell him how I failed, not until I have another plan in place.
But it’s one in the morning, and I’ve spent the last three hours wracking my brain and I’m coming up empty. I’m plan-less.
“I can’t believe you did that.” Hayden paces my room. And in one sweeping instant I feel his anger bouncing off my walls, trying to seep into my soul.
“What was I supposed to do?” I ask him.
“Not go!” His voice rises. “Do you know what could have happened?”
“I’m not an idiot. Of course, I know. You think I wasn’t scared?” Okay, so maybe his anger is getting under my skin. “I didn’t have a choice, Hayden.”
“You could’ve run!”
My chest fills with lumps of emotions. Some of his. Some of mine. I feel all those lumps, so damn heavy, like rocks trying to pull me under. Trying to drown me. “Look, I can’t handle you being mad at me right now. If I can’t fix this, Annie’s going to die.”
“You could have died!” He raises his voice.
“I didn’t.”
“You promised me.” His voice goes higher.
“I’m sorry.”
He fades.
Thirty minutes later, I’m not over my Hayden hurt when Mr. Brooks shows up. And if I wasn’t depressed enough, one look at the pain in his eyes takes me all the way down. His mood crowds the room. The space feels darker, the air denser. It feels so bad, I’m afraid he’s going to tell me it’s too late. That Annie’s already gone.
“What?” I still myself for the news.
“They are doing the surgery tomorrow, the one to put a portal in to help what’s left of her liver to filter. It’s just a Band-Aid,” he says. “If she doesn’t get it, she’ll die, but the doctors aren’t promising she’ll make it through.” His voice shakes. “She’s asking her mom to find you. She says she needs to talk to you.”
“Me?” I sit up. “Why?”
“She thinks you’re an angel, remember?” He drops his chin and stands in the middle of the darkness. Grief. Bleakness. Dejection. I feel everything he feels. Then he looks at me. “So you still haven’t heard anything from Ramon? Nothing?”
I have to tell him. But I don’t want to. I hate this. I really, really hate this.
“I saw him,” I say. “He won’t do it.” There’s no way to sugarcoat this.
“Why not?” He rushes toward me, not with anger, but desperation. I feel that, too. It swells inside me. I want to scream. I want to cry. I want six-year-old Annie to live.
Tears fill the spirit’s eyes. “What did he say?”
I crawl out of bed. Forcing the words out, I tell him everything his brother said.
Mr. Brooks listens. “It’s not true. I cared about him. It nearly killed me losing him.” He passes a hand over his face. “But I know why he thinks that.” He pauses. “He begged me to run away with him so we wouldn’t have to be separated. But I thought this was his one chance. To get adopted. To have a better life. Being adopted was like a pot of gold every foster kid wanted. I thought he’d get that. When I aged out I tried to find him. I went to see the caseworker. She wouldn’t tell me anything.”
Mr. Brooks drops down in my desk chair. “Oh, God. Annie’s going to die. I failed my brother and now I’ve failed my daughter.”
I dig deep and find a tiny seed of faith buried beneath my lumps of emotion. “I’m not giving up yet.”
“She’s probably going to die tomorrow during surgery.” He shakes his head. “I screwed up my entire life. Your dad’s holding a viewing and a funeral for me next week. What a waste. I don’t deserve it. No one will even show up.”
He disappears, but his pain stays with me.
 
• • •
 
When Hayden doesn’t show up Saturday morning, I get dressed to go to the hospital. I haven’t decided if I’m going to see Annie yet, but my gut says I’ll relent. My gut also says it’s going to be hard as hell. I’m about to leave when I remember I wanted to show Mrs. Carter the picture I took of Hayden at the camp all those years ago. I pull my photo album out of my bottom dresser drawer. When I reach for it, I see the one that has Mom’s pictures in it.
I’m instantly hit with the need to see her face again, but I don’t have time to go through it right now. I look back at the easel, set the album on my bed to look at later, and I find and remove the picture of Hayden posing with the group of other kids.
Dad is in the kitchen drinking coffee when I come down.
“Hey,” he says. “There’s a car show today in Dayton. You want to go? It’ll be fun.”
I stop. I know Dad’s trying. Trying to build a bridge to what was a great father-daughter relationship. And if I didn’t have a little girl’s life in my hands, didn’t have a pissed-off boyfriend who’s in a coma, I’d go with him, try to help build that bridge back up myself. Though in all honesty, nothing is going to be mended until Dad completely gives up drinking. But actually, I haven’t suspected him of drinking since he came home that one night stinking like cigarettes.
“I already promised to spend the day with Kelsey.”
“She could come with us,” he offers.
“It wouldn’t work. She’s got some family problems and she needs it to be just us.”
His firm-lipped expression tells me he’s going to argue. I really don’t want to argue with him now.
“Let’s plan something for next week? Okay?” Then I add, “Please.”
His firm expression fades. “Fine. I just miss spending time with you.”
Me too. Me too. I want to hug him, but I remember how he automatically assumed I was selling drugs just a few days ago. “I’ll see you later.”
“You’re not even going to eat breakfast?”
“No.” I start out, then stop and look back at him. “I love you.” My eyes sting, and I turn back for the door.
“Riley?”
I turn around.
He stands up. “Are you really spending the day with Kelsey and not . . . Jacob?”
“I broke up with Jacob.” I offer that piece of truth to him. It’s not a lie. I am going to Kelsey’s later. But it’s not the whole truth, either.
I grab my purse, drop the picture of Hayden in it, and leave.
I’m still feeling the disappointment of letting Dad down when I walk into the hospital.
“Excuse me,” I hear someone say as I head to the elevator.
There’s a dozen or more other people in the lobby, but my gut says this person is talking to me. I immediately put out feelers to see if it’s someone alive or dead.
I don’t feel any cold. Then footsteps start tapping toward me. I turn around. All my Dad anguish leaves and is replaced with Annie angst when my eyes land on Annie’s mom, Mrs. Nobles.
She has tears in her eyes. “You’re Riley, right?”
“Yeah.”
“Look, I know this is extremely awkward, but my little girl thinks you’re an angel. She’s having surgery this afternoon and she’s been asking to see you. She even started crying when I told her I didn’t know how to find you. I’ve been down here praying you’d come back to the hospital.”
Before I even say anything, she jumps to the conclusion that my answer is no.
“I’ll pay you. Just talk to her. Tell her she’s going to be okay. She doesn’t believe me.” She opens her purse.
“No. I don’t want your money. Of course, I’ll go see her.”
She lets out a sob and puts her fingers over her trembling lips. “Maybe you are an angel.”
When I walk into her hospital room, Annie smiles extra big. “Riley! I knew you’d come see me.”
Annie’s mom walks in behind me and introduces me to Annie’s dad. Or her adoptive dad. I look around, surprised Mr. Brooks isn’t here.
“Can Riley and I talk alone?” Annie asks.
Her mom hesitates, looks at me as if weighing her decision, then she waves at her husband. “Sure. We’ll go grab a cup of coffee.”
The door swishes closed, and Annie looks up at me. I feel an enormous responsibility. What if I say the wrong thing? What if I screw this up the way I screwed up with Ramon? I send up a prayer that I’ll know what the right thing is and while I’m at it, I ask for a way to help her.
“I wish I had hair like yours,” Annie says.
“Are you kidding?” I say. “I wish I had your hair.”
She smiles, then her smile fades. “I’m getting an operation.”
“Your mom told me,” I say. “I hear it’s supposed to help you.”
“I’m a little scared.” She pulls a stuffed purple bear close and hugs it.
“I would be, too,” I say. “But I’ll bet your mom and dad got you great doctors.”
“What’s it like in Heaven?”
I bite down on my lip. “I don’t think—”
“I know you’re going to say I’m not going to die. But I just want to know what it’s like . . . just in case. So I won’t be afraid.”
I swallow, and then before I know what I’m going to say the words just come out. “I hear it’s really nice. That people are happy. No problems. No pain.” I remember seeing the Bursteins pass over, and more words form. “It’s like birthday cake and smiles and gold ribbons and everything beautiful.”
She grins. “That sounds nice.”
“But I know your mom and dad would miss you. So I wouldn’t try to go there anytime soon.”
“But if I do go, I’ll be with my real dad.” She hugs her bear.
I’m surprised Annie knows about Mr. Brooks. Surely Annie can’t see his spirit too . . . “You have a real dad?”
“He was going to save me. He really wanted to. But he had an accident trying to save someone else. He was a really nice guy.”
“Did your mom tell you this?”
She nods, and I feel silly having ever thought Annie could see . . .
“I just wish he wasn’t so sad.”
I almost gasp. “How do you know . . . ?”
The door to her room sweeps open. “The doctor is here,” Annie’s mom says.
The doctor goes right to Annie and starts talking to her.
“I should go,” I say, feeling this should be just for family.
Annie looks over at me. “Will you come again tomorrow? After I feel better from the operation?”
“Sure,” I say. I’m thrilled she believes she’ll still be here.
Annie’s mom walks me out. “Thank you.” She hugs me.
I hesitate to ask, but I do. “If I give you my number, can you let me know how her surgery goes?”
“You know it.” We exchange numbers.
When I leave, I don’t know what it is, maybe I’m fooling myself, but I find a little more hope. Or maybe it’s a little more determination. I refuse to let Annie die.
 
• • •
 
Getting off the elevator onto the ICU floor, I realize it’s visiting hours, so I go straight in. When I get to the entrance of Hayden’s room, I hear Mrs. Carter talking. I stop, not wanting to intrude. But then I peer in and realize she’s talking to Hayden while she’s exercising his legs. Pushing his leg up to bend at the knee, then bringing it down.
She continues, “I think your grandmother is coming down in a couple of weeks. She’s eager to see you. She’s been so busy with the move, she hasn’t gotten down as much as she’d like.”
“It’s not the move, Mom. She can’t stand your husband. Everyone can see he doesn’t treat you right.”
I see Hayden standing in the back of the room. He looks up, meets my eyes, and then disappears.
Mrs. Carter sees me, smiles, stops, and pulls the sheet over Hayden’s calves. “Hi. They say he needs to keep his muscles moving.”
“Yeah, I’ve read that.” I move in.
She comes around and hugs me. Tight. I hug her back, remembering the hug with Annie’s mom. Hugging people you barely know is awkward, but it’s feeling less awkward with Mrs. Carter after each one. Maybe because I feel the connection to her through Hayden. Or maybe because I know she needs the hugs so badly.
“It’s so good to see you. I didn’t know if you’d come up, today being Saturday.” She looks up at the monitor over Hayden’s bed. “Did you know most of the time you come here, his blood pressure picks up? I can’t help but think he knows you’re here.”
“I hope so.” The words leak out. I don’t know what else to say. I remember the picture and pull it out of my purse. “I thought you might like to see this. I took it when we were at camp.”
She looks at the picture. “He was always smiling. A happy kid.” She pauses. “This was before his father died.” She smiles up at me. “Can I have this to make a copy?”
“Sure.” I move closer to the bed.
She sets the photograph on the bedside table. “His color still looks great.” She brushes his hair off his forehead.
I look at him. His color is still good, but it hurts to see him like this. “Yeah.”
“His doctor has asked another neurologist to come by and check him next week.”
“That’s good,” I say.
She looks at me. “I was thinking last night that I know so little about you. Tell me something about Riley Smith.”
I feel a little panic start to stir in my chest. Talking about myself is not my favorite pastime.
“I don’t know what to say.”
“What are your hobbies?”
“Oh.” I remember Mom’s easel still in my room, and the canvas with nothing but a few droplets of red paint on it. “I like art. I just bought some oil paints and some brushes.”
“What kind of painting do you like? Modernism? Impressionism? Abstract?”
I brush the back of my hand on my jeans. “I like abstract, but I enjoy drawing a lot so I kind of like realism, too.”
“You want to be an artist?” She sounds genuinely interested.
“Maybe. I’m thinking of doing a business major in college, but I want to minor in art.”
“So you’ve got college plans?” she asks.
“Nothing set in stone. But I’m thinking of going to the junior college and just getting the basics.”
“I know what your dad does, but what does your mom do?”
The question has me swallowing. “It’s just Dad and me. Mom passed away when I was young.”
“I’m sorry.”
All of a sudden, I hear footsteps behind me at the door.
“Oh my. Hi Jacob,” Mrs. Carter says.
Jacob? Jacob? Oh, shit! Crap! Air catches in my throat. Why haven’t I realized this could happen? I even encouraged him to come see Hayden. I’m an idiot.
“Come on in,” Mrs. Carter says.
I have yet to look back, but I can feel his stare. I can feel his surprise.
“Hey?” The sound of his voice echoes with shock. His footsteps bring him closer. He stops. He’s standing right beside me.
I glance over at Jacob, whose eyes are wide, his expression puzzled. “What are you . . . ?”
“Do you know Riley?” Mrs. Carter asks.

Chapter Fifteen
 
“Yeah.” Jacob’s gaze remains on me. “Why are you . . . here?”
“She knows Carter from summer camp,” Mrs. Carter says.
Jacob looks at Mrs. Carter, then back at me. “You do?”
I nod.
“Why didn’t you . . . tell me?”
Yeah, I knew he was going to ask that. “I . . . didn’t realize it until recently.” I just pray he doesn’t ask how recent. “We both went to Piney Woods Camp three years in a row.”
Mrs. Carter reaches for the picture I handed her. “She brought this today.” She hands it to Jacob. “Didn’t Carter tell you about the girl he tripped while dancing?”
“Yeah,” Jacob says, staring at the image.
“Well, Riley is her.”
“Really?” He looks up at me. Doubt still puckers his brows. Then his gaze shifts to Hayden in the bed, and I see him flinch. He closes his eyes and looks back at Mrs. Carter. “I should go,” he says.
He rushes out.
Mrs. Carter stares after him. “I think it’s difficult for him to . . . be here. To see him like this. They were really good friends.” She gets tears in her eyes. “I really appreciate you being able to be here.”
“I know,” I say, and my heart hurts for everyone.
 
• • •
 
I stay until visiting hours are over, but Mrs. Carter never quite gets over Jacob’s hasty escape. I walk out of the hospital, straight to my car, hoping Hayden is there.
He is. I crawl inside, unsure if he’s still mad at me about seeing Ramon or if he’s mad at me for coming here.
“I’m sorry I blew up,” he says, his apology so needed. “You just . . . I worry.”
“I’m sorry I scared you.”
He leans over the console to kiss me. His lips touch mine, and I feel his mood. It’s not great. Or maybe that’s just mine.
When he pulls back, I see hurt in his eyes. “I hate you being up here, but my mom doesn’t. You’re good for her. She calms down when you’re here.”
“She loves you.”
“I know. That’s why this hurts so much. She spends too much time here. All she does is worry.”
“You’re her son. She loves you.”
“I know.” He kisses me again. When he pulls back, he smiles a little. “I think I figured out something that might help Annie.”
“What?” I ask.
“I went back to the Free Bloods apartment we went to first. I found some of the members and hung around until one of them got a phone call from Ramon. I peered over his shoulder and got it. I got Ramon’s number.”
I laugh with relief. “Now I can call him and say all the things I should have said. You’re the greatest.” I pull out my phone and put it in my contacts. My mind is already thinking of what I’m going to say, but I realize I first need to talk to Mr. Brooks.
“But you are not meeting with him. Not alone.”
I’m working up an answer that’s just short of promising because, like last time, it might be taken out of my hands again.
He frowns, his gaze shifts over my shoulder, and he says, “Shit.”
“Wh . . . ?” I don’t get the word out before a knock hits my window.
I twist around. Jacob is standing right outside my window, staring at me. Staring at me having a conversation with myself.
I glance back at Hayden. “I have to talk to him,” I say in a low voice while trying not to move my lips.
“I know,” he says.
I jump out of my car.
“What were you doing?”
“Having a rant. You know, blowing off steam.”
His frown stays in place, and he rakes a hand through his hair. “Why didn’t you tell me you knew Carter?”
I see Hayden now standing outside my car. We have an audience. Great.
I focus back on Jacob. “I was going to, but—”
“Did you recognize him when you saw his picture at the lake house?”
That works. “Yeah.”
“But you could have told me at school all this week.”
“It just . . . it never came up. And I kind of knew it might upset you.”
He closes his eyes. “It’s just weird that you knew him all this time.”
“I know.”
“God, I can’t even look at him, he looks so bad.”
I shift my eyes to Hayden, knowing how hard it could be for him to hear that. I know Jacob isn’t meaning to hurt Hayden, but he is, and something inside me screams for me to protect him.
“I should go.” I turn to my car.
“I just want him to die,” Jacob says.
I swing around so fast I’m almost dizzy. His words sting like tabasco on a fever blister. “Don’t say that!”
“Even if he wakes up he’s going to be one of those people who just drools on himself. Carter wouldn’t want that.”
I see Hayden’s expression of sheer pain. Air locks in my chest. “Stop. Shut up. Shut up.”
“Seriously, Carter would rather be dead.”
Fury at Jacob has my shoulders tightening, my spine locking, my lip snarling. “Shut up!” I slap my hand over his mouth. “He could wake up and be fine.”
Jacob pushes my hand away. “Seriously? Didn’t you see what he looks like?”
Hayden’s eyes go moist. His hurt, his disgust, wiggles its way into my heart. Jacob looks ready to say something else. I go batshit crazy, putting my face in his. “I said shut up!”
For the first time, he seems to see me. Hear me. He shifts back. “I’m just—”
What’s wrong with this guy? “Don’t say another word!” I stomp my foot. Then to keep from hitting Jacob, I yank open my car door and slam it shut. The cracking sound echoes in my car. I feel nothing but anger. I breathe it in. I breathe it out.
“You okay?” Jacob leans closer to the window.
“Hayden?” I say his name, but he’s not in the car with me. I look out the window. He’s not there, either.
In the space of another breath, he appears in the seat beside me. “Jacob’s right, Riley.” Sadness deepens his tone. “I don’t want that.”
“You don’t know that’s what’s going to happen.”
“But what if it is?” He hesitates. “I should go.”
“Don’t you dare—”
“I’m not going to do anything, but I think we need to get real. Later.” He fades. Only then do I realize Jacob is still standing at my window watching me talk to myself again.
I start my car and drive off with Jacob staring at me as if I just sprouted a second head, grew a third eye, and spit fire.
 
• • •
 
If I hadn’t promised Kelsey I’d come over and we’d go to lunch at her mom’s restaurant, I would’ve gone straight home, locked myself in my room, and let myself have a meltdown. But as tempting as it is to do just that, I know Kelsey’s really looking forward to us going out to eat.
She’s even bringing a really nice camera to take some pictures for her posts about the restaurant on social media. So, pulling my big-girl panties up, I drive straight to her house.
I look over at Jacob’s driveway, praying his truck isn’t there. It isn’t. Before I cut off my engine I see the time on my dashboard. Annie’s going into surgery. One of those lumps of emotions lands in my chest again.
Please. Please let her make it.
I hurry out of my car to get Kelsey and leave before Jacob has a chance to get home. The last thing I want to do is explain any of this to Kelsey.
Rushing onto Kelsey’s porch, I barely get one knock in before she opens the door.
“You ready?” I ask.
She tilts her head to the side, like a curious puppy, and stares.
“What?” I ask.
“I just got a very strange phone call from Jacob. Actually, it was more like a bunch of questions. One: did I know that you knew Carter? Two: did I know you have long conversations with yourself in your car? Three: do I know why you completely wigged out on him?”
“Well, shit!” I say because I don’t have any other words to throw at this right now.
Her arms slowly fold over her chest, the curious-puppy look turns into a curious-dog look that’s not so cute anymore. “Why didn’t you tell me you knew Carter?”
I have to find some words. But secluding myself in my room sounds really, really good right now. “Because . . . because I didn’t realize I knew him until recently.” I swear I’m going to hell for all these lies.
“But Jacob said you knew since last weekend. Why didn’t you tell me then? He also said you were at the hospital when he went up there. And that Carter’s mom knows you.”
“Yeah. I . . . I didn’t mention it because it sounded stupid! I shouldn’t be upset because . . . it was years ago that I knew him. But I really liked him. And then you were dealing with your mom’s problems, so I didn’t want to burden you with this too.”
She continues to eyeball me. I’m not sure she’s buying this, but then her crossed arms drop.
“How is your mom?” I ask.
“Don’t change the subject. Do you think that’s the reason you sketched that picture of him?”
“Maybe.”
“Does any of this have to do with the reason you ended it with Jacob?”
“No. Maybe. I don’t think so.” Tears fill my eyes.
“Are you crying?” She looks concerned.
“No. Maybe. Probably. It’s PMS.”
“Will I ever figure you out?”
“Probably not.”
She exhales, and I hear it in her release of air. Not belief. She doesn’t believe me. The sound isn’t an all-out agreement to drop it. I can tell by the glint in her eyes that she’s still curious as hell and she’s going to bring it back up. But what I hear is a willingness for a temporary reprieve. She’s going to let this go for now.
Kelsey has to be the best friend ever.
We leave. I spend the next hour acting as if all is well. I should win an Oscar. I fake smiles, I listen to Kelsey talk about the different posts she’s planning and how she’s going to use the photographs she’s taking—and she’s taking a lot of photographs. They all have really good composition. She admits that she took photography for a year at her last school.
The manager, Kelsey’s boss, comes out and is super excited by Kelsey’s ideas and images. So excited that he says our lunch is on him. Then Kelsey orders enough food for a family of ten.
When the food comes, I stare at it while Kelsey takes more images. Close-ups. Table shots. With flash. Without flash.
I’m afraid my Oscar career is about to come crashing down, because my stomach feels like a double-knotted pretzel running from a pump of cheese. I’m not sure I can handle food right now.
Then my phone dings with a text. I read it. And bam! At least one of the wrongs in my life feels a little righter. It’s Annie’s mom texting to tell me that Annie came through the surgery without even one complication.
I continue to read. She tells me the same thing Mr. Brooks did. It’s not a fix, but it gives us time.
I didn’t realize I was holding my breath, but I must have been, because I feel my lungs relax and for a few seconds I feel like I’m floating.
“Let’s eat,” Kelsey says. When I look up, she’s got her camera on me. I smile in earnest for the first time today.
Kelsey starts snapping shots. One just of my hand reaching for a crispy chicken finger and several of me bringing the chicken finger to my lips.
She pulls the camera back and looks at the images on the screen. “Wow,” she says, staring at them. “Can I use these?”
“Sure,” I say.
Then she suddenly makes a face. “That’s weird.”
“What?” I ask.
“The last one. It’s a great shot. But you’ve got . . .”
“What?” I reach up and squeeze my nose. “Not a booger?”
She laughs. “No. An aura.” She shows me the image.
I stare. It is weird. It’s just like Annie said, I’m glowing. Then I recall the lunch lady mentioning an aura too.
“It’s just the light in here,” I say. My smile wanes, for I’m not sure I believe my own words. Then again, if glowing is the price I pay to save Annie, to save Hayden, bring on the glow.
 
• • •
 
Sunday morning I get a text from Kelsey saying she’s planning on working all day on her posts for the restaurant, but could I come over in the afternoon to do homework together? I text her back: Sure thing.
I hear movement downstairs. Probably Dad getting ready for church. Last night when I got home, he told me he needed to work today. Then he told me that on Tuesday his boss is sending him to Dallas for a few days to look at a funeral home he’s considering buying.
He’s all worried about leaving me by myself. I reminded him that I’ll be eighteen in a few weeks. He relented and then hugged me. I hugged him back. And when I did, I sniffed his clothes to see if he smelled of cigarette smoke again. He hadn’t. I hope that means he hadn’t been drinking.
I push the covers off. I’ve been awake about an hour, but I stay in my bedroom hoping Hayden or Mr. Brooks will show up.
Remembering my promise to go see Annie, I’m about to crawl out of bed when I hear Dad coming up the stairs.
He knocks and sticks his head in. “Hey.”
“Hey.”
“I’m heading out,” he says. “I should be home around dinnertime. If you want to cook, that’s great, or we can order something in.”
“Okay,” I say.
He starts to back out, but he stops. And I see what he’s looking at.
The easel.
His gaze shifts back to me. His eyes are wide, almost haunted-looking.
“I found it in the boxes in the garage,” I say. “I needed one.”
“I . . . I didn’t know you wanted to paint.”
“I saw a woman painting outside an art supply store. I thought I’d try it. So I bought some paint and stuff.” When he still looks unhappy, I add, “I used my own money.”
He finally nods. As he’s easing back as if to leave, I force myself to ask something.
“How often did Mom paint?”
“I don’t know,” he says. “She’d do it for a while and then stop.” He takes another step back, and I see it in his eyes. He wants away from the conversation and away from Mom’s easel. “I should go.”
“Dad?”
He turns around. “Yeah.”
“Why do you hate talking about her?”
“Who said I hate talking about her?”
I should probably drop it, but I don’t want to. There are so many questions I want to ask and feel I can’t. “Your expression. Your body language.”
He frowns. “You’re reading something that’s not there. I need to go or I’m going to be late for church.”
I watch him leave. I listen to his footsteps thump down the stairs. Instead of crawling out of bed, I reach for the photo album on my bedside table, the one that has pictures of me from when I was young and the five or six images of Mom in it. Once I asked Dad why I had so few pictures of her. He told me Mom didn’t like to have pictures taken.
I open it up. I run my finger over the image of her when she was young. Probably around my age. She’s not smiling. From what I gather from her diary, she didn’t have a good childhood.
As I study her face, it hits me for the first time how much we look alike. Her hair is long and blond and wavy just like mine. I turn the page to find my favorite image. The one of her standing beside a Mustang, one where she’s actually smiling. That picture is the reason I wanted the car.
I flip the page and find it. I smile. The image isn’t completely sharp. And it’s kind of grainy. I look at it again, and suddenly I notice something. I sit up and bring the album closer to see the picture.
Mom has a glow around her. Very similar to the one I had in the picture Kelsey took of me yesterday.
What does this mean?

Chapter Sixteen
 
I spend thirty minutes visiting with Mrs. Carter. She’s telling me Hayden stories. His first dog. The time he brought home a squirrel and was so upset because he’d accidently hit it, and he buried it in his backyard where he buried his other pets. Every story she tells is just confirmation of his character and good heart.
Hayden shows up during one of the stories and he sees me and fades. I get he’s embarrassed about me seeing him bedridden and all, but I wish he’d get over it.
I leave there and go up to see Annie. When I step off the elevator, I see Hayden standing in the hall. I put my phone to my ear so I can talk to him without attracting any attention.
“Hey?” I say. He turns around. The look in his eyes sets me off. “What’s wrong?”
“Annie’s got a fever.”
I bite down on my lip. “How bad is it?”
“Doctors are worried.”
I suddenly feel a chill climb up my spine. I look back. Mr. Brooks is there.
“We have company?” Hayden asks.
I nod. “Mr. Brooks.”
“I found him,” Mr. Brooks says.
“Found who?” I ask.
“Ramon. Come with me and help me talk to him. I think I can convince him to help Annie.”
“I have his number,” I say. “I can call him. I was waiting to talk to you first.”
“No. Let’s do it in person. It’s not that far from here. We could be there in ten minutes.”
I’m debating the wisdom of going.
“What does he want?” Hayden asks.
“He knows where Ramon is and wants me to go with him.”
Hayden frowns. “No. You can just call him.”
“Please,” Mr. Brooks says. “There’s a picture of her in the paper today. I think if you showed it to him, he might . . . be persuaded. He’s eating at a restaurant. So it’ll be in public. Less danger.”
I tell Hayden what Mr. Brooks said and add, “He didn’t hurt me last time. I think it’s safe.”
I can tell he doesn’t agree, but he doesn’t argue. “I’m going with you.”
Right then, Annie’s mom walks out of the room. A tight, worn expression on her lips makes her seem older. Her shoulders are slumped forward as if exhausted. She sees me and walks over.
“She’s sleeping. Not doing so well. She’s got a fever.” She brushes a few tears off her cheeks. “But there’s a news article about her needing someone with AB blood to donate part of their liver. We can only pray someone, somewhere will agree to help.”
I nod. Then I reach out and hug her because she looks like she really needs one.
 
• • •
 
I walk into the restaurant holding the newspaper.
“You need a table?” the hostess asks.
“No, I’m looking for someone.”
I follow Mr. Brooks to the back of the restaurant. I see Ramon sitting at a table with two other guys. A feather of fear brushes against the back of my neck. Being in public doesn’t actually make me safe, but there’s no turning back.
Ramon looks up. Surprise fills his face. He says something to the guys with him and then turns and faces me.
I keep walking toward him.
“Can we talk?” I ask.
“How did you find me?” His left hand rests on the table. He drums his fingers on the top. His right is under the table. Easy access to a gun if he decides he needs it. If he decides to shoot me.
“I just saw you walk in twenty minutes ago.”
“Kind of coincidental, isn’t it?” He shifts in the booth, and his eyes become dark slits of suspicion.
“Tell him you want to talk to him alone,” Mr. Brooks says.
“If he doesn’t warm up, we’re leaving.” Hayden moves closer to me.
“Can we talk?” I repeat.
“You already are talking, aren’t you?”
“Privately?”
“Told you she wants you,” one of the guys says.
“What is it you want to say?”
“Tell him you want to tell him the truth,” Mr. Brooks says.
What truth? I wonder, but without any other idea, I throw it out there. “I want to tell you the truth.”
“About?”
I was afraid he’d ask.
I wait for Mr. Brooks to speak up. When he does, I repeat his words. “The truth about your brother.”
Ramon looks at the two men sitting opposite him in the booth. “Leave us for few minutes.”
They get up. One of them puts his face in mine. “I’ll give you a little, if you want.”
“Get away from her,” Hayden seethes.
“Leave.” Ramon’s tone is sharp.
The two of them walk away. I scoot in the seat across from Ramon.
“So what’s this truth?” Ramon leans back in the booth.
“Tell him about me looking for him when I turned eighteen.”
I hesitate, unsure if it’s the right place to start. Unsure if he’ll believe his brother would’ve shared this with me. But then I realize Mr. Brooks knows his brother better than I do. “Your brother, when he turned eighteen, he tried to find you. He went to CPS and tried to get information. But they weren’t allowed to give it out.”
“You are still operating under the notion that I give a shit. What is it with you?”
I swallow. “I think you do give a shit.”
“And what makes you so smart to think that?”
“I saw it in your eyes when I told you that your brother was dead.”
“What you saw was relief.”
“Tell him that I went back to our old house in Austin,” Mr. Brooks adds. “That I found our uncle to see if he knew where he was.”
I take in a deep breath and do as Mr. Brooks asks.
Ramon leans in. “How do you know about that?”
“He told me,” I say.
I unfold the paper and push it over to him. “This is her. This is your niece.”
I can tell he doesn’t want to look at it, but then he shifts his gaze to the paper. “I told you I don’t care.”
“Tell him I’m sorry,” Mr. Brooks says. “Tell him I know I don’t deserve his help, but I’m begging him for Annie’s sake.”
“If your brother was here, I know he’d tell you he was sorry for not being able to help you. And I know he’d think he doesn’t deserve this favor. But he’d beg you to do it.”
“Well, he’s not here. And I don’t get how you think you can just speak for him. And don’t give me that crap that he dated your mom. ’Cause I don’t buy it. I found out he’s been in jail for six years. That would’ve made you, like, eleven. He’d never have told you any of this.”
“Tell him I’m here.” Mr. Brooks shifts to stand behind his brother. “Tell him.”
I cut my eyes up to Mr. Brooks. I can’t do that, can I?
Roman leans in and gets close. “So either tell me the damn truth or get your ass out of here.”
I swallow. My gaze shifts to the picture of Annie. “You won’t believe the truth.”
“Try me,” he says.
I lift my chin. “I . . . I can see ghosts.”
He laughs. A deep-belly kind of laugh.
I just sit there. “I know it’s hard to believe, but . . .”
“Tell him to ask me a question,” Mr. Brooks says. “Ask me anything about our life and I’ll answer it.”
I inhale. “He says for you—”
“He’s here now?” He laughs harder.
I nod. “He said you can ask him a question.”
“Right.”
Hayden drops down beside me. “Ask him how he thinks his friends’ phones exploded.”
“How do you think the phones of your gang exploded?”
He stops laughing, but not smiling. “You really want me to believe this crap? Get out of here!” He motions me away like I’m a fly.
“Tell him he has a heart-shaped birthmark on his ass,” Mr. Brooks says. “Tell him I used to tease him about it!”
I sit up straighter. “Your brother says you have a heart-shaped birthmark on your . . . on your butt and he used to kid you about it.”
Ramon’s smile falls off. “How do you know that? You got cameras in my place?” He slams his fist on the table.
I jump. “No.”
“We should go,” Hayden says. “He’s getting mad.”
Mr. Brooks leans in behind his brother. Ramon sits up as if he senses the cold.
Mr. Brooks adds, “Tell him that we used to lay in bed and made up a language so we could speak it and no one else would know.”
“He says you used to try to make up a language so—”
“How the hell do you know this?”
“He’s telling me,” I say, and Mr. Brooks continues dictating things for me to repeat. “He says you two were so close. He says he took a whipping for you at the first foster home. He says you told him that you owed him, and that all he ever had to do was call in the favor. He’s calling in that favor now.”
“You tell him I owe him shit. I begged him to run away with me!”
Mr. Brooks starts spouting out things to say, and I try to keep up. “He didn’t run away with you because he wanted you to have a chance for a better life. He wanted you to have a family. Parents who cared. He said that having a family was like finding the pot of gold for a foster kid.”
“Well, he was wrong. I got shit for a family. The old man beat me. And his wife let him because she was afraid he’d beat her instead.”
“He didn’t know that. He cared about you. He was willing to live without his brother just so you’d have a better life. He says he’s missed you every day.”
Mr. Brooks doesn’t slow down. “Ask him to show you his hand where we sliced our palms open and put our hands together so we would be blood brothers in every sense.”
“He says to look at your hand where—”
“I said to get your ass out of here! Go, before I let my guys do with you what they want!”
His friends must have heard him raise his voice, because they come around the corner.
“Get up, Riley,” Hayden says. “We’re leaving now.”
I stand up. My gaze lowers to the newspaper with Annie’s picture front and center. “I cannot believe you’re going to let her die.”
“This bitch is crazy!” Ramon says to the guys. “Get her the hell away from me!”
“My pleasure.” The bigger of the guys grabs my arm.
Right then all their phones start to ring.
All three of them look at one another. Shock fills Ramon’s eyes as he pulls his phone out of his pocket and drops it on the booth. “Let her go!” he says.
Big guy releases me, and their phones stop. I walk away. Hayden walks with me, when I glance at him, he’s smiling.
“I think they know I mean business now.”
 
• • •
 
“This smells good,” Dad says as we sit down at the table to eat the homemade chili.
“Thanks,” I say. I spent two hours with Kelsey doing homework, and then I came home and started painting again. While I dipped and swirled paint on the canvas, I thought about Mom, about Dad not wanting to talk about Mom. About her having an aura. I thought about Annie and her chances of a stranger with the same blood type coming forward to save her life. I thought about Hayden, about him being unwilling to talk about what happened with Jacob yesterday.
“Do we have cheese to put on top?” Dad asks.
“I think so.” I start to get up.
“I got it.” He gets the cheese and adds a handful to his bowl. “You want some?”
“Nah,” I say.
“Thank you for cooking.” He dips his spoon into the chili.
Thank you for not coming home smelling like cigarette smoke or with bloodshot eyes. I stir my chili.
“How’s school going?” he asks.
“Okay,” I say.
“Have you done your homework?”
“Yeah. I went over to Kelsey’s, and we did it together.”
“Why did you break up with Jacob?”
I’m shocked by the question. “It didn’t feel right.”
“Did he do something wrong?” His tone is full-on parent.
“Noooo.”
“You sure?” Dad asks.
“Positive.”
He eats a bite of chili and swallows. His gaze melts on me like that cheese in his chili. “Was he upset that I called his parents?” Guilt spills out with his words.
It shouldn’t make me happy, but it kind of does. It means Dad realizes he was wrong.
“No. I just didn’t like him as much as I should have. Plus, school’s almost over and he’s going to leave for college, so it just didn’t seem smart.” I take a bite of chili.
“We need to get you signed up for college,” he says. “Do you mind going locally for a few semesters until . . . until I save up enough to—”
“That’s what I planned.”
“Sorry,” he says. “I really wanted—”
“It’s fine, Dad. Really. I prefer it this way.” I’d worry too much about your drinking.
“Okay,” he says. “You sure you’ll be okay when I’m in Dallas?”
“Yes.” Are you sure you’ll be okay and won’t get drunk when you’re there? “Did you get caught up at work?” I ask, trying to participate in the conversation.
“Yeah. It was a hard day, though. Sad.”
“You’re a mortician. I’d think it’s always sad.”
He kind of grins. “Some things are harder than others. I have a client that . . . the state is paying for his funeral. He was a prisoner. And next Tuesday is his viewing, and Wednesday is his funeral. To be honest, I don’t think anyone is going to show. The one thing sadder than watching people mourn is when no one does.”
I remember Mr. Brooks saying nobody would show up for him.
“That is sad.” And in addition to hurting for Mr. Brooks, I feel something else. I realize what it is. I’m proud of my dad for caring.
“Did you read the paper today?” I ask.
“Yeah. Why?”
“Did you read about the girl who needs a part of someone’s liver?”
“Yeah,” he says. “Both you and I have O negative.”
“Yeah, I know. I just . . . I printed up some flyers. Tomorrow I’m going to go post them wherever I can.”
He looks puzzled. “Do you know her or someone who does?”
“No. I just . . . wish I could help.”
“That’s nice of you,” he says.
“Yeah,” I say.
“By the way, my boss called yesterday. There’s another property they want me to look at, and I can only see it tomorrow afternoon. Which means I’ll have to leave a day early. I’m hoping to be home on Wednesday. So I’ll still only be gone two days.” He frowns. “Are you sure you’ll be okay?”
I roll my eyes. “I’m fine.”
The next five minutes pass, and we eat in silence. I hear the clock ticking in the living room, I hear our spoons scooping up chili. I hear the two elephants in the room milling around. One wears a tag that reads “Dad’s drinking,” the other reads “Mom.”
My gut says bringing up either would lead to a confrontation. I consider if it’s even worth it when the chances of Dad talking is lower than one of those elephants sprouting wings and flying away.
I drop a piece of beef I saved for Pumpkin, who waits patiently at my feet. When I look up, the words just fall out. “How long did Mom paint?”
Dad cuts his eyes at me. I see the frown pulling at his lips. I wait for him to say he doesn’t want to talk about it.
“On and off since I knew her.”
I sit up in the chair. “Did she take art classes?”
“I don’t know. I know she watched those television programs of people painting.”
“Was she good?” I ask.
“I guess. I’m not an art critic.”
“You said she heard voices. What did you mean by that?”
He frowns. “Just that she said she heard voices. She went and got on antidepressant medicine.” He picks up his bowl and walks to the kitchen.
“Did they go away?” I ask.
“I think so. She didn’t mention them after that.” He faces the sink and rinses out his bowl.
“Did she love me?” The sound of my voice echoes in the room as it was too loud.
He looks back at me. It’s an easy question, but he hesitates. “Sure. Yeah.”
Why doesn’t he sound confident in that answer?
“Did she love you?”
He looks back at the sink. “She said she did.”
“Did you have a good marriage?”
His shoulders stiffen. “Most of the time.”
“What did you argue about?”
“I don’t remember.” He starts back to the table.
“Did—?”
“Enough questions, okay?”
I hear pain in his voice. Considering I didn’t think I’d get anything out of him, I decide to give him a break. But I hope he realizes that this isn’t a subject I plan on dropping. She was my mother, and I deserve to know about her. And like it or not, he’s my only source of information.

Chapter Seventeen
 
Monday morning, I’m up early making more copies of the flyer about Annie in the hopes of finding someone who can help her.
“Hey,” I hear Hayden’s voice say.
I turn around, and he’s on my bed.
“Hi.” For him I pull out a smile.
“What are you doing?” He’s suddenly standing beside me.
“Printing out flyers. After school I’m going to go post them.
“Where are you going to post them?”
“Anywhere there’s a semi-flat surface to stick them to. I’m going armed with tape, tacks, and a staple gun.”
He brushes my hair off my cheek. “You are a good person, Riley Smith.”
I drop on the end of my bed. “I don’t feel like I am.” I look up. “I feel like I’m failing her.”
“Riley, you put your own life in danger trying to help her. Multiple times.”
Tears turn my vision watery. “But it’s not enough, Hayden. She’s still going to die.”
“You don’t know that. She’s better this morning. The fever’s gone. Sometimes it just takes a while for miracles to happen.”
He drops down beside me and puts his arm around my shoulders. We sit there for several long minutes. Me leaning against him.
“We still need to talk about what Jacob said.” I breathe in his scent. I love that scent. I love him.
“No we don’t.” And then, “Wow. You’ve been painting more. You’re great. Look at that.”
It hits me that maybe I was wrong and Hayden is right. Talking about it could just hurt him more. I glance over at my work, seeing it from a distance for the first time. A sad feeling of déjà vu hits. “Mom painted the same one.”
“How do you know?”
“I remembered.”
“Do you have any of her paintings?” The question is a quiet one, but it causes a big reaction in my mind.
I jump up. “I don’t know. I mean, we had a bunch of paintings hanging in our old house. I’ve been wanting to hang some of them.” I suddenly smile. “They could be hers. Why didn’t I think of that?”
He grins. “Because then you wouldn’t have a reason to think I’m so brilliant. And pay me back in kisses.”
I lean in and kiss him. “I don’t need a reason to kiss you.”
 
• • •
 
“You want to go with me?” Waiting in the lunch line, I tell Kelsey about hanging flyers about a girl who needs an organ transplant.
“How do you know her?” Kelsey asks.
“I saw her picture in the paper.”
“Okay.” But her tone’s heavy with afterthought.
“Okay what?” I pay for my chicken fingers.
“It’s just . . . strange that you’d get involved.” She hands the cashier her money. “But it’s admirable. My friend’s a crusader.”
“Right,” I say. “So you wanna come? Crusade with me?”
She bites down on her lip. “I can’t today. But tomorrow I will.” Kelsey tells me her mom finally made an appointment with a doctor. “We’re going this afternoon.”
“You’re going with her?”
“Yeah. I had to fight her to let me, but she gave in.”
“So she’s made up her mind to . . . keep it?”
Kelsey frowns. “She says she’s still weighing her options.” Kelsey’s tone says those options are weighing on her as well.
“What do you want?”
“I want her to keep it.”
Kelsey and I have just set our lunch trays down when I see Jacob walking toward us. Jacob looking angry. He stops. “We need to talk,” he says.
“About what?” I ask.
“Talk in private.” His words, loaded with anger, come between clenched teeth.
“Wow, talk about feeling like a third wheel,” Kelsey says.
“Fine.” I stand up to go with him. But the seriousness in his voice says I’m not going to like this.
“What the hell are you doing?” Jacob asks me as soon as we walk out of the cafeteria, leaving the not-so-good smells and lunch noise behind us.
Right outside the doors, he stops and glares at me. I’m sure this is about me going to see Hayden, but I’m not sure exactly what he’s implying.
“I can’t go see him because he’s your friend?”
He shakes his head. “I’m not talking about Carter.”
“Then what are you talking about?”
“Selina Rodgers told me you’re hanging out with the Free Bloods. Are you nuts?”
I was so not expecting this. “I . . . I’m not . . .”
“So she’s lying?”
My first instinct is to be upset at Selina. But I know her intentions were good, not to cause trouble. But this is trouble. “No. I just . . . I know someone who had a brother in the gang, and he wanted to get a message to him.”
“Carl?” His tone when he mentions my ex-boyfriend makes the name sound dirty.
That’ll work. I don’t answer.
“Now he’s putting your life in danger. He’s an idiot. And you’re . . . an idiot. I can’t believe I fell for an idiot!” His voice rises, and I feel a few curious eyes move our way.
“I’m not going to see them again.” All of a sudden I feel the cold climb up my spine. I know we’re not alone, but I can only deal with one issue at a time.
Jacob rakes a hand through his hair. “Do you know how many women get raped by them? Ask Selina. She just gave me the statistics. And guess what? They killed her twin brother, too. Stay away from them!”
He leaves me in the atrium of the school entrance.
I stand there in a bubble of embarrassment.
“They didn’t do it,” a voice says beside me. And it’s the young guy who was in my car the other day. At least now I know who he is. Selina’s brother. “The Free Bloods didn’t kill me. She’s playing the blame game.”
“Who did?” I ask, and just like that he disappears.
I turn to leave, and when I do I almost run right into Selina. Her arms are folded tight as if she can feel her brother. Well, hell, how long has she been standing there? She’s got guilt tattooed all over her face, so probably long enough to see the shitstorm Jacob caused.
Her gaze shifts away. I’m starting to walk when she speaks up. “I’m sorry. I . . . I thought he’d just mention it to you, not get bent out of shape.”
I’m still on the cusp of being pissed at her, but her apology pulls me back.
She continues. “I just don’t like thinking something could happen and it would be my fault because I told Rick about you. I shouldn’t have done that.”
“Nothing happened. And I asked you to do it.”
“You don’t know what you’re up against. They’re dangerous. They killed my brother.”
“Did you see it happen?” I ask, realizing this is my opportunity.
“No.”
“Then how do you know the gang did it?”
“Because he said he was going to see our older brother. Try to convince him to get out.”
“But you don’t know the gang did it. It could have been anyone. Stop playing the blame game.”
She gasps and then blinks. “Why would you . . . ?”
“What?”
“My brother always said that.”
“Said what?”
“Playing the blame game.”
Well, shit! “It’s just a saying.”
Her eyes grow wide. “Is it true?”
“Is what true?” I should go. Get the hell away before I screw up more.
“Candace was freaking out the other day. I heard her tell Jamie that you . . . you could talk to dead people.”
“Please. You don’t believe in ghosts?”
“Yeah. I kind of do.”
Freaking great! “I gotta go.”
 
• • •
 
After taping one of my last flyers to the bulletin board in a small hamburger shop, I realize I should’ve printed three times as many. After I explained what the flyers were about, businesses from dry cleaners to carpet-cleaning places were willing to post them. Several even taped it to their counters where people paid. I don’t know the odds of someone with AB blood seeing it and volunteering, but I can’t think about that now.
It’s just like things with Hayden. I just have to believe that he’ll wake up soon and be okay.
When I get back to my car, I remember that Dad has a copy machine in his office. I know he already left for Dallas, but surely Ms. Duarte would let me run some flyers off. After that, I need to go to the hospital, then I’m going home to open all the boxes and see if any of the paintings we had on our walls in Dallas were actually done by my mom.
I almost asked Dad this morning before I left for school, but he was so anxious about packing, and about me being home by myself, that I offered him a reprieve.
I drive straight to the funeral home. It isn’t until I walk through the door that I realize I might run into some other ghosts. And frankly, I’ve got too much on my plate to take on another one. Selina’s brother hasn’t shown up again. But my gut says he will. My gut says I’m going to be hunting down a murderer. But before I delve into that, I’m going to do everything I can to save Annie. Then there’s Hayden. He’s definitely top priority.
The bell over the door rings, and I hear footsteps, tap tap tapping of high heels, moving down the hall to greet me.
“Riley?” Ms. Duarte says. “It’s good to see you. I’m afraid your dad already left, but can I help you with anything?”
I tell her about the flyers.
“That’s so sweet of you. Of course you can use the copy machine. Do you want me to do it?”
“No, I can do it. Thanks!”
As I go down the hall to Dad’s office, I pass a funeral room that has a placard that reads Carlos Brooks. I remember the viewing is today.
My chest grows heavy, remembering Dad saying he was worried no one would come. Is Mr. Brooks in there? Is he dealing with the thought that no one will mourn him? I push through the doors. It’s dark. It’s cold. But not dead cold.
The casket at the back of the room is open. A light overhead spotlights the coffin. I only hesitate a second, then I move in, knowing Dad would have made Mr. Brooks look good.
As crazy as it sounds, I kind of feel like his work on the bodies is his art. He takes pride in making them look good. Look like themselves. Look alive.
I stop a few feet away. I was right. Dad did make him look good. Sunday-school good. Sunday-school teacher good.
He’s wearing a suit and tie. Suddenly I recognize the tie. I press a hand to my lips. It’s one of Dad’s old ones. And I know he donated it. No matter how mad I get at Dad, I can’t deny he has a good heart.
I also notice that the tattoo that ran up Mr. Brooks’ neck is covered. Knowing Mr. Brooks, I know he’d have wanted that. But I wonder how Dad would know that?
I say a little prayer for Mr. Brooks, and for Annie, and then I head out.
When I push the doors open, Ms. Duarte is standing there and jumps.
“Oh, Riley. I thought you were in your father’s office.”
“I was going there. I just . . . Dad mentioned he had a client who might not have anyone to come see them. I thought I’d pay my respects.”
She smiles. “You’re just like your dad. Always thinking of other people. The funeral isn’t until tomorrow. I know he made tons of calls in the hopes of connecting with someone who knew him. He must have reached someone, because already one person showed up for the viewing.”
“Other than me?” I ask.
“Yes.” She waves to the book on the small table.
I move over to it. And I almost gasp when I read the name. Ramon Velez.
“Let me know if you need any help making copies,” Ms. Duarte says. “The machine needs a few minutes to wake up.”
“Okay.” I stand there just a second and let myself hope that Ramon showing up here might mean he’s reconsidering.
Then I head to Dad’s office. I start the copier and wait for it to warm up. I move over to his desk and realize the room smells like Dad. For the first time, I realize I’m going to miss him these next two days.
The copy machine makes a chirping sound. I go to get up and when I do, I accidentally hit the trashcan with my foot.
It makes a clinking sound like glass hitting metal. I look down. There’s a small garbage bag tied in a knot. An ugly thought hits. I reach down and untie the bag, praying I’m wrong.
I’m not. Tears fill my eyes as my chest goes lumpy with hurt again.
In the bag are four different bottles of alcohol. Four empty bottles.
“Shit!” I say. “Why are you doing this to yourself, Dad?”
 
• • •
 
I leave the funeral home and go to the hospital. The clinking sound from the trashcan keeps echoing in my head. I try not to think about it and concentrate on the hospital visit. I’m hoping to run into both Hayden and Mr. Brooks. It’s not visiting hours, so I go to Annie’s room first. As I ride the elevator up, I pull my phone out and consider calling Dad. But to say what? Is this really a conversation I want to have over the phone? The elevator opens, and I walk out.
I see Mrs. Nobles, Annie’s mom, and Annie walking down the hall. Beside them is Mr. Brooks. All three of them look up at the same time. Two of them look as if they’ve lost their best friends. Crazy how the least sad of the three is the sickest.
“Riley.” Annie’s voice rings bigger and healthier than she looks. Her color is all wrong, yellow wrong. Even the white in her eyes carries the hue and makes the purple circles under her lower lashes more noticeable.
When I get closer, a familiar comforting scent fills my airways. Hayden was just here. Mrs. Nobles moves in. “Are you putting out flyers about Annie?”
“Yes.” I’m unsure how she knows, and suddenly unsure if I should have asked her before I did it. “I just thought—”
She must read my emotions. “I’m thrilled. We’ve been so focused on social media we didn’t even think of doing it. How crazy is that? But I got a call from the owner of my dry cleaners asking if there was anything else they could do besides posting the flyer. They said a young woman was passing them out.”
“I just printed off some more. I plan on going back out tomorrow and getting them posted.”
“But there aren’t very many people with AB blood,” Annie says in a nonchalant tone she might use to report that the cafeteria is out of red Jell-O.
“There are more than you think, and we only need one.” You can hear Mrs. Nobles’ soul grasping for faith in that one sentence.
Mr. Brooks frowns. I meet his gaze, then shift my eyes to the elevator, hoping he understands I want to talk to him. I know the fact that his brother showed up at the funeral home doesn’t mean he’ll reconsider helping Annie, but at this point I’ll take what little hope we can find. And he looks as if he could use some, too. In fact, I wish I could tell Mrs. Nobles.
“Can you come color with me?” Annie slips her small hand in mine.
“Yeah, I have a few minutes.”
We go back to her room, and Annie’s mom goes for coffee. Mr. Brooks stands way in the corner. His coldness still causes the temperature to drop, but it’s bearable.
As I’m coloring an elephant with polka-dotted pants, Annie looks up. “How is your friend?”
“My friend?”
“The one that’s here in the hospital?”
“How . . . ?” Then I remember telling her mom about Hayden. “He’s doing okay.”
“He’s really nice,” she says.
I stop moving the crayon on the page. “Yeah, he is.” I consider my next words. “You’ve met him?”
“Uh huh. He said I’m going to be okay.”
I smile, thinking of Hayden encouraging Annie.
“He said that he loves you.” Annie grins and reaches over for a different crayon.
“I love him, too.”
Annie’s mom walks in. I hang out, color, and chat about Disney movies for about ten minutes. Then I hug everyone goodbye, give Mr. Brooks the nod to follow me, and I leave.
When the elevator closes and it’s just me and Mr. Brooks, I ask. “Can Annie see Hayden?”
He nods. “I think so. I can’t see him, but every now and then she talks as if someone is there.”
“She talks to you, too, doesn’t she?” I ask.
“Yeah.”
“What do you talk about?”
“That I love her. That I’m trying to help her. She somehow knows she can’t talk to me around her parents.”
“She’s smart,” I say.
“I know.” His voice catches. “She’s down to having just a few days again.”
I tell him about his brother showing up at the funeral home.
“Do you think he’s reconsidering?” Hope adds cadence to his question.
“I don’t know. But it’s a possibility.”
“Should we go see him again?”
I considered it on the ride over here. “My gut says it might be better to let him contemplate it. We left the newspaper there. He knows how to reach out if he changes his mind.”
“Yeah. Even as a kid, he never was one you could push. He’d think things through before making up his mind about things. It could take him fifteen minutes to figure out what pair of socks to wear.” His tone is both sad and reflective.
Not knowing what to say, feeling a bit hopeless myself, I stare at the elevator doors. Mr. Brooks looks at me. “Is something else wrong?”
“Nothing about Annie.”
“Then what’s it about?” he asks.
I almost say it’s fine, but I realize he’s just trying to help me the way I’m trying to help him. I skip my concern about Annie pulling through, and about Hayden, and tell him my other issue. “My dad.”
“His drinking?”
“So you’ve seen him?” I hug myself from Mr. Brooks’ cold.
“He’s got a serious problem,” he says.
“I know, but he refuses to see that, and I don’t know how to make him face it.”
“Just keep doing what you’re doing. Every time you talk to him about it, he stops drinking for a while. He actually poured out two bottles of vodka at work the other day.”
“He did?” I grasp for the hope that gives me.
“Yeah. He brought another one the next day, but he wants to stop, Riley. I know it’s hard for you to see him like this. And coming from someone who was addicted to drugs, I can tell you it’s hard on him, too. I’m not saying to stop pushing him. You have to push. What I’m saying is don’t give up on him. And I know this might be hard to hear, but he’s gotta hit rock bottom before he’ll admit anything.”
“That’s just it. He’s hit several times. He lost two jobs in the last two years. And what if the next hit on the bottom ends up killing him?”
“Hopefully it won’t.” He pauses. “Has he ever tried counseling?”
“Are you kidding? Dad doesn’t believe in talking things through. He’s the silent brooding type who believes words are a waste.”
“Yeah.” He nods. “It’s just . . . when he drinks, he pulls out that wedding picture of him and I’m assuming your mom and just stares at it. I don’t think he ever got over losing her.”
“I used to believe that, but now it almost seems like he’s angry at her.”
“Anger is part of grief, believe me when I say I felt it in the beginning when I grieved my own death.”
“Yeah, but it’s been almost fourteen years. How long before he moves past that?”
“I don’t know, but maybe it’s not just grief? Maybe there’s more to your mom’s death than you think?”
“Like what?” I ask.
“I don’t know. It’s just . . . like you said, it feels like he’s bottling something up inside him, drinking to try to forget. I used drugs to forget about losing Ramon. Maybe if you can find out what’s really bothering him, you might be able to help him get better.”
I’m still digesting Mr. Brooks’ advice when I walk through the ICU doors. It makes me more determined to unravel the mystery of my mom, because like him, I think it has to have something to do with her.
I walk into Hayden’s room. And while my spirits are pretty low, one look at Mrs. Carter and I know they can go lower.
“What’s wrong?” I watch her wipe a few tears from her cheeks.
“Nothing,” she says. “I just need to stay positive.” She steps close and hugs me. “Thank you for coming.” I feel the desperation in her embrace.
“What happened?” I ask when she pulls back.
“I met with the neurologist who was asked to offer a second opinion about an hour ago.”
My heart starts swelling. “And?”
“He’s even more pessimistic than Carter’s doctor. He says that if Carter wakes up, he’ll probably never be normal.”
My swelling heart’s suddenly too big for my chest. “How can they say that? From what I read it’s never a sure thing.”
“Oh, they say they could be wrong, but they also say the likelihood of that is small.” Her eyes water up again. “What’s sad is . . . I met him in the meeting room down the hall, but I could swear Hayden was standing right beside me when the doctor was talking.” She inhales and looks at me. “I know my son wouldn’t want that. But . . . I can’t give up hope.”
“Hell no you can’t.” Tears fill my eyes, and we hug again. All I can do is pray the doctors are wrong. And pray that Mrs. Carter is wrong about Hayden being there for the talk.
 
• • •
 
On the drive home, I call Kelsey to see how things went with her mom’s appointment. She answers and asks if she can call me back. I can tell from her tone that something’s happening.
“Okay. Just call me when you can talk.”
It’s pitch dark when I get home. I must have forgotten to leave a light on. I park in the garage. I have one foot out of my car when I see the door into the kitchen is open.
Freezing, I just stare. I never leave that door open. Neither does Dad.
I hesitate, unsure if I’m just nervous about being alone. I’ll bet Dad just forgot to close the door when he was dragging his suitcase out this morning.
I step out of the car. Something feels off. Like the garage is different. But I can’t put my finger on it.
I curl my fist around my car keys, sliding one key between my fingers, making them a weapon, the way I learned at a self-defense class Dad made me take a year ago. But I still tell myself this is just nerves.
I move into the kitchen, stopping in the doorway to listen for any noise that may encourage me to run like hell.
There’s no noise, except the sound of Pumpkin’s paws tapping my way.
“Hey.” I pick him up when he lets out a welcome-home meow. “Is it safe? You keep all the ghosts and robbers away?”
He meows and rubs his face on my chin.
“I knew I could count on you.” Holding him close, I ease into the kitchen and turn the lights on.
The first thing I notice is Dad’s suit coat hanging on the back of a chair at the breakfast table. I’ll bet he came home before going out of town. Then I see his lunch bag on the counter and I know I’m right.
I shut the door.
Right then the house phone rings. I go and pick it up.
“Hello.”
“You home safe and sound?” Dad asks.
A swell of emotion fills my chest like liquid goo as I remember the bottles in his office trashcan. “Yeah. Where are you now?”
“I finished the meeting with one property owner. Now I’m sitting in front of a restaurant about to go in and have dinner, then I’m heading to the hotel. I have an early meeting tomorrow.”
“Promise?” I ask.
“Promise what?”
“That you’re going straight to the hotel and that you won’t be out drinking and driving.
“Would you stop with the drinking stuff? Can’t we just have a nice conversation?”
“Just promise me you won’t drive drunk and we can.”
He doesn’t answer for a while and then, “I promise.”
“Thank you.”
“Make sure you lock all the doors?”
“I will.” I grip the phone tighter. “Will you call me when you get to your hotel room?”
“Yes.”
“I love you, Dad.”
“I know,” he says. “I love you, too.” The call goes quiet. “I went by the grocery store before I took off and bought some lunch meat and a few frozen dinners. I even got you some of those marshmallow treats you love. So there’s food in the house.”
Then it definitely must’ve been Dad who left the door open. Probably bringing in the groceries. “Thanks.”
“Don’t stay up too late. And make sure you get your homework done.”
“I will, but remember you’re calling me when you get to the hotel.”
“I know.” A touch of rebellion sounds in his voice as if he doesn’t like having to answer to me. But like it or not, that’s how it’s going to be until I can trust him.
We hang up. I stand there with Pumpkin purring in my arms. The quietness in the house is almost eerie. “Hayden,” I say, even though I don’t feel him. “If you come by that’d be nice.”
I stand in the same spot. Waiting. Wishing. Wanting to see him. And worrying the reason I haven’t seen him is because of what he heard the doctor say.
Remembering Dad’s mention of food, my stomach grumbles. But I really want to see if I can find any of Mom’s paintings. I set Pumpkin down and grab a knife to open the boxes.
I turn to the door leading to the garage, and that’s when I hear them. Footsteps. Ghosts don’t normally create footsteps. I grasp the knife tighter and force myself to turn around.

Chapter Eighteen
 
He’s wearing black and a burgundy cap. His hair is black, straight. His eyes are dark. Something about him feels familiar.
His gaze goes to the knife I’m holding. “Put it down.”
“Lea . . . ve!” I say, but my voice shakes, my hands shake. My insides are quaking. I remember Selina’s warning: You don’t know what you’re up against. They’re dangerous.
“I’m not here to hurt you. I just want to talk.”
“Then you normally knock on the door.”
“I’ll try to remember that next time. But you know, an unlocked window is practically an invitation.” He actually smiles, but it fades too fast to ease my fear. “My name is Reagan Rodgers.”
Rodgers? I know why he looks kind of familiar. He looks like Selina and her dead twin. “Yeah?”
“Selina called me.”
“And?” The temperature drops. I feel the cold presence. I’m guessing it’s Reagan’s brother. My gaze cuts that way, and I’m right. Thankfully, this time his bullet hole isn’t showing.
“He won’t hurt you,” the spirit says.
I want to believe him, but I can’t reach that level of trust with an intruder who has a bulge in the waist of his jeans and I know I could end up with part of my head missing.
“What do you know about my brother’s death?”
“Please. How would I know about your brother’s death?” My words lack conviction.
“The same way you know things about Ramon’s brother?” He takes a step closer, as if he’s no longer worried about my knife. “Who killed him?”
“I’m not telling him that. He’ll try to kill him,” the spirit says.
“I . . . don’t know.”
“But I can tell him where the gun is,” the spirit continues. “He’ll have to turn it over to the police. Or better yet, make an anonymous call and lead them to it. The gun is registered to the person who killed me.”
“Where is it?” I ask.
“What?” asks Reagan.
The spirit keeps talking, I keep debating if telling Reagan is right. Before I overthink it, the words come out. “You should call and leave an anonymous tip for the police to search the roof of the apartment building number nine. Don’t try to fix this yourself, because the person who did this isn’t anyone you’d know.”
“Are you just saying that to get me to leave?”
“No.”
“If this is a wild goose chase, I’ll be back. And I won’t be happy.”
The spirit speaks up again. “Remind him that he promised me if I’d tell him who did this, he’d quit the gang. Tell him he has to keep that promise.”
I swallow. “Now you’re quitting the gang, right? You . . . promised.”
“Shit!” He looks at me. His dark eyes round. Without a word, he leaves. So does the spirit. I immediately run and lock the door, then I race around in a panic checking the windows. And yeah, the one in the downstairs office is unlocked.
 
• • •
 
After I quit shaking, I eat a mac and cheese frozen dinner and down two marshmallow bars. Carbs are calming. Or at least I want to believe they are.
Chasing a piece of macaroni around the otherwise empty plate, I look at the knife still resting beside my plastic frozen dinner container and recall why I got it out in the first place.
I stand up to go look for the paintings. My phone rings. The noise echoes in the house that feels too big. I pull my phone out of my pocket.
 
• • •
 
Thirty minutes later, I hang up with Kelsey. She told me about the argument she had with her mom about giving the baby up for adoption.
She was really upset, and I don’t blame her. Moving from the table, I drop my spoon in the sink and walk out into the garage. I realize I really want at least one of those paintings to be Mom’s. I want to see her work. To study her work. I want to have something she created.
I move to the corner where the boxes are, and just like that I realize what it is that’s different in the garage.
The boxes are gone. How could that be?
It had to have been Dad. But why? Did he know I’d want to look at them? Did my finding the easel set off warning bells for him?
But why the hell would he not want me to see the paintings? Does it mean for sure they were painted by my mom? Now I’m hell-bent on finding out.
All I have to do is figure out what Dad would do with them.
I see a ladder leaning against the garage wall. I’m pretty sure it’s been moved, too. I look up and see what appears to be an attic opening with a rope. I move the ladder, climb up, and realize it has one of those pull-down steps.
It takes me a few minutes to keep moving the ladder until I can pull it all the way down. During the whole getting-the-attic-open debacle, a text rolls in from Dad saying he’s at the hotel. I want to text him so badly and say what the hell, but I don’t.
I climb up. There’s a light switch. I turn it on. The attic space swallows up the tiny amount of voltage put out by the one bulb. But it’s just enough light for me to see the boxes pushed over in the corner.
“If you were trying to hide them, Dad, you did a piss-poor job.” I go back down and collect my knife, then carefully climb back up.
I move to the first box and cut the tape free. My heart pounds as I lift the cardboard top up. Covered with a towel is the first framed 20-by-24-inch painting. I pull the towel away and recognize the image of a barn and some chickens as artwork we had in our Dallas house. The style is impressionist with a touch of realism.
Who painted this? Mom? I look at the bottom for the artist’s signature. I see it, but it’s small and dust coated.
Leaning down, I blow some of the grit off. Dust explodes, and I feel the grit land in my eyes. Blinking away what feels like sand, I ease in again. The lighting sucks and I still can’t make out the signature, so I pick up the frame and crawl down the steps.
Moving straight into the kitchen, I set it on the breakfast table and turn the overhead lights on. My pulse is beating. Feeling as if I’m closer to my mom than I’ve ever been, I lean in again. Disappointment hits when I read the name. Sam. It’s not my mom. Or at least it’s not my mom’s name. But what would be the chance that she’d sign it by another name?
Not giving up, I climb back up into the attic and pull out another one. I bring it down. This painting is different. It’s more impressionistic and it’s an image of a pond with water lilies. It even has a bit of a Monet influence. I set it on the table and check the signature. Sam.
I return to the attic five more times. Opening two more boxes. Each time I find the same artist’s signature on the work. Who is Sam? Why do we have seven paintings by him?
Did Mom maybe take art classes from him? An ugly thought hits. Did Mom have an affair with an artist? I remember asking Dad if Mom loved him and his answer—She said she did—seemed loaded with innuendo. Bad innuendo.
Is that why Dad reacted like he did when he saw the easel? That could explain why he’d want to hide the paintings. That might explain some of Dad’s problems and why he doesn’t want to talk about Mom.
Then again, I’m completely jumping the gun here. Her having paintings by an artist is a huge leap away from her sleeping with an artist. Frankly, I don’t like thinking Mom would do that. And if Mom was having an affair with “Sam,” why would Dad keep the paintings and not get rid of them?
I go to close up the attic. And when I do, I see something resting at the bottom of the ladder. It’s the white side of one, no, two, photographs. Were they in one of the boxes and fell out?
I pick them up and turn them over. My eyes take in the image, and I gasp. It’s a photograph of a porch scene. A rocking chair, with a cat, and flowers and two pairs of flip-flops. It’s the painting in my memory that Mom was working on. The one I’ve started painting in my room. I look at the next snapshot and I get chills.
This is the image of the pond with yellow and white waterlilies.
Did Mom paint this one, too? Or did Sam paint it and Mom was with him when he did?
I stand there puzzled. Then I realize a way I might find answers. Google is my friend.
I rush upstairs and turn on my laptop. I type into the search engine: artist with the name Sam.
Unfortunately, like a million links appear on the screen. I add Texas Artist with the name Sam. I still get like fifty links.
I bypass the ones that appear too old or too young. Then I stumble across a link, Sam’s Art Gallery, and it’s in New Spring, Texas, a small town by Dayton. I open the website. In addition to being a gallery, they offer art classes.
They have some photos linked to the site. Different paintings. Most of them in the same style as those I found. There’s no headshot of Sam. Not even a bio. But in one photograph there’s a guy, about my dad’s age. He’s tall and blond and has long wavy hair worn in a ponytail. He’s giving painting lessons to a woman. Is that Sam?
How could I know? I start to move to the next image, but something in the background of the photograph catches my eye. I get chills running up then down my spine. It’s the painting. The porch scene with flip-flops. I enlarge the image. It’s not in sharp focus, but I know that’s it. I also see the sign below that reads: Not for Sale.
That has to be Sam. But how close was Mom to him? And I can’t help but wonder if we have paintings he did, if he doesn’t have more of Mom’s. Did they paint together and then gift them to each other?
There’s only one way to find out. I’m making a trip to New Spring, Texas. In my mind, I’m already skipping school tomorrow. But then I click on the gallery hours and am devastated that they are only open on the weekends.
It’s almost midnight when I go to bed. My thoughts are twisted. Hayden. Annie. Dad. Mom. And the mystery artist, Sam. It’s hours before I finally fall into slumber.
 
• • •
 
I wake up at four in the morning to find Hayden next to me. He’s smiling. I smile back, but it slips away when I remember he didn’t come see me yesterday. “Where were you?”
“I had some thinking to do.”
From his tone and the reflection in his eyes, I know his mom was right. Hayden was there when the doctor delivered the devastating news. “Don’t do this.”
“Don’t do what?”
“Lose faith.”
He brushes a finger under my eyes. “You didn’t sleep well last night.”
“No, and it’s partly your fault. I was worried about you.”
“You can’t worry about me.”
“Like you don’t worry about me?” I ask.
He leans in, and his lips meet mine. The kiss is warm, welcome, but it feels somehow wrong. When it ends, he pulls back and focuses on my eyes again. “What kept you awake besides me? You worried about Annie?”
“That and . . .” I tell him about finding the paintings and seeing a hot tall blond guy in the images and how I found the photographs and I worry my mom might have had an affair with him.
“That’s a stretch,” he says. “Maybe he was just your mom’s friend.”
“Yeah,” I say. “But why would we have seven of his paintings?”
“Maybe she liked his art.”
I admit I might be jumping the gun. Then I tell him about finding the liquor bottles in Dad’s office and even about Ramon showing up at the funeral home.
He listens and says all the right things the way he always does. I don’t think I’ve ever felt this connected to anyone. While Kelsey is a touchstone, Hayden is a soulmate. But I see something in his eyes that I felt in his kiss. And I’m afraid of what it is.
I lean up on one elbow. “Are you feeling bad again?”
“Not really.”
“What do you mean, ‘not really?’ Hayden, if something’s wrong we can do exactly what we did before.”
He doesn’t answer, then sits up. I do the same. And I see it even more in his eyes now. I remember that look from the last time he turned away from me. He’s here to say goodbye.
“You can’t leave me.”
“Riley, I’m sorry, but I . . . I can’t do this.” He pops out of the bed.
“You’re scared. I get that.” I follow him.
His blue eyes meet mine. “I can’t . . . I don’t want to be the guy who can’t walk, or talk, or has half a brain. I can’t do it.”
“You don’t know it’s going to turn out like that. You just need to wake up!” I reach for his hands. “Then you’ll get better.
He pulls away. “That’s not what the doctors think, Riley.”
“But Hayden—”
“No.” His voice shakes. “If you love me you’ll understand.”
“What I understand is that you’re scared. And so instead of sticking it out, you want to quit. There’s no reason that you can’t get better. In fact, there’s no reason you haven’t woken up except that . . . you’re scared. And I get that, but—”
“You’re right, I’m scared. Scared of what my life will be like. I don’t want it, Riley.”
“So you have no desire to fight for us. To give us a chance. None. You’re just going to leave me!”
“That’s not fair. I’d love nothing more than to wake up and be your boyfriend. You are the best thing that ever happened to me. But the chances of me even being able to feed myself are slim.”
“But you don’t know it’ll be like that, Hayden. There’s no reason for you not to try. No reason for you to die when you can live.”
He puts a hand on each of my shoulders. “There is a reason.”
“No, there’s not.”
“Yes, there is, Riley.”
“Not one besides you being afraid?”
He leans in and puts his forehead against mine. “There’s a reason.”
“What? Tell me one good reason!”
With the pads of his thumbs, he brushes off the tears from my cheeks. “I have AB blood. The same kind of blood as Annie. She wouldn’t just get part of my liver. She could the whole thing.”
Air catches in my throat. Tears fill my eyes. “No, Hayden. I love Annie and I want her to live, but I’m hanging posters. I’m trying to save her. There’s still a chance . . .” My voice shakes. “Both of you can live.”
“I can help her, Riley.”
I hear it in his voice. His mind is made up. I don’t know what to say to stop him. And then I realize there’s one thing I can use. His love. Because I know he loves me.
“No! You can’t give up! I swear to God, Hayden, if you do this, I’ll hate you for it. And I’ll follow in your footsteps. If you don’t value your own life, then why should I value my own? I’ll stop being careful. I’ll meet gangsters. I’ll chase down rapists. I’ll do it because if the boy I love didn’t value his life enough to fight for it, then why should I?”
“You won’t do that.” His words sound like barbwire, sharp and pointy.
“Yes, I will, Hayden. I’ll do it out of spite! I swear I will. Because everything in my gut says this is wrong. That if you fight, it’ll work out. I believe that. I really believe that. I don’t believe you were sent to me so I could help you die.”
“Maybe I was sent to you to help someone else live. Annie.”
“No! That’s not it! And if you don’t want me doing stupid—”
“Damn it, Riley! Don’t you see? I don’t want my mom to change my diapers anymore. Can’t you understand? I love you, but I just can’t do it!”
He disappears. I drop down on my bed, grab a pillow, and sob. He’s going to leave me. Just like Mom left me. And I’m never going to get over it.

Chapter Nineteen
 
Two hours later, I’m still hugging the life out of my pillow. My phone dings with a text. I pick it up and see it’s Dad wishing me a good day. It’s not going to be a good day. My gut still says Hayden is wrong, but there’s this tiny, very little piece of doubt. What if he’s right? What if what I was supposed to do was fix it so Annie would live? But I still hate it.
I. Hate. It.
Then I wonder if Hayden will die today. I remember Mr. Burstein’s passing. It was so fast. Painless. It felt like the right thing for him, but this feels different. He had lived his life. Hayden is so young. He’s my soulmate. Mr. Burstein was leaving to be with his soulmate. And I feel as if someone is surgically removing that part that was Hayden. But oh, God, it hurts.
After a few more minutes crying on the pillow, I realize the time. I’m supposed to pick up Kelsey in fifteen minutes.
Crap!
I force myself to get out of bed. I go brush my teeth. My reflection stares back at me. My eyes are red, puffy. My hair’s a mess. I don’t have the energy to worry about how I look. I don’t have the energy to go to school.
So damn it, I’m not going. But realizing it’s too late for Kelsey to get someone else to give her a ride to school, I decide to pick her up and drop her off. I pull on a pair of sweats and tennis shoes and head out. My eyes feel gritty. My throat feels gritty. My heart feels gritty.
I pull in front of Kelsey’s and text her. She comes barreling out, wearing black, her favorite non-color, her backpack hanging off one shoulder. Looking tons more optimistic than she sounded last night, she climbs into the car.
Her gaze settles on me, and her eyes round. “Shit. What’s wrong?”
I knew she was going to ask, and I have a plan. My go-to plan of late.
Lie. I’m fine. Just couldn’t sleep. Still have PMS. But the tears threatening to fill my eyes aren’t going to make that lie convincing.
“Talk to me,” Kelsey says.
I can’t tell her about Hayden. But there’s a lot of stuff I can tell her, so I spill. I tell her about finding the bottles of alcohol in Dad’s office, I tell her about the paintings. And finding Sam’s Art Gallery in New Springs. I pull up the website on my phone and show it to her.
She stares at the picture of Sam. I point out the painting in the background. She keeps staring, then she hands me my phone, but she doesn’t say anything. The silence seems awkward, intentional, too loud. What is she not saying?
I face her. “What?”
“I . . . I’m not sure you want to hear this.”
“Hear what?”
“I’ve always thought . . . I mean, you said you looked like your mom, but . . .”
“What?”
“You don’t look like your dad. But you do look like . . .” She glances back at my phone. “Like that guy.”
“Whoa!” I say. “No. That’s not possible. My dad is . . . my dad. He told me we both have O blood.”
“Yeah.” She nods with a little too much enthusiasm. “I’m just saying that—”
“Well, don’t say it!” Emotion bubbles up inside me. Yeah, I’m already making some pretty crazy assumptions, but not that crazy. But then I remember Dad’s refusal to talk about Mom. The feeling that there’s a boatload of secrets he’s holding in. I remember Mom was pregnant when they got married. Could she have been carrying someone else’s . . . Shit. Crap. Shitcrap. Shitcrap.
Kelsey frowns. “I’m sorry. You’re right. I shouldn’t have said that. But why don’t we skip school and take a drive to New Springs? We’ll ask him about knowing your mom.”
It takes me a minute to get my emotions in check, and another to accept that my anger aimed at Kelsey is totally misdirected. I’m angry at Hayden. At Dad for his drinking and all his lies. At Mom for dying. At life for making Annie sick and taking Mr. Brooks away before he could help her.
I swallow a lump of pain and force myself to answer. “The gallery is only open on the weekends.”
“Okay, then this weekend we’re going there. We’ll get to the bottom of this.”
And just like that, something shifts inside of me. I’m not so sure I want to get to the bottom of this. What if I hate what I learn? Even confirming Mom was having an affair would hurt like hell. And with my Hayden hurt, I’m not sure I can deal with it.
“Are things better with your mom?” I ask.
“No. Before she left for work she said she’s still weighing her options.” Kelsey reaches over and squeezes my arm. “Let’s not go to school. Let’s go drown our sorrows in pancakes and maple syrup.”
“You thought I was going to school looking like this?”
“Are you kidding? You’re styling. Grunge looks good on you. I mean, the toothpaste dribble on your chin is a really nice touch.”
I rub my chin and actually feel the crusty spot. Then I laugh. She stares at me, and I laugh harder. Finally, she joins in. We laugh a good three minutes. When one of us almost stops, we look at the other and it starts again. I don’t know what we’re really laughing at anymore, but it’s like a shot of Novocain and everything inside me that hurts, hurts less. It’s a reminder that no matter how sucky my life gets, I can’t throw in the towel. Why can’t I get Hayden to see that? The Novocain is wearing off.
I start the car. “Who makes the best pancakes? I want a double stack with extra bacon.”
“Wow, you’re living dangerously.”
“Yeah, I am.” And I remember my threat to Hayden.
 
• • •
 
It’s almost one p.m. when I drop Kelsey back off at her house. I drive back home. I run upstairs to change my clothes and comb my hair. I can’t give up. I have to talk to Hayden again. I’m getting in my car when a text dings.
I pull my phone out of my back pocket. It’s from Mrs. Carter. I read the words, and tears fill my eyes. I know you’re in school, but come here when you can.
Tears fill my eyes. “No!” I scream and hit the steering wheel. Does this mean Hayden is dead? My insides feel crowded out by the pain almost too large to fit. My lungs feel smashed. My throat knots. My heart pounds as if beating is too difficult.
I drive straight to the hospital. When I’m walking through the lobby I hear someone call my name. I look over. It’s Annie’s father, Mr. Nobles.
“You heard?” he asks, and his happy tone tells me it happened. Hayden must be gone, and the hospital discovered they both have AB blood. I know it’s what he wanted. But it hurts so damn bad. “Annie is getting a part of a liver.”
My stomach cramps.
“It’s amazing,” he says. “What were the chances?”
I have to dig deep, really really deep to force a smile. But with the smile comes tears. I’ve lost Hayden.
“We didn’t even know he had a brother,” Mr. Nobles continues.
His words rumble around my head, then my heart. “His . . . brother?”
“Yeah. Annie’s biological father. The one who was going to donate part of his liver. He had a brother, and he showed up yesterday and agreed to be tested. He said he knew his brother wanted him to do this. The results came in this morning. He’s a match, and they’re doing the surgery this afternoon.” He hugs me. “I know Annie will want to see you if you have a minute.”
I nod. “Yeah.”
“Thank you.” I hear the words as I walk to the elevator. When I look over I see it’s Mr. Brooks. “I’m staying with Annie, but I’ll come to say goodbye before I go.”
I smile at him, but the smile takes effort because my heart feels broken. On the ride up, I get nauseous. Would Hayden have reconsidered if he knew Annie was going to be okay? Then I remember the text from Mrs. Carter. She didn’t say Hayden was gone, but she wouldn’t want to do that in a text. Oh, God, did he die in vain?
The elevator doors open. I’m scared to walk out. Scared to learn that Hayden’s gone. When the doors begin to close, I start out.
It’s visiting hours, so I walk right through the ICU doors and past a woman wearing a wedding gown. Obviously, she’s the same one I saw in my house earlier. Her cold reaches out to me like icy fingers.
“We can help each other.”
Her words follow me as I rush past.
“You’re going to want to talk to me!”
I keep walking.
I’m in no emotional place to deal with anything else. The doors swish closed. The first thing I see is Mrs. Carter. She’s hugging one of the nurses, and I hear the sound of her tears. My eyes go damp.
Their hug ends, and she sees me. “Riley?”
She rushes over. Her arms come around me. I feel empty. I want to drop to the floor and just sob. Then she pulls back. Her eyes meet mine, and I’m confused by her expression. She’s smiling.
“It was crazy,” she says. “He just woke up. They took the tube out about two hours ago. He spoke to me, Riley. He actually spoke to me.”
I pull in a big gulp of air, it tastes so sweet. My chest feels open, warm.
“He’s okay?” An emotional sound leaves my lips.
“They’ve run tests. The doctors are in there now doing some final assessments.”
Hayden’s door opens, and a doctor steps out. It’s the same doctor I met the other day. She stops in front of us.
“It’s the closest thing to a miracle that I’ve ever seen,” she says. “I’m not saying he doesn’t need physical therapy, but he appears to have all muscle function. He’s talking, answering questions. I’ve never seen anyone come out of a coma after three months and be in such good shape.”
Mrs. Carter makes a sound of pure joy, the same one I’m feeling on the inside, and she hugs her. A few seconds later, she asks, “Can we go see him now?”
“Dr. Walker is finishing up the exam. It should just be a few more minutes.” She smiles. “You never gave up on him,” the doctor says. “Your devotion and your faith inspired me.”
In a few minutes, the other doctor walks out. He hugs Mrs. Carter, too. Then we walk in. Hayden is sitting up. He’s thin, he looks weak, his hair’s a mess, but he smiles.
Mrs. Carter runs over and hugs him. I stand back and wait my turn. When she shifts away from the side of the bed, I move in. I take his hand and squeeze. I want to kiss him, but that’ll have to wait until we’re alone. I want to tell him I told him so, but that’ll have to wait, too.
“I knew you’d be okay.” My throat tightens with emotion.
He offers me a not-so-bright smile. “I’m sorry,” he says, his voice raspy and raw. “But am I supposed to know you?” His gaze shifts to his mom with concern. “Am I . . . forgetting something?”
“Oh, hon. It’s Riley. Riley Smith. You knew her at camp. You asked her to dance then you tripped her. Don’t you remember?”
He nods, continues to stare, then shakes his head. “I do . . . remember that. But . . . I don’t remember her.”
Right then the door opens and Jacob and Brandy rush in.
Hayden’s eyes light up.
“Damn you scared us!” Jacob moves over to the bed.
Hayden smiles at his best friend. Then his gaze and smile shift to Brandy. She moves over. Hayden reaches for her hand.
“Were you worried about me?” Even with his scratchy throat, the flirt in his voice can be heard. I know because I’ve heard it so often.
“You know I was.” She leans down and kisses him. Kisses him the way I wanted to kiss him. Well, not exactly the same way. I’d put much more emotion into it.
A nurse walks in. “He shouldn’t have too much company. He needs rest.”
“I’ll leave.” I take one step back. Hayden’s gaze shifts to me, and for one second I think he might recognize me, but then his focus moves back to Brandy.
“I’ll see you later,” I say.
“Yeah,” he says.
I walk out of Hayden’s room.
“Riley?” I turn, and Mrs. Carter is there. She comes running over and hugs me. “I’m sorry. I . . . I guess I should have mentioned he has a girlfriend.”
“No. It’s fine. I kind of even knew it.”
“I can’t tell you how much you being here has meant to me.”
“I know. I need to run.” Knowing I’m about to break down, I practically sprint to the elevator.
My chest’s so tight I’m sure I’ve cracked a rib. Why didn’t I realize he might not remember me? Why didn’t I realize he might still feel a connection to Brandy?
He’s alive. He looks like he’s going to be fine. I should be happy. I am happy. I go to brush a tear off my cheek, but it’s frozen to my face.
“Are you crying about a boy?” The voice hits at the same time the cold does. “They always hurt you. Never trust them.”
I see the woman standing in front of me. The dead bride has returned. The back of her wedding dress comes down in a low V, and the dress itself is all lace and embroidery with tiny pearls. The train, made of delicate lace, swirls around her feet. My feet. It covers the entire elevator floor as if it’s a living, breathing thing.
She turns around. My gaze zeroes in on the knife sticking out of her chest. “I hear you are looking for your mother. I can help you. I know where she is. And believe me when I say there’s a lot about her that you don’t know. But before I tell you anything, you have promise me you’ll help me.”
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What would you do if your whole life turned out to be a lie, but uncovering the truth could get you killed?
 
From the New York Times bestselling author of the Shadow Falls series comes C. C. Hunter’s new YA thriller about a girl who discovers her face on a “Missing Child” poster. Was she kidnapped as a child? Were her adoptive parents behind it?
 
Chloe was three years old when she joined the idyllic, happy Holden family. Now, fourteen years later, her parents’ marriage has fallen apart. Everything Chloe loved about her life is gone, and to make matters worse, being back in her mom’s old hometown of Joyful, Texas, stirs up haunting feelings of déjà vu.
 
When Chloe meets Cash Colton she’s drawn to him, as though they’re kindred spirits. Until Cash tells her the real reason he sought her out: Chloe looks exactly like the daughter his foster parents lost years ago, the daughter they still grieve, and he’s determined to find out the truth.
 
As Chloe and Cash delve deeper into her adoption, things don’t add up, and the clearer it becomes that someone dangerous doesn’t want them to figure it out. Why is Chloe’s adoption a secret that people would kill for?

Chapter One
 
“What are you doing?” I ask when Dad pulls over at a convenience store only a mile from where Mom and I are now living. My voice sounds rusty after not talking during the five-hour ride. But I was afraid that if I said anything, it would all spill out: My anger. My hurt. My disappointment in the man who used to be my superhero.
“I need gas and a bathroom,” he says.
“Bathroom? So you can’t even come in to see Mom when you drop me off?” My heart crinkles up like a used piece of aluminum foil.
He meets my eyes, ignores my questions, and says, “You want anything?”
“Yeah. My freaking life back!” I jump out of the car and slam the door so hard, the sound of the metal hitting metal cracks in the hot Texas air. I haul ass across the parking lot, watching my white sandals eat up the pavement, hiding the sheen of tears in my eyes.
“Chloe,” Dad calls out. I move faster.
Eyes still down, I yank open the door, bolt inside the store, and smack right into someone. Like, my boobs smash against someone’s chest.
“Crap,” a deep voice growls.
A Styrofoam cup hits the ground. Frozen red slushie explodes all over my white sandals. The cup lands on its side, bleeding red on the white tile.
I swallow the lump in my throat and jerk back, removing my B cup boobs from some guy’s chest.
“Sorry,” he mutters, even though it’s my fault.
I force myself to look up, seeing first his wide chest, then his eyes and the jet-black hair scattered across his brow. Great! Why couldn’t he be some old fart?
I return to his bright green eyes and watch as they shift from apologetic to shocked, then to angry.
I should say something—like, add my own apology—but the lump in my throat returns with a vengeance.
“Shit.” The word sneaks through his frown.
Yeah, all of this is shit! I hear Dad call my name again from outside.
My throat closes tighter and tears sting my eyes. Embarrassed to cry in front of a stranger, I snatch off my sandals and dart to a cooler.
Opening the glass door, I stick my head in needing a cooldown. I swat a few stray tears off my cheeks. Then I feel someone next to me. Dad’s not letting this go.
“Just admit you screwed up!” I look over and am swallowed by those same angry light green eyes from a minute ago. “I thought you were . . . Sorry,” I say, knowing it’s late for an apology. His look is unsettling.
He continues to glare. An all-in-my-face kind of glare. As if this is more than a spilled slushie to him.
“I’ll pay for it.” When he doesn’t even blink, I add another, “I’m sorry.”
His question seethes out. “Why are you here?”
“What? Do I know you?” I know I was rude, but—hotness aside—this guy is freaking me out.
His eyes flash anger. “What do you want?” His tone carries an accusation I don’t understand.
“What do you mean?” I counter.
“Whatever you’re trying to pull, don’t do it.”
He’s still staring me down. And I feel like I’m shrinking in his glare.
“I’m not . . . You must have me mixed up with someone else.” I shake my head, unsure if this guy’s as crazy as he is sexy. “I don’t know what you’re talking about. But I said I’m sorry.” I grab a canned drink and barefoot, carrying sticky sandals, hurry to the front of the store.
Dad walks in, scowling.
“Careful,” a cashier says to Dad while mopping up the slushie just inside the door.
“Sorry,” I mutter to the worker, then point to Dad. “He’s paying for my Dr Pepper! And for that slushie.”
I storm off to the car, get in, and hold the cold Diet Dr Pepper can to my forehead. The hair on the back of my neck starts dancing. I look around, and the weird hot guy is standing outside the store, staring at me again.
Whatever you’re trying to pull, don’t do it.
Yup, crazy. I look away to escape his gaze. Dad climbs back in the car. He doesn’t start it, just sits there, eyeballing me. “You know this isn’t easy for me either.”
“Right.” So why did you leave?
He starts the car, but before we drive off, I look around again and see the dark-haired boy standing in the parking lot, writing on the palm of his hand.
Is he writing down Dad’s license plate number? He’s a freak. I almost say something to Dad but remember I’m pissed at him.
Dad pulls away. I focus on the rearview mirror. The hot guy stays there, eyes glued on Dad’s car, and I stay glued on him until he’s nothing but a speck in the mirror.
“I know this is hard,” Dad says. “I think about you every day.”
I nod, but don’t speak.
Minutes later, Dad pulls over in front of our mailbox. Or rather Mom’s and mine. Dad’s home isn’t with us anymore. “I’ll call you tomorrow to see how your first day of school was.”
My gut knots into a pretzel with the reminder that I’ll be starting as a senior at a new school. I stare out at the old house, in the old neighborhood. This house once belonged to my grandmother. Mom’s been renting it to an elderly couple for years. Now we live here. In a house that smells like old people . . . and sadness.
“Is she home?” Dad asks.
In the dusk of sunset, our house is dark. Gold light leaks out of next door, Lindsey’s house—she’s the one and only person I know my own age in town.
“Mom’s probably resting,” I answer.
There’s a pause. “How’s she doing?”
You finally ask? I look at him gripping the wheel and staring at the house. “Fine.” I open the car door, not wanting to draw out the goodbye. It hurts too much.
“Hey.” He smiles. “At least give me a hug?”
I don’t want to, but for some reason—because under all this anger, I still love him—I lean over the console and hug him. He doesn’t even smell like my dad. He’s wearing cologne that Darlene probably bought him. Tears sting my eyes.
“Bye.” I get one slushie-dyed foot out the car.
Before my butt’s off the seat, he says, “Is she going back to work soon?”
I swing around. “Is that why you asked about her? Because of money?”
“No.” But the lie is so clear in his voice, it hangs in the air.
Who is this man? He dyes the silver at his temples. He’s sporting a spiky haircut and wearing a T-shirt with the name of a band he didn’t even know existed until Darlene.
Before I can stop myself, the words trip off my tongue. “Why? Does your girlfriend need a new pair of Jimmy Choos?”
“Don’t, Chloe,” he says sternly. “You sound like your mom.”
That hurt now knots in my throat. “Pleeease. If I sounded like my mom, I’d say, ‘Does the whore bitch need a new pair of Jimmy Choos!’” I swing back to the door.
He catches my arm. “Look, young lady, I can’t ask you to love her like I do, but I expect you to respect her.”
“Respect her? You have to earn respect, Dad! If I wore the clothes she wears, you’d ground me. In fact, I don’t even respect you anymore! You screwed up my life. You screwed up Mom’s life. And now you’re screwing someone eighteen years younger than yourself.” I bolt out and get halfway to the house when I hear his car door open and slam.
“Chloe. Your stuff.” He sounds angry, but he can just join the crowd, because I’m more than mad—I’m hurt.
If I weren’t afraid he’d follow me into the house all pissed off and start an argument with Mom, I’d just keep going. But I don’t have it in me to hear them fight again. And I’m not sure Mom’s up to it either. I don’t have an option but to do the right thing. It sucks when you’re the only person in the family acting like an adult.
I swing around, swat at my tears, and head back to the curb.
He’s standing beside his car, my backpack in one hand and a huge shopping bag with the new school clothes he bought me in the other. Great. Now I feel like an ungrateful bitch.
When I get to him, I mutter, “Thanks for the clothes.”
He says, “Why are you so mad at me?”
So many reasons. Which one do I pick? “You let Darlene turn my room into a gym.”
He shakes his head. “We moved your stuff into the other bedroom.”
“But that was my room, Dad.”
“Is that really why you’re mad or . . . ? He pauses. “It’s not my fault that your mom got—”
“Keep thinking that,” I snap. “One of these days, you might even believe it!”
Hands full, chest heavy, I leave my onetime superhero and my broken heart scattered on the sidewalk. My tears are falling fast and hot by the time I shut the front door behind me.
Buttercup, a medium-sized yellow mutt of a dog, greets me with a wagging tail and a whimper. I ignore him. I drop my backpack, my shopping bag, and dart into the bathroom. Felix, my red tabby cat, darts in with me.
I attempt to shut the door in a normal way instead of an I’m-totally-pissed way. If Mom sees me like this, it’ll upset her. Even worse, it’ll fuel her anger.
“Chloe?” Mom calls. “Is that you?”
“Yeah. I’m in the bathroom.” I hope I don’t sound as emotionally ripped as I feel.
I drop down on the toilet seat, press the backs of my hands against my forehead, and try to breathe.
Mom’s steps creak across the old wood floors. Her voice sounds behind the door. “You okay, hon?”
Felix is purring, rubbing his face on my leg. “Yeah. My stomach’s . . . I think the meat loaf I had at Dad’s was bad.”
“Did Darlene fix it?” Her tone’s rolled and deep-fried in hate.
I grit my teeth. “Yeah.”
“Please tell me your dad ate a second helping.”
I close my eyes, when what I really want to do is scream, Stop it! I get why Mom’s so angry. I get that my dad’s a piece of shit. I get that he refuses to take any blame, and that makes it worse. I get what she’s been through. I get all of it. But does she have a clue how much it hurts me to listen to her take potshots at someone I still sort of love?
“I’m going to sit out on the patio,” she says. “When you’re out, join me.”
“Uh-huh,” I say.
Mom’s steps creak away.
I stay seated and try not to think about what all hurts, and instead I pet Felix. His eyes, so green, take me back to the boy in the store. Whatever you’re trying to pull, don’t do it.
What the heck did he mean?
 
I leave the bathroom, but before I open the back door, I stare out the living room window at Mom reclined on a lawn chair. The sun’s setting and she’s bathed in gold light. Her eyes are closed, her chest moves up and down in slow breaths. She’s so thin. Too thin.
Her faded blue bandanna has slipped off her head. All I see is baldness. And—bam!—I’m mad at Dad again.
Maybe Dad’s right. Maybe I do blame him for Mom’s cancer.
It doesn’t even help to remember that three weeks ago, the doctor ruled her cancer-free. In fact, her breast cancer was found so early that the doctors insisted it was just a bump in the road.
I hate bumps.
My gaze shifts to her head again. The doctor claimed the short rounds of chemo were to make sure there weren’t any cancer cells floating around in her body. But until I see her hair grown back, and stop seeing her ribs, I won’t stop being afraid of losing her.
When she was diagnosed, I thought Dad would come back, that he’d realize he still loved her. What’s sad is that I think Mom thought he would, too. It didn’t happen.
Mom’s eyes open, she adjusts her bandanna, then stands up with open arms. “Come here. I missed you.”
“I was only gone three days,” I say. But it’s the first time I left her overnight since she got cancer. And I missed her, too.
We walk into each other’s arms. Her hugs started lasting longer since she and Dad separated. Mine got tighter when the big C stained our lives.
I pull out of her embrace. Buttercup is at my feet, his wagging tail hitting my leg.
“Has she redecorated the house?” Her tone is casual, but still loaded with animosity.
Just my room. Going for a conversational U-turn, I ask, “What did you do while I was gone?”
“I read two books.” She grins.
“You didn’t pull up your manuscript and try to write?” Before Mom and Dad’s problems, Mom spent every free moment working on a book. She called it her passion. I suppose Dad killed that, too.
“No. Not feeling it,” she says. “Oh, look.” She pulls her bandanna off. “I got peach fuzz. I hear women pay big bucks to get this look.”
I laugh, not because it’s funny, but because she’s laughing. I don’t remember the last time Mom laughed. Are things getting better?
She moves over to the swing. “Sit down.”
It sinks with her weight. Mom’s shoulder bumps into mine.
She looks at me, really looks at me. Is she seeing my just-cried puffiness? “What’s wrong, baby?”
The concern in her voice, the love in her eyes, they remind me of when I could go to her with my problems. When I didn’t weigh every word to make sure it wouldn’t hurt her. Because she already has way too much hurt.
“Nothing,” I say.
Her mouth thins. “Did your dad upset you?”
“No,” I lie.
Her gaze stays locked on me as if she knows I’m not being honest. I throw something out there: “It’s Alex.”
“Did you see him while you were there?”
Another lump lodges in my throat—I guess this subject is too tender to touch on, too. “He came by and we talked in his car.”
“And?”
“And nothing.” I bundle up that pain for another time. “I told you he’s seeing someone else.”
“I’m sorry, baby. Do you hate me for moving you here?”
Duh, you can’t hate someone who has cancer. But now that the cancer is gone . . . ? Tempting, but I can’t. Just like I can’t hate Dad.
“I don’t hate you, Mom.”
“But you hate it here?” Guilt adds a sad note to her voice. It’s the first time she’s considered my feelings about this. I tried my damnedest to talk her out of moving—I even begged—but she didn’t give. So I gave. I’ve done a lot of giving.
My vision blurs with tears. “It’s just hard.”
My phone dings with a text. I don’t want to check it, thinking it’s Dad texting to say he’s sorry, and Mom might see it, then I’d have to explain. He is sorry, isn’t he? I want to believe he realized giving my room to Darlene was a mistake.
“Who’s that?” Mom asks.
“Don’t know.” My phone remains in my pocket.
It dings again. Shit!
“You can check it,” Mom says.
I pull it out and hold it close. It’s not Dad. And now that stings, too.
“It’s Lindsey.” I read her text. Come over when you can.
“She called earlier to see if you were home. Why don’t you go see her? I’ll fix dinner.”
“I’ll just text her,” I say, knowing Lindsey will ask about my trip, and I don’t know her well enough to dump on her.
“Okay.” Mom pats my arm. “What do you want for dinner?”
“Pizza.” I’m starving. I barely touched my lunch before leaving Dad’s.
“Pizza? On an iffy stomach,” Mom says. “How about tomato soup and grilled cheese?”
I hate tomato soup. It’s sick food. Cancer food. We ate that every night of chemo. Then again, I suppose that’s what I get for lying. “Sure.”
 
Soup, a sandwich, and two sitcoms later, I hug Mom goodnight and head to bed. Both Buttercup and Felix follow me into my room. Or rather, the room I sleep in. My room doesn’t exist anymore.
I grab my phone to see if any of my old friends, or maybe Alex, has texted me. Nothing’s there except a message from Lindsey, reminding me to text her when I’m ready to leave for school.
I flop on my bed. Felix jumps up, snuggles beside me, and starts purring. Buttercup leaps up and lies at my feet. Phone still in hand, I swipe the screen to the selfies I took of me, Cara, and Sandy this weekend. We’re all smiling, but not that big, natural kind of smile. All of us look sort of posed. Like we’re faking something. Fake smiling. Faking friendship.
My finger keeps swiping until I find the older selfies with Cara and Sandy. We aren’t posed, or phony looking. We’re having fun. It shows in our expressions, our real smiles.
I keep going until I get to one of me and Alex. He’s kissing my cheek. His blue eyes are cut to the camera, and I can tell he’s laughing. I remember when it was taken. The first night we slept together. Tears fill my eyes, and my finger swipes faster. Images, snapshots of my life become nothing more than smears of color flying across my phone’s screen.
I wonder if that’s all life really is, just smears of color. A collage of sweeping moments in different shades and hues of emotions. Times when you’re happy, sad, angry, scared, and when you’re just faking it.
I toss my phone to the end of my bed and stare at the ceiling fan going around and round, and my emotions do the same. My eyes grow heavy, then—bam!—I’m not there staring at a fan. I’m trapped in a memory almost as old as I am.
I’m sitting on a brown sofa. My feet, buckled up in black patent leather shoes, dangle above dirty carpet. I’m wearing a pink frilly princess dress, but I’m not a happy princess. Deep heartfelt sobs, my sobs, echo around me. I’m a fish out of water. I can’t breathe.
I sit up so fast, Felix bolts off the bed.
It’s the only memory I have from before I became Chloe Holden. A few months before my third birthday. Before I was adopted.
Lately, the memory has jumped out at me. Haunting me, in a way. I know why, too. It’s the sensation. The one of being plucked out of my world and planted somewhere else.
Not that it didn’t work out. Back then, I lucked out and was adopted into perfection. I had a mom, a dad, got a cat I named Felix, and eventually we got a dog named Buttercup. We lived in a three-bedroom white brick house filled with lots of laughter. And love. I had friends I grew up with. A boyfriend I’d given my virginity to.
I had a life. I was happy. I smiled real smiles in photos.
Then came Dad working late.
Mom and Dad fighting.
Dad’s affair.
Mom’s depression.
The divorce.
The cancer.
And then the move from El Paso to Joyful, Texas. Which, by the way, isn’t joyful.
And here I am. Plucked again. So plucked.
But this time, I’m not feeling so lucky.

Chapter Two
 
Telling myself this first day of school won’t suck as bad as I think, I run my fingers through my thick dark hair that I spent half an hour straightening. After giving myself one last check in my dresser mirror, I text Lindsey and dart out.
Mom, swallowed in a too-big pink nubby robe, is sitting at the breakfast table and looks up. “I liked the red blouse.”
“Yeah. But I like this one for today.” I give her a hug. I looked good in the red, but it felt too showy, like, Look at me, I’m the new kid. So I went for beige instead.
“Wish me luck,” she says.
“Why? What are you doing? You going to start writing again?”
“No. I’m job hunting.”
My first thought is that she should wait until her hair grows out. “Do you feel like working?”
“Yeah. I’m tired of doing nothing.”
“Then good luck.” I snatch my backpack, give Felix and Buttercup a quick rub, and leave, trying not to think about Dad asking if Mom is working. Trying not to think that I never got an apology from him.
Lindsey, wearing black jeans, a black blouse, black nail polish, and red lipstick, is waiting beside the driveway. Her hair, sandy blond with highlights, hangs down past her shoulders. She looks like she walked off a magazine cover.
“Aren’t you stylin’?” I say.
She grins. “My plan is to make Jonathon sorry.”
I heard all about Jonathon. Mostly referred to as “the no-good cheating dog.” I saw him once or twice when we first moved here. It wasn’t until they broke up that Lindsey and I started talking. I only recently told her about Alex, but we haven’t come up with the perfect nickname for him yet.
If Mom hadn’t dragged me across Texas, Alex and I’d still be together. I’m not sure I would’ve called it love, but I think I was bumping shoulders with it. When I left, we agreed we were going to do the whole long-distance-relationship thing.
That lasted four weeks.
“How was your visit with your dad and his live-in toy?” she asks as we walk to my car.
“Hell,” I say, then change the subject. “You have a new guy picked out?” We get into my white Chevy Cruze.
“Yeah, David Drake. He asked me out last year right after I started dating Jonathon. He’s funny, cute, and sweet.”
On the ride, Lindsey talks about her class schedule and how she has three classes with Jamie. Jamie is her best friend, and was away over the summer. I worry now that since her BFF is back, Lindsey will drop me in a hot minute.
“I hope we have classes together,” Lindsey says.
Most everyone had their class schedule emailed to them. I’ll get mine after I visit the counselor. But since Lindsey isn’t in honors classes, I doubt we’ll have any together.
I pull into the school parking lot and hang the permit on the mirror. Mom guilted Dad into paying for the parking pass. My stomach starts cramping at the sight of strangers.
I look at Lindsey.
She’s staring at me oddly. “Damn! You’re nervous.”
“A little, why?”
She makes a funny face. “I don’t know. I thought you were fearless.”
“Me? When?”
“Your mom has cancer. You had to move in twelfth grade, and you’re, like, fine with it. I’d be a hot mess.”
I tell her the truth. “I am. I just fake it.” We jump out and grab our backpacks.
Only a few feet from my car, I feel people staring at me and waving to Lindsey. I lift my chin and pretend I don’t care. Lindsey starts talking about where we’ll meet up after school and tells me to text her when I know my schedule.
We’re almost out of the parking lot when shouting erupts. We stop.
There’s a big guy with light brown hair laughing at a younger sophomore-looking guy. The bully is holding a backpack up and making some wisecracks to the kid about being short.
The boy’s face is red, like he’s embarrassed and mad.
My heart goes out to the sophomore, who looks about as comfortable to be here as I am. I consider stepping in when someone else does. Someone with jet-black hair and shoulders a mile wide. I think he’s a teacher; then—crap!—I recognize him. It’s the weird psycho guy I rubbed my boobs on at the convenience store.
“Stop being an ass!” The psycho guy yanks the backpack from the jerk and tosses it to the younger boy. The kid catches the bag and runs for it.
“Look at him run,” the jerk says, laughing. But damn—I hate bullies.
The weird guy mouths out something I can’t hear. I take a step closer. Lindsey moves with me.
The jerk blows up. “Who the hell do you think you are?”
Lindsey leans in. “This is going to get interesting.”
I don’t look at her. My eyes are locked on the scene.
“Paul’s the guy who took the kid’s backpack,” Lindsey continues. “He’s a football player. The other guy is Cash. Cash came here only halfway through the last school year. He used to attend Westwood Academy, a private school where all the rich kids go. But rumor has it, he grew up in foster care and is a real badass.”
“Paul is the one acting like an asshole.” I try to mesh the guy who’s standing up for the underdog with the lunatic I met yesterday.
“Yeah. Paul’s a bit of a bully,” she admits.
Paul edges closer to Cash. In spite of yesterday’s encounter, I’m rooting for Cash. I guess I dislike bullies more than I do psychos.
Cash doesn’t move, but his shoulders widen. Paul doesn’t appear scared, but he should be. Cash is a good two inches taller than Paul. But it’s not his height that makes him so intimidating. It’s his body language. He does look like a badass. Even more of a badass now than he did yesterday.
“I asked you a question!” Paul yells. “Who do you think you are, Foster Boy?”
Cash’s shoulders snap back. “I’m the one who doesn’t have to pick on someone smaller than myself to feel important.”
Paul moves in, puts his face in Cash’s.
Cash speaks up. “Walk away while you can.” His tone is dead serious.
“You walk away!” Paul says.
I think for sure Cash is about to draw his fist back. He surprises me when he says, “You’re not worth the trouble.” He turns to leave.
I don’t know if I’m disappointed he didn’t teach Paul a lesson, or impressed Cash took the high road.
He gets a few steps away when Paul lunges forward and shoves Cash’s shoulder. “Coward,” Paul accuses.
Cash swings around. “You’re the coward for waiting until I turned my back.”
“Well, I’m facing you now.” Paul takes a swing.
Cash swoops to the left. Paul’s fist hits air.
Everyone laughs. That fuels Paul on. He raises his fists to his face and starts dancing from foot to foot, like he’s some professional boxer.
Cash brings his fists up to his chin. Everyone starts shouting. “Beat his ass! Teach him a lesson!”
Somehow, I know they aren’t cheering for Cash. I’m not going to like this school.
I’m thinking we should leave, but like Lindsey, I’m glued to the scene. The two guys move in a circle. Paul swings again; Cash ducks. Paul growls.
I wait for Cash to make some smart-ass comment, but he doesn’t. I get the feeling he doesn’t want to fight.
Suddenly they’re positioned so that Cash is facing me. Those liquid green eyes lift and meet my brown ones. He freezes.
That’s when Paul takes another swing. His fist slams into Cash’s eye. He almost falls, but looking furious, he punches Paul—once in the gut, once on the nose. Paul falls down, gasping, and holds a hand over his nose. Blood oozes between his fingers.
“Stop!” someone yells. A man runs toward the group. This one really is a teacher. People start scattering.
“Let’s go.” Lindsey pulls me away. Right before I turn, Cash’s gaze finds me again. His left eye is already swelling. I turn and follow Lindsey.
“That was weird as shit.” Lindsey hurries toward the front of the school.
“The fight?” I ask.
“No. Him staring at you. Do you know him?”
“No,” I say, and don’t explain any further.
“Well, something about you stopped him in his tracks.”
“I probably look like someone he knows.” I recall telling him that at the store.
“Or he’s got the hots for you. Every girl in school has tried to get his attention and failed. You get here, and he gets punched while he’s checking you out.”
“Maybe he wasn’t staring at me,” I say even though I don’t believe it.
“Right.” Lindsey rolls her eyes.
I glance at the school looming before me, and I want nothing more than to turn around and go home.
 
I’m waiting in the office to get my schedule from the counselor, Ms. Anderson, when I hear an angry voice behind me. “You broke his nose.”
I’m almost certain it’s the teacher who stopped the fight. I stare straight ahead. They walk past me. The teacher pushes through the swinging gate that leads to the back. Cash follows.
He’s almost through the door when he turns around. His eyes, or I should say eye—one of them is swollen shut—finds me. Accusation shows in his expression. You’d think I was the one who hit him. I hear the teacher say something, and Cash turns around and follows him.
Weirded out, I see the desk clerk wave me forward. She pushes open the half door, and I follow her into the back, down a hall. We turn a corner and I see the teacher who broke up the fight. Looking pissed, he’s talking to a dark-headed woman.
The desk clerk clears her throat.
The teacher and the woman look up.
“Chloe Holden.” The desk clerk motions to me.
“Have her wait in my office.” The woman grimaces. “I’ll be right there.”
The clerk ushers me in, and I take the chair closest to the door as she walks back out. I can faintly hear the conversation between the teacher and counselor. I lean back.
“No,” the counselor says. “I’m saying look into it before making assumptions.”
“I did,” the man answered. “Paul Cane told me what happened, and three kids corroborated his story.”
“Three of Paul’s friends, no doubt,” Ms. Anderson says. “Let me take care of this new student, and then I’ll talk to him.”
“You’re wasting your time,” the teacher says.
“Well, it’s my time to waste.” Her tone snaps.
Footsteps head my way. I sit up straighter and pretend I wasn’t listening.
“I’m sorry to keep you waiting.” She offers me her hand, but a frown still wrinkles her brow. “I’m Ms. Anderson.”
I shake her hand. It feels awkward, but I already like her for standing her ground with the teacher. “I’m Chloe Holden.”
She sits down behind her desk, then pulls a file from a stack of papers. “I got your school records from Lionsgate High. I saw your Preliminary SAT scores. Your grades are impressive. Your hard work will pay off.”
I hear that a lot. I’m smart. But it’s not really work. School stuff comes easy for me. In fact, in my old school, I usually missed one or two of the test questions so my friends wouldn’t hate me. Being too smart isn’t cool.
“You’re planning to go to college, right?”
“Yes, ma’am,” I say. “My parents both went to University of Houston, and I’m going there.”
“With those grades, you could go just about anywhere. Have you applied for grants?”
I nod. At least Dad’s getting a break on my college tuition.
“Well, I put you in all honors classes. Hopefully you won’t get bored.”
I give her another nod, my thoughts on what I heard her saying to the teacher in the hall.
“Your mom mentioned that she’s going through chemo. And there’s been a recent divorce.”
Why would Mom tell her that? I sit frozen.
“If you ever need to talk about anything, I’m here.”
“Thanks,” I say. “I’m okay. Mom’s okay. She’s cancer-free now.”
“Good.” She looks at her computer. “I’m printing out your schedule and getting someone to shadow you for a few days until you learn where everything is.”
I want to decline the escort, but don’t want to risk losing my way around the school and making myself even more conspicuous.
She makes a quick call, then hands me my schedule from her printer. “Sandra will meet you in the main office.”
I nod again, grab my backpack, and take two steps toward the door, then turn around. “Uh. About what happened in the parking lot.”
“What?”
“The fight,” I say.
“You saw it?” She leans forward. I get the feeling she likes Cash, or perhaps she knows Paul’s a bully.
“Yes, the guy with lighter hair, I think someone called him Paul, he was picking on someone younger. Had his backpack and was holding it up. The other guy, Cash, got the backpack for the kid. Paul started the fight. Cash even tried to walk away from it.”
Her eyes widen with a smile. “Do you know either of them?”
“No, ma’am. I just saw it. And . . . someone told me their names.”
“Thank you.” She sounds relieved.
I step out and jerk to a stop, almost giving Cash another chest bump. Our gazes meet. Or my gaze and his half gaze. His eye is swollen shut now. But I swear that one eye is accusing me of something.
The words Sorry I defended you rest on my tongue. I don’t say them.
I dart past him.
I feel him watching me. Like I felt him yesterday. Chills spider up my spine.
What is it with this guy?

Chapter Three
 
Thirty minutes later, Cash Colton climbed into his Jeep. Why did she defend me? Then it clicked and he knew: Because I was right.
Bumping into him had been the perfect setup. Always get them to notice you. Don’t approach them. Makes them suspicious.
It was all a setup.
Well, not all of it. The fight couldn’t have been. No one could’ve known he’d come to the boy’s defense. Cash wasn’t even sure why he’d done it. Except . . . that kid used to be him.
Defending him, though, had to be part of her game. Get them to trust you. Make them believe you are their friend.
Good luck with that. Cash didn’t trust anyone. Not even someone with nice breasts.
You couldn’t con a con man—not when he knew every con in the book. He’d been trained by the best: his deadbeat—now really dead—father.
He drove like hell out of the school parking lot. After clearing him of wrongdoing, Ms. Anderson had called his foster mom, Mrs. Fuller. Being a doctor and the type of person she was, she insisted on seeing him herself before deciding if he needed medical attention. He was supposed to wait for her to come check on him before going back to his classes.
A block away from the school, he called her.
She answered, “On my way. You okay?”
“I’m fine. Don’t come. I’m heading home now to get a few aspirins.”
“Cash, Ms. Anderson wanted you to stay at school. You shouldn’t—”
“Oh? I didn’t know.” Actually, he’d been listening to their whole conversation through the door and sneaked out before anyone could stop him. “I thought since she was talking to you, I was clear to leave.”
“No, hon, you shouldn’t be driving. You could have a concussion. How far are you from home?”
“Practically there,” he lied again, and felt a pinch in his gut.
“You aren’t dizzy, are you?”
“No.”
“Okay, go ahead and get home. I’ll call Ms. Anderson to let her know. I’ll be at the house in twenty minutes.”
“Please, don’t come. I’m fine.” He looked at the dashboard for the time. Eight forty.
“That’s what you said two years ago, when your appendix burst,” she said.
“And I’m still here. So I was fine, wasn’t I?”
“After eight days in the hospital.” She sighed. He heard a lot of that from her. Letting her down was the last thing he wanted. And as hard as he tried not to, he always did. His past followed him everywhere.
The Fullers had gotten screwed when they picked him.
Not that they’d have to suffer much longer. In two months, he’d age out of foster care. He didn’t plan on bailing until after he finished high school . . .
“Pull over and call me if you get dizzy.”
“Got it.” He hung up. Watching the time again, he passed the gated entrance into Stallion Subdivision, where the Fullers lived—where he occupied one of their bedrooms—and headed straight into Walmart. His eye throbbed.
He parked the Jeep, went inside the store, and headed to the bulletin board.
Every time he came here, he looked at it. The first time he came across it, part of him had wanted to rip it down, thinking it would hurt the Fullers to see it. Later, he realized they’d been the ones to post it.
And there she was. Staring back at him.
Same eye shape. Same jaw. Same lips.
“Shit!”
That didn’t mean it was her. Age-progression photos could be off. Photos sometimes lied. He knew that personally. But damn if this girl didn’t look more like her in person than the photo the piece of shit gave Mrs. Fuller a year ago. And after Mrs. Fuller handed over three thousand dollars to the asswipe to find said girl, he conveniently disappeared. And he took a part of his foster mom’s heart, too. She was just now getting back to normal.
If only Mrs. Fuller had confided in Cash, he’d have told her—told her how those kinds of cons worked.
Was this the same con man coming back for more? Probably. But this time, he’d upped his game. But this time, Cash knew about it. This time, Cash would stop it.
He glanced around to make sure no one was looking. Reaching up to take the image down, he heard the door swish open behind him. He jerked away and pretended to read a dog food coupon instead.
He stuffed his hands in his pockets, waiting for the person to wheel their cart out the door. Once the footsteps moved past, he refocused on the flyer.
There was a copy at the house, too. Tucked away in a file. But rummaging in Mr. Fuller’s desk didn’t feel right. Especially after he’d been caught doing it once before.
He’d been staying with the Fullers only a few months, a couple weeks shy of his fifteenth birthday, when he saw Mrs. Fuller, tears in her eyes, staring at the opened file. Later, when she trusted him enough to leave him alone in the house, he went to find out what had made her cry.
He hadn’t heard her walk back into the house that day. The second she saw him, he’d been sure she was going to yell; then she’d make the call to tell the social workers to come pick his ass up. Three other families had already sent him back. But she’d pulled a chair up beside him at her husband’s desk and asked him what he was doing. He’d been honest: “I wanted to know what made you cry.”
She’d sighed, sort of a low moan mixed with a whoosh of air—he’d soon come to know it was her signature unhappy noise—and she told him the story. She’d cried telling it, too.
Walmart’s door closed. He snatched the paper from the board, folded it, pocketed it, and took off. Back in the car, he fired up the engine and checked the time. Damn. He had five minutes to beat Mrs. Fuller home.
And if she got there before him, she’d get upset.
While he couldn’t be the person they wanted him to be, he worked hard not to upset them. He drove as if the devil gave chase Sitting straight, he took extra caution since he could see out of only one eye. But he could probably drive blind. He’d had a lot of practice.
Another thing his old man had taught him. At only nine, he was the designated getaway driver when his dad robbed convenience stores. Gotta earn your keep, boy. It had been seven years since he’d seen the man’s face, but his voice still rang in his head.
 
He parked in the driveway, unlocked the front door, and poked in the security code. He took the stairs two at a time to his room and hid the flyer in his desk. After running back down, he grabbed two aspirins, chewed them up, and dropped his butt on the sofa. Felix, the ancient red tabby, meowed to be picked up. Poor thing was blind as a bat. He picked him up and gave him a gentle stroke. He’d barely leaned back on the sofa when the door opened.
“Cash?” Mrs. Fuller’s voice, almost melodious, called his name.
“In the living room,” he said.
She walked in and he saw her frown. “Oh, goodness.”
Once she stepped closer, she lifted his chin with two fingers. He tried not to flinch. It’s not that he had a thing about being touched. It was her. It hurt when she touched him. Not a physical pain, but an emotional one.
“I think you need X-rays. Just to—”
“No.” He pulled back. “It’s a black eye. I get them all the time.”
There came the sigh. “Have you iced it?”
“A few minutes at school.”
She darted into the kitchen and returned with a bag of frozen peas. Her expression was determined. He suspected the X-ray matter wasn’t settled.
“I’m not going to the hospital.” He took the peas.
Sad air left her lips again, and she sat in the chair across from the sofa. They stared at each other. He compared her to the girl. There were a lot of similarities. But not the eye color. Mrs. Fuller’s eyes were blue. Con girl had brown eyes with green and gold flecks in them.
Mrs. Fuller patted her knees and rocked a few times. That usually meant she had something rolling around her head and wanted to talk. Something serious.
He waited.
“Ms. Anderson told me what you did. Standing up for that kid.”
He nodded and continued to wait. There had to be more.
“I’m proud of you, but I just wish you could have done it without fighting. You’re better than this.” Disappointment flashed in her eyes. He flinched.
His father’s beatings hadn’t hurt this much. He hated—loathed—letting her down.
There were all kinds of words lodged in the back of his throat. I tried to walk away. He hit first. But he’d learned a long time ago not to defend himself. People were going to think what they wanted to think.
“Sorry,” he offered.
“You can’t get kicked out of another school”
And that wasn’t my fault either. He lifted his chin. “Did they say they’re kicking me out?”
“No. When I called back, Ms. Anderson implied you wouldn’t be in trouble. Several kids spoke up and defended you.”
“Several?” He’d been shocked as hell that even one had. Then he recalled having seen Jack when the coach broke up the fight. He and Jack weren’t exactly friends, but they’d been assigned last year to do a science project together and they’d actually gotten along.
“That’s what she said. But if it happens again, they’re not going to go easy on you.”
He nodded again. “You can go back to work. I’m fine.”
“It’s okay. My PA is taking over my patients today.”
But it wasn’t okay. The Fullers didn’t deserve to have to deal with his shit. To have the loss of their daughter used against them, to be reminded of that pain. What they deserved was to have their real kid back. But what were the odds that Emily Fuller wasn’t six feet under?
But that didn’t stop con men from preying on the Fullers. He would know. He’d lived with one. He’d been one. He and his dad had pulled a similar scam once after his dad had spotted a kid on a bulletin board who looked like Cash. His dad did a little research. The sad woman who’d posted that flyer was always eating lunch in the park by her work. They went there every day for a week. Cash’s job had been to stare at her. Get the mark’s attention. Bait the hook.
She finally bit. She approached them.
Dad was good. He played the part well. He told the sad story of how he didn’t know Cash’s last name. That this was his long-lost sister’s kid—though he’d never even known she had one—and then she’d up and died and left the kid to him.
It took another day before she shared her own sad story with them. Only hers was true. She’d had a boy who went missing at age four. Cash looked a lot like him.
“Come here,” the woman had said. She had tears in her eyes. With trembling hands, she’d touched him. He remembered he’d flinched then, too. “Are you David? Do you remember me? Is that why you were staring?”
“I don’t know,” he’d lied. Lied just like his daddy had told him to. Then his dad had poked at his shoulder to remind him to finish his part. Six years old, and he already had to earn his keep. “Did you have a black dog with a white smear on his nose?”
The memory of how desperate that woman had been still haunted Cash sometimes. She hadn’t hesitated to give his dad the money so he’d go and get Cash’s DNA tested. Of course, that never happened. That night they drove out of Little Rock, Arkansas, five thousand dollars richer. Probably the woman’s life savings.
“That was wrong. I’m never doing that again,” he’d told his dad. That had been his first black eye. It hurt. But he was certain the woman had hurt more.
No way in hell was Cash going to let that happen to the Fullers again.
He needed to find answers.
 
“Hey, sweetheart. How was it?”
Mom’s waiting on me when I walk in that afternoon. I was hoping she’d still be out job hunting. I’m in no mood to be grilled.
“It was okay,” I say.
“Did Lindsey introduce you around?”
“Yeah. I met Jamie, her best friend. She’s nice.” And she was, but I noticed how she kept telling me stories of her and Lindsey as if trying to prove something. As if wanting me to know I’m the new one—that Lindsey was her best friend.
I’m okay with that. It’s just nine months.
I notice Mom is waiting for more. “Lindsey also wants me to hang with them in a couple of hours. Jamie’s coming over.” If I were in El Paso, I’d be hanging with Sandy and Cara. We’d be comparing stories of our classes, our teachers, the guys who look better this year than last.
But I’m not in El Paso. I’m here. And now, so I won’t seem so pathetic, I’m going to go be the third wheel at Lindsey’s and feel lucky I’ve got that much.
“How was your day?” I ask. “Did you find a job?”
Her smile widens, and it’s nice to see it.
“You did?”
“Yeah, I went to my doctor’s office, Dr. James, my oncologist. There’s two doctors in the office. I told him I had a RN degree, and he practically offered me the job. They have to do background checks, and I have to interview with the other doctor, but it sounds as if I’ve got it.”
She’s smiling, happy. I hug her.
When we pull apart, she’s still grinning. “It’s going to work out.” She cups my cheeks like she’s done since I was a child. “Us here. We’re going to do fine.”
I nod, wanting to believe it. And seeing her happy, I almost do.
 
The next day, I decline the escort at school. I’m sure I’ve got it down. Wrong. I get turned around and I’m late to my second-period American Lit class, feeling like I have a neon sign blinking new girl on my back.
Unfortunately, that feeling never goes away. And I’ve spotted who’s staring: Cash. He’s beginning to freak me out. I’m counting down the minutes till class ends.
Between classes, I go to my locker to change out my books. I’m arm deep when I feel someone standing beside me. My heart drops. I think it’s Cash.
Wrong.
I look up to meet a pair of flirtatious light blue eyes belonging to a cute boy I’d noticed in American Lit. “Need help finding your next class? Need a date Friday night?”
I return the smile. My heart takes a flattered dip.
“I’m David Drake.”
“I’m . . .” My name sticks to my tongue while I try to figure out where I heard his name before. Then—bam!—I remember. And it’s not good.
David Drake is the boy Lindsey is after. Shit. “I’m . . . not interested.” I ease away to reclaim my personal space and focus on my locker.
“I thought your name was Chloe.”
“Seriously.” I give him another glance, without a smile.
His grin stays strong. “I can be an acquired taste.”
“I’m not acquiring.”
“Boyfriend back home?”
“Yeah,” I lie, and push back my hair. “We’re practically engaged.”
He puts his right hand against his chest. “Did you hear that? You just broke my heart.”
I shake my head, and it rattles free an idea. Before I can figure out if it’s a good or bad, I go with it. “You know, I’ve heard your name from a girl who’s into you.”
“Who?”
“I can’t say, but . . . word is you asked her out last year.”
His brow wrinkles. “Sara?”
I don’t answer.
“Lisa?”
I frown.
“Katie? Paula? Anna? Lacy? Carol? Jackie? Hannah?”
My mind reels.
“I’m joking,” he says. “Since I asked only two girls out and one of them rides to school with you, I know who it is. But I thought she was with Jonathon.”
I worry that I should’ve kept my mouth shut, so I just shrug and turn to leave. Why do I always want to fix things?
I’ve taken only a few steps when I see Cash again, two lockers down from mine. He’s not looking at me, but I’d bet my best bra he was listening.
Then I see Jamie standing across the hall. She looks away really fast and walks off. Somehow, I know she saw David talking to me.
Frigging great! She’s probably heading to find Lindsey right now.
 
Cash waited until he saw Mr. Alieda leave his classroom for a quick bathroom run and he entered the science lab. He hurried over to the two terrariums lining the wall. Students would be coming in any second. One tank held a boa, the other had live snake food. Opening his empty backpack and slipped on a glove.
The mouse stood on its hind legs and looked at Cash, its whiskers twitching. “Here’s the deal: I help you, you help me. You get a chance at freedom. I get . . . answers. Maybe.”
Cash gently caught the mouse and placed it into his empty backpack. After putting the top back on the terrarium, he headed to the office.
It wasn’t the best diversion plan he’d ever made, but it was a plan.
This morning when he’d gone in to schedule a meeting with Ms. Anderson, he’d fumbled around choosing a time until he found out that Ms. Anderson had lunch between eleven and eleven thirty. Perfect. That’s when he had lunch, too.
All he needed was three minutes in her office. Three.
He could wait and come back tonight to get in, but if he got caught . . . ? Breaking and entering came with jail time. Freeing a helpless mouse was a forgivable offense.
Walking into the office, he saw three girls waiting to talk to the front office clerk. This might work.
He eased behind the girls, unzipped the backpack, and set it down on the floor. It took the mouse about four seconds to run for freedom.
Pulling his bag back up, he said, “Is that a mouse?”
Just as he’d planned, chaos followed. The mouse ran under the counter. The desk clerk screamed and tore out of the office. While the girls continued squealing, Cash headed into the back, staring downward as if looking for the creature.
Once in the hall, he darted to Ms. Anderson’s door and pulled out his paper clip. But he found the door open. Great.
He moved into the room, shut the door, and went straight to the desk where he’d seen Chloe Holden’s file.
With his ears set to listen for any footsteps outside the door, he yanked open the file. He didn’t read it. He’d do that later.
He snapped the first image, turned the paper, and took a second. One more page flip and he closed the file, set it back on top of the stack, and turned to leave. He eased open the door to listen for anyone coming.
Voices sounded. He recognized Ms. Anderson voice.
Then women’s heels came tapping down the hall.
Shit. He was caught.
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