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The dead carry their secrets with them…

 

At least until they end up at Riley Smith’s door.  Her latest spectral visitor is a murdered bride with a need for revenge, and not necessarily for the person who killed her.  Never mind that killer is about to strike again.  Riley’s determined to help, but is missing Hayden, the hot, ghostly boy who’s always had her back.

 

Living, breathing Hayden is awake, which means his spirit isn’t around to flirt with Riley anymore.  Worse yet, the “real” Hayden doesn’t remember her. Their connection had been so strong.  Did his feelings for Riley just disappear into the ether?

 

As Riley gets closer to finding the bride’s killer, other secrets are revealed: secrets that changes everything Riley thought she knew about her parents.  But before she can completely unravel the mystery of her past, Riley will need to escape the murderer that threatens her future.
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“If you aren’t going to talk, just leave. All that blood is ruining my appetite.” I plop the quart of ice cream on the table.

My spoon, glazed with a thin coat of ice, drops to the tile floor with a frozen clink. The sharp sound vibrates through the kitchen and frays a few more of my nerves. And I don’t have very many left.

I look up at the dead bride who’s been standing silently in front of me for five minutes.

“It is kind of a lot, isn’t it?” Her tone rings sarcastic as she glares down at the front of her gown.

My gaze follows hers to where the knife protrudes out of her chest, and I choke down a toe-curling scream. I should be used to seeing crap like this, but I’m not.

The chill that comes with the dead has officially turned my blood to slush. While I can still move, I pop up from the chair, recap the quart of Rocky Road, and shove it back into the freezer—which, by the way, is warmer than the kitchen.

For some reason, this ghost is colder than the rest. I’ve been helping the dead pass over for a year and eight months, but I’m still not spirit-savvy enough to know what that means.

Last week, she showed up claiming she has info about my mom, who died when I was four, but the dead bride will only talk if I promise to help her. Problem is, she won’t tell me what kind of help she needs until I give my word. I’m guessing it has to do with whoever stuck that ten-inch knife in her heart, but then again, her killer might already be in jail. I can hope, right? Finding murderers is way above my pay grade. Especially considering I don’t get paid.

“What do you need help with?” I ask. Again.

“So that boy in the hospital broke your heart, huh?” She smiles as if my pain makes her giddy. “Isn’t that your fourth quart of ice cream in two days?”

What is she? The ice cream police? “That isn’t what we need to be talking about,” I say, when what I want to say is, Doesn’t look as if your love life turned out so well, either. But I’m not a smartass.

Well, I am. I’m sort of a closet smartass.

But she’s right about the boy. He broke my heart. When I met Hayden, I thought he was a ghost, but it turned out he was only in a coma. Which explained why his spirit always felt warmer than the others. The “real” Hayden woke up in the hospital two days ago and doesn’t remember me. How could he forget? How, when we spent hours bonding, kissing, sharing secrets? How, when he saved my life twice and I’m pretty sure I had a hand in saving his? Isn’t that memorable?

Bridezilla moves closer. Ice forms on my lips.

“Was that other girl who showed up his girlfriend?”

I refuse to answer. Hayden never told me about his girlfriend, Brandy. Which is why I’m pissed at him. Yeah, I found out he’d dated her, but because he never mentioned her—ever—I just assumed it wasn’t serious. I just assumed when he woke up, we’d be together. That he’d love me like he said he did.

The spirit’s silver-blond hair, hanging in loose curls, sweeps over the knife, and the tips of her hair soak up blood, becoming heavier.

She props a hand on her hip with attitude, and with the knife poking out of her chest, she comes off like a real badass. And while I might be a closet smartass, I don’t have a badass bone in my body. But I fake it pretty good sometimes.

She makes a hissing sound. “I need your promise you’ll help me.”

“I don’t make promises before I know what they include. So either start talking or start walking.” I spot Pumpkin, my orange tabby, hiding and shivering behind the garbage can. Ghosts aren’t his thing.

To escape the freezer-burn feeling, I move to pick the spoon up off the floor and drop it in the sink. The wooden block displaying ten of our sharpest knives steals my attention, and the image of the knife in the bride’s chest fills my head.

I wouldn’t be so quick to send her packing if I wasn’t pretty sure she was blowing smoke about having Mom info. She undoubtedly heard me talking about all my unanswered Mom questions.

Questions I’m hoping to get answers to today when Kelsey and I go on a road trip to a certain artist’s gallery where one of my Mom’s paintings is on exhibit. I’d found six paintings by that same artist—signed only as Sam—in our attic. My mom had collected his work.

“Promise you’ll do what I say or I’ll take everything I know about your mom back to my grave.” Obviously, the spirit thinks she needs to blackmail me into helping her. She doesn’t. Helping the dead is what I do. Not all by choice, mind you. I didn’t ask for this unpaid gig.

My next breath sends ice crystals into the air.

Shivering, I turn around and pull my arms into the sleeves of my navy sweater. “Who did that to you?” I gaze at the knife. “Is that what this is about?”

Her lips, a dead blue color, turn downward. “You’re wrong, you know.”

“Wrong about what?” My teeth chatter.

“Everything you believe about your mom. Everything!”

The fury in her voice sounds angsty and personal. “Did you know my mother?”

Her eyes tighten to slits. For the first time, I notice her irises are silver. Scary silver. And with her pinpoint black pupils, she reminds me of a snake. A venomous one.

She moves in and puts her face in mine.

I take one, two, three steps back. Then I watch in horror as she pulls the knife from her chest and holds it in front of me as if looking to give the blade a new home.

Blood drips from the tip, freezes midair, then falls to the floor with tiny clinks.

At first the spirits were non-kinetic; they couldn’t move anything. So no real harm could come to me. But my last ghost had been able to move things. He claimed it was only when he was really angry, and this spirit seems pretty pissed. What if she can move a real knife right into my chest?

The doorbell rings. It must be Kelsey.

I look at the bride. “Leave.” I push the word from my frozen lips. “Don’t come back until you’re willing to talk. And threatening me won’t work.”

Worried she’d use my fear against me, I pretend I’m all sunshine and roses. Yet as I move to the door, I imagine the pain of a knife plunging into my back.

See why I don’t like this gig sometimes?

A clanking-clattering sound echoes in the kitchen. Flinching, I look back just as Pumpkin comes hauling ass across the tile, slides over the wood floor, then darts under the sofa. He probably knocked over the trash can again.

I stop in front of the door and take deep breaths to rid myself of panic. Kelsey doesn’t know about my connections to the dead, but she’s darn good at reading my emotions. The knock sounds again.

I open the door. “Sorry, I…” It’s not Kelsey.

“Hi Riley.” Mrs. Parker, Hayden’s mom, stands in my doorway with warm sprays of sun spilling in around her.

“Hi,” I manage, still frosty.

She looks as nervous as I feel. “I haven’t seen you in a few days.”

“Uh, yeah, I’ve been…had stuff to do.” Like imagining your son swapping spit with Brandy.

She offers an I-don’t-believe-you nod. I think she suspected I was hurt when Brandy showed up in Hayden’s hospital room and tongue-kissed her son. The same son whom I’ve been falling in love with for the last few months.

The worry in her gaze grows intense, and I feel it bounce from her eyes to my heart. “Is Hayden okay?”

“Healthwise, he’s fine. It’s just…his spirits are down.”

Okay, that hurts. Hurts because I care. And I shouldn’t. I have to let him go. “Why is he down?”

“He tried to walk, and his leg muscles won’t hold him. The doctors explained he needs physical therapy, but my son’s never been big on patience. He’s worried he’ll never play sports again. And I think he’s bored and needs people his own age.”

I can tell she’s pushing me to go see Hayden, but…I don’t think he wants to see me. Besides, he has Brandy. And being around him stings like a lemon-doused papercut because he’s my everything and I’m his…nothing, and, well, staying away feels like a really good idea.

“I thought his friends would be up there all the time now.” I tug at my sweater sleeves as the thought of him being lonely tugs at my heart.

“Everyone’s busy.” Her tone hints at annoyance, and I share it. “Jacob and his family are away for the weekend, and Brandy’s parents are friends with his parents, so she’s gone, too. You were so good at being there for me these last three weeks, I thought maybe—”

“I’m going to visit a gallery with a friend today.” I don’t know what excuse I’m going to give her tomorrow.

“I understand.” She looks down, then up. “I hate to ask, but I need your help, Riley.”

“Me?”

“They think he’ll come home from the hospital in a few days. But he’ll have physical therapy three times a week, and he can’t drive. I had to get a job or I’d lose the house.” She wrings her hands some more. “My husband and I have been separated for over a month. We’re getting a divorce, and he hasn’t been nice about the financial situation.”

“I’m sorry,” I say, but I’m really not. Not about the divorce. Hayden told me he caught his stepdad cheating on his mom. It was what he and his mom had been arguing about when he tore out of his house and had the wreck that left him in the coma.

“It’s been a long time coming.” She blinks away the emotion in her eyes. “Anyway, I got lucky when the law firm I worked for several years back had an opening. But they’d only take me back if I’d work full-time and if I’d start immediately. It’s a nine-to-six job, and someone has to be there for Hayden.”

“Surely, Jacob or Brandy could—”

“He wants you.”

He wants you. He wants you. Her words ring in my ears. My heart opens up, and I swallow to keep the tears from climbing up my sinuses. Did Hayden remember me?

“Me? He said that?”

She nods. “I’ll pay you, of course.” She puts a hand over her heart, lending emotion to her words. “Please say you’ll do it.”

A shutting car door sounds behind her and is followed by Kelsey’s footsteps tapping up my walkway. Mrs. Parker looks back. “Hi Kelsey.”

“Hi.” Surprise flashes in her expression. “How’s Carter?”

“He’s…” Mrs. Parker holds up a hand. “He’s awake. But he wants to be called Hayden now.”

I remember Hayden telling me that Carter was actually his soccer coach’s name, and when his mom married him, Hayden got the nickname Carter’s boy. The “boy” got dropped, and he kept the nickname Carter. One he was proud of at one time.

Mrs. Parker turns back to me. “Think about it and text me. And if you get back from the gallery in time, go see him. I’m supposed to meet with my boss to get caught up on their new clients.” She hugs me really tight, then leaves, taking a chunk of my heart with her.

I go back inside. Kelsey follows. The deadly cold lingers in the air. We barely get into the living room before she asks, “Think about what?”

I confirm the kitchen is ghost-free before answering. “Mrs. Parker wants me to drive Hayden to his physical therapy treatments.”

Kelsey’s mouth drops open. “You aren’t going to do it, are you?”

I shrug.

She cocks her head and gives me her explain-this-shit expression. I get a lot of those from her. “You said you felt awkward hanging with him because of Brandy.”

Yeah, I told Kelsey about Brandy and Jacob being at the hospital the day Hayden woke up. I even told her—the lie I told everyone else—that my only connection to Hayden was that we attended the same summer camp years ago. Unlike everyone else, Kelsey isn’t buying it.

“She needs help.” Part of me wants to ditch Kelsey and the art gallery and go see Hayden. To kiss him the way I wanted to when he woke up. Then I want to yell at him for not telling me about Brandy. If he’d told me he had someone, someone serious, I’d have resisted his charm. Held off his kisses. I wouldn’t have fallen in love with him.

Maybe I should’ve confronted him when I found out, but at the time I was so afraid of him dying, I couldn’t let myself feel even a little betrayed. Ah, but now he’s alive and apparently in love with someone else.

As much as this stings, my Hayden issues have to wait. The trip to the gallery is important, too.

I fake a smile to Kelsey, who is still studying me like she’s trying to see inside my head. Not that she really wants to. It’s not pretty. “Ready?”

“It’s just…weird. Not normal.” She points a finger at me.

“What’s weird?” She’s going to have to be specific, because my whole freaking life is creepy and wacky and not even close to normal.

“Your so-called connection to Hayden. His mom asking you to help. The fact that your house is colder than an Eskimo’s popsicle.” She hugs herself. “And that.” She motions to the floor. “That is stranger than shit, too.”

I look down and gasp. The knives from the wooden holder are on the tile. I remember the clattering noise from earlier. Since Pumpkin was behind the trash can, I don’t think he’s the one who knocked them off. Especially considering the way they’ve fallen, they almost make a heart.

Which means I have another ghost who can move things. Which means she really can knife me in the back. Which means… Shit!
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“You don’t have to do this,” Kelsey says when I park right in front of the gallery.

I’m gripping the wheel so tight my fingers are white and numb. Are the answers I want in there? Do I really want them? I try to look away, but I can’t. The building is painted yellow and green. A welcome sign hangs from the red front door, but I don’t feel welcome. That door feels like the lid to Pandora’s box.

I sigh. “What if you’re right? What if Sam’s my father?”

Kelsey unclicks her seatbelt. “Don’t listen to me. I just tossed that out there as the worst-case scenario.”

“No. You tossed it out there because you think he looks like me in that website picture. And with my dad being so secretive… I mean, what if the worst case is the right case?” Dread coils up in my belly.

“Look, whatever you learn, you deal with it.” Kelsey gives my shoulder an I-got-your-back squeeze. “And you’ll be better off knowing it. The truth will set you free kind of shit. Some very wise prophet said that.”

I look at her. “You believe it?”

“Of course. That or he was smoking weed and just talking crap.”

An unexpected chuckle spills out of me. “You’re crazy.”

Kelsey grins. “It made you laugh, didn’t it?” She puts her hand over her heart. “How about this piece of wisdom.” Her expression turns all serious. “No matter what you learn in there, it won’t matter. You will still have the unsurpassed, paramount best friend in the entire world.” Her smile widens. “How lucky are you?”

“Pretty damn lucky.” While I know she’s joking, I’m serious. “Thanks for coming with me.”

She shrugs as if my gratitude is too weighty on her shoulders. “You’re there for me.”

“I am,” I say.

She reaches for the car door. “Come on. Let’s go interrogate an artist.”

As we walk in, a bell jingles over the door. The sharp sound hangs in the room like an echo that refuses to go silent. The lingering scents of turpentine and paint fill the air. The artwork on the walls beckons me closer. But I hold my spot.

They’re Sam’s work. I recognize his style from the six paintings I found in the attic. The need to study them becomes stronger. Before I do, I look at the unmanned counter where the cash register is. The place feels hollow, empty. Normally, I love being in a gallery—art has always felt like a friend—but not now. Secrets live here.

“Hello?” Kelsey’s voice is swallowed up by the high ceilings.

“Just a minute.” A voice floats in from the back room. A female voice.

I stand there fighting the urge to turn and run like hell, all while feeling Sam’s paintings luring me closer.

A girl, not much older than us, walks in. “Can I help you?”

“Just…looking.” Then I force myself to ask, “Is Sam in?”

“No. There was a family emergency.”

“Oh.” I’m not sure if it’s disappointment or relief I feel riding my sternum.

A phone on the counter rings. “Feel free to look around.”

I step closer to Kelsey, who dips her head down and whispers, “Sorry.”

“Yeah.”

Kelsey looks around. “Say what you want, but if these are all his, he’s a good artist.”

“I know.” I relent and move closer to the paintings. Some are modern, some have a bit of realism. The mix is similar to the ones at my house. But these are better. Sam’s work has improved. I walk along the wall—all of them are signed by Sam. Then I realize what I don’t see. Mom’s painting. The one I saw in the snapshot on the website. It’s not here.

I remember the painting was in the image of Sam giving art lessons. The door that the girl walked through is ajar. I glance back to find she’s leaning against the counter, lost in the phone conversation. I ease through the door. Kelsey follows.

“What are we doing?” Her tone implies we shouldn’t be in here. I feel it, too, but I don’t care.

“The picture I saw of my mom’s painting wasn’t back there.”

It’s a big room, set up with easels. Definitely where art classes are given. My gaze shifts from wall to wall. Then, from across the room, I see it.

The painting is of a porch scene. It shows a white rocking chair with a cat curled up in the seat and a pot of flowers—red flowers with white centers. Beside the flowerpot are two pairs of flip-flops. One pair is a kid’s and the other an adult’s. Something about the way the flip-flops are touching hints at emotion. The painting portrays a lazy-Sunday-afternoon kind of affection. To me it says…love.

Did you love me that much, Mom?

I can feel that day. I think I lived it. I walk closer. Lured by the memory of Mom in front of an easel, looking so content as she carefully brushes paint on the canvas.

Now, standing in front of the artwork, I stare at the brush strokes. Then my gaze lowers to the right-hand corner, where I’m expecting to see my mom’s name, Ashley Smith.

“What the hell,” I snap.

“What?” Kelsey moves closer.

I look at her. “Sam signed it. My mom painted it. I remember seeing her paint it. I was there. I was young, but I remember. Why… Why would he put his name on my mom’s painting?”

Kelsey leans in and looks at the name.

“Maybe they both painted one? You said you found photographs of some of the paintings. Maybe she took his classes and the whole class painted the same thing.”

I don’t believe it. I want to believe this is Mom’s creation. That it’s personal. That those flip-flops are ours. That the painting means Mom loved me.

My next gulp of angry air burns my lungs. I feel the dead cold. Turning, I see the bride standing by one of the easels. Her eyes are back to being snakelike, tight, angry, poisonous. Anger rolls off her as she swings her arms out. The clattering of an easel falling to the floor echoes through the empty classroom.

“You see.” Her silver eyes stare at me with malice. “You got it all wrong about your mom.”

Wrong about what?

“Shit!” Kelsey hugs herself and stares at the easel on the floor.

The gallery employee pops into the doorway. “Everything okay?”

The ghost knocks over another easel, then she kicks the empty canvas, sending it skidding across the floor.

“Crap. It’s happening again.” The girl jumps from one foot to the other.

The cold sneaks through the yarn of my sweater and bites into my skin. I look from the gallery attendant back to the bride. She’s smiling as if she’s won.

“What’s happening again?” Kelsey stares at me as if I know the answer.

“The gallery’s haunted,” the girl screeches. “I told Sam I don’t do ghosts.” She runs off. Her hurried footsteps play like scary music in a movie.

Kelsey grabs my elbow. “Let’s get the hell out of here.”
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I’m driving, gripping the wheel, and my mind’s racing so fast I can barely concentrate on the road. I feel Kelsey eyeballing me, but I can’t focus on her now. Nope. I’ve got bigger problems.

It appears the dead bride did know my mom. But my mom’s been dead for thirteen years. What kind of grudge would last that long?

Since the spirit is haunting the gallery, it means she also has ties to Sam. Did Sam kill her?

“Well, at least now we know,” Kelsey says.

“Know what?” Frustration unintentionally sharpens my voice.

“That Sam’s your father.”

“What? Are you crazy? We didn’t even see him!” I bang my hand on the wheel. “How can you even say that?”

“Because he’s got…” She stops talking and slams back in the seat and stares straight ahead. Her sudden silence resounds in the car and adds another layer of tension.

“He’s got what?” All my angst spills out, but I’m past caring. I’m not mad at her, but yeah, I’m mad. Furious at feeling so lost and clueless. Fuming at a dead bride who I believe is trying to use me to extract some kind of decade-old revenge on my dead mom. And while I’m being honest, I’m still pissed at Hayden.

Kelsey cuts her green eyes at me. “You’ll just deny it.”

“Deny what?”

“The same cold feeling that was at the gallery is the one I feel around you so often. And the same kind of weird shit happens. Shit like knives scattered on your floor in the shape of a freaking heart.”

Okay, so maybe I need to focus on Kelsey now. I push my dead-bride problems back to deal with my best-friend problems.

Or maybe I should focus on driving! The car in front of me has stopped. And I haven’t.

Slamming on my breaks, I hear the screech of my tires. I smell the burnt rubber. I manage not to hit the car, but barely. Needing rebound time, I pull into a grocery store parking lot.

Kelsey, silently waiting, glares at me. “How you drew a picture of Carter, who was in a coma, and you didn’t even know who it was. The little girl who got part of her estranged uncle’s liver. The same uncle who’s the leader of a gang. The same gang you happened to be hanging out with. Then there’s the big one.”

I turn the car off. “Big one?”

“That you knew about my grandmother’s life insurance policy after she died. Please don’t deny it again. I saw you put that envelope in my mailbox. And I searched your computer and found a copy of the letter you wrote pretending to be the agency. And before you get all prima-donna pissy that I snooped around on your computer, remember that I’m still your best friend even when I know you’ve been lying to me.”

I grip the steering wheel. She knows. She knows. Oh, crap. She knows. “I wanted to tell you, but I…I was afraid you’d freak out.”

“I did freak out. I’m still freaking out.”

“I thought you…you’d either think I was crazy or you wouldn’t want to hang with me anymore.”

She stares at me, and I wait for her to say it’s true. That I have now become her ex-best friend. I recall how lonely my life was before we teamed up. A lump of raw emotion forms in my throat.

“I don’t think you’re crazy, and I’m still here, aren’t I?”

I nod.

She sits silently, as if mulling everything over. “You…you can see ghosts?”

“I help them fix their last problems.”

She inhales sharply. “My grandmother. You saw her?”

“Yeah. She was worried about you and your mom. She told me about the insurance policy. I didn’t know how to pass the information along. I’m sorry I lied.”

“Was she okay?” Kelsey’s green eyes go damp.

“Yes.” Then I remember that Bessie came back saying there were some family issues. I don’t like the idea of upsetting my best friend, but I don’t want to lie about anything anymore. I tell her about her grandmother’s recent visit, which I learned about from a fellow spirit.

Her brows tighten. “What family issues?”

“She didn’t say. Remember the day I went to your house and your mom’s boyfriend opened the door? I thought he could have been the problem, but then he left, and when your mom got pregnant, I thought that might be it.”

Her expression is unreadable. “Is she still here?” Her voice is a whisper, like she thinks someone else is listening.

“I don’t know. I haven’t seen her, but…” I force myself to say it. “You mentioned that your home’s air conditioner is acting up.”

Her eyes go round. “Are you saying the cold at my house is the same as the cold… That the cold is my grandmother?”

“I don’t know for sure, but because you feel them when they are around me, I don’t see why you wouldn’t feel them on your own.”

“But…but you say that, like, not everyone feels them.”

“They don’t.”

Her front teeth sink into her bottom lip. “Did you feel them before you started seeing them?”

I try to think back. “I don’t remember.”

“How long have you been seeing them?”

“A little over a year and a half.”

“How does that not scare the crap out of you?”

“It did.” I remember the bride. “Still does sometimes.”

“Did you see…a ghost back at the gallery?”

I nod.

She nips at her lip again. “Was it your mom?”

“No.”

“Who was it?” Curiosity fills her eyes.

I draw in a big gulp of air. “I… Are you sure you really want to know this stuff? I could… We could just pretend it doesn’t happen.”

She purses her mouth in her unique, disapproving way. “I suck at pretending.”

So I tell her. About the bride and how she’s acting like she has something against my mom. About the ten-inch blade plunged into her heart.

I probably shouldn’t have told her about the knife. She sits there not blinking, not breathing. Then she exhales. “The knives on your floor…did she…?” Her voice creeps down to a spooky low whisper.

I nod.

Her olive skin goes ivory. “How have you kept from shitting your pants?”

I consider my answer. “I guess it’s cause I… None of them have actually hurt me yet.”

“I don’t like the emphasis you put on ‘yet.’”

Me either. But I offer her a better answer, one I almost believe. “I really don’t think they are out to hurt me. They’re desperate. And that makes them scary.”

She exhales in a loud I-don’t-like-this kind of way.

“I’m sorry,” I say.

“You didn’t do anything to be sorry about. It’s just a lot to wrap my head around.”

I start the car and head back to Catwalk. When the silence seems loud, I turn on the radio. That doesn’t help, so I start talking about school, her job, and my dad issues. His drinking. His refusal to talk about my mom.

“Have you brought up the empty liquor bottles you found in his office at the funeral home?”

“Not yet. I’m afraid if I push too hard it might hurt instead of help. I don’t think he’s had a drink since he’s been back from his trip. If I bring it up, he might.”

Thirty minutes later, Kelsey’s phone dings with a text. She reads it. “Shit!”

“What?”

“It’s my mom’s friend, Sue. My mom’s in the hospital. Charles came back. She went ahead and told him she was pregnant, and that she didn’t know for sure it was his. He went crazy and beat her up!” She looks up from her phone to me. “You think this is the reason my grandmother came back?” Fear fills my friend’s eyes.

Because I know what it feels like to lose a mother, and because I care for Kelsey, I push my foot on the gas to make the upcoming light.

“I don’t know.”

Kelsey calls Sue back. “I’m on my way, but I’m about an hour out. How…bad is she?” Emotion rattles her voice and does the same to my chest.

I touch her arm, just to let her know I’m here for her.

If her expression is any indication, the answer she got isn’t good. “What kind of surgery?” She draws in a sharp breath that sounds painful. “He broke her arm!” She’s so angry she lurches forward in the seat, and her seatbelt locks and yanks her back. “And the baby?” She closes her eyes. “Thank God.”

Her lips tremble. “Are the police there yet?” Kelsey’s posture stiffens, straightens. Her shoulders snap back, adding a couple inches to her height. “I don’t give a shit if he goes to jail!” Anger, hurt, and fear give credence to her words. “You call them. If you don’t, I will.”
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When we pull into the hospital parking lot, I glance at Kelsey, who’s already unbuckling her seatbelt, preparing to bolt. Half my heart is right there with her, worried over her mom and unborn sibling, but the other half is with the boy who stole my heart. The boy who doesn’t remember me.

Or does he now? Did he really say he wanted me to be the one giving him rides to his therapy sessions? Could his mom have just said that out of desperation?

“You don’t have to stay,” Kelsey says as I park my Mustang. “Sue can take me home after the surgery.”

“I’m not just leaving you here,” I say. “I thought I’d go with you to check in on your mom, then I’ll pop over to see Hayden for a little. But I’ll come back to hang with you while your mom’s in surgery.”

She blinks. “Thank you.”

Walking through the ER doors with Kelsey, I’m assaulted by a familiar chill. Please not the bride. Not now. I turn of my head to check. Not the bride.

I force myself not to let my gaze linger. Yup, I ignore the dead man holding an orange traffic cone over his private parts. And while I’m ignoring, I disregard what appears to be a bullet hole centered in the man’s chest. I pull my arms closer, fighting the chill, and hope Kelsey doesn’t feel it. She’s got enough gnawing on her sanity.

“Hey? Can you see me?” naked cone guy yells.

I try not to flinch. There has to be a hell of a story there, but, like Kelsey, my own sanity is frayed.

“Room twenty-nine.” The desk clerk’s voice brings me out of my own thoughts. The door beside the counter clicks open. I follow Kelsey down one hall, then another. She sees a woman and rushes forward.

“Is she okay?” Kelsey puts a hand over her trembling lips.

“Yes,” the person I assume is Sue answers.

“Did you call the police?” Kelsey asks.

Sue looks apologetic. “I told her she needed to, but she got pissed.”

“I don’t care how pissed she is! Charles did this, and he’s freaking going to jail for it! I’ve been through this with one of her previous boyfriends, and I refuse to let it happen again.”

Kelsey starts for the door. Sue catches her arm. “They’re prepping her for surgery and asked me to wait out here.”

Kelsey glances at me as if she forgot I was there. “It might be a good time to go see Hayden. This could get ugly.” Tears brighten her green eyes.

I search for the right thing to say, but I’m clueless. I don’t know what it’s like to have a mom who would allow a man to abuse her, but then I realize I know more than I think. Dad’s drinking is just another form of self-abuse. And he keeps letting it happen.

Still unsure of the right words, I hug her—tight. Hanging on, I start counting, because yesterday I read an online article that said for a hug to really be beneficial it needs to last twenty seconds. Which is why Dad’s short embraces don’t cut it anymore.

Twenty-one. Twenty-two. At twenty-three, I still don’t want to let go.

But I’m not sure if it’s all for her or for me. Probably both. I drop my arms. “I’ll be in the hospital, so call me if you need me. I’ll come right away.”
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Hayden’s no longer in ICU, and I have to go ask the front desk for his room number. Number memorized, I start across the lobby. Riding the elevator up to the fourth floor, I can’t seem to get enough air.

The doors open, and I chase room numbers down the hall. Hospital noises, a heart monitor, low voices, and rolling carts echo around me. All background noise to the panic stirring inside me and the dead chill stirring around me.

My heart dances to scary music. My hands and the back of my neck are slick with sweat. I come to room 416 and stand in front of his door for a good two minutes. What am I going to say? What’s he going to say?

One deep gulp of air in, one tight blast out, and I force myself to knock.

Swearing I hear him say “come in,” I push open the door.

The second I walk in, I see him rising off the bed. He stands on his own for a couple beats of silence, then he takes a step. And he starts to fall.

Without thought, I rush forward and grab him. But instead of preventing his fall, I go down, too. I land first. He lands on top of me. His warmth. His weight. His chest. Our legs all tangled up. I feel it all.

“Shit!” He lifts up on his elbow, but his chest is still against mine. “You okay?”

I manage to nod. His mouth is so close that I can smell the mint of his toothpaste on his breath. If I lift up an inch, I could press my lips to his. To see if his kiss in the flesh is as good as it was in spirit. His eyes meet mine, and I can’t look away. Blue on blue.

Tell me you remember me? Tell me. Tell me, please. I wait for him to say something, anything.

He continues to stare. I continue to explore the sweetness. We’ve been like this before. Our bodies lined up. Our gazes caught. But this…this is real. This is better.

He blinks but doesn’t pull away. I swear I see recognition in his gaze. Any second, he’s going to lower his mouth, and I’m going to get my first real kiss from Hayden.

I swipe my tongue across my bottom lip, wanting, waiting, willing him to do it because my gumption’s gone.

He blinks again. His dark lashes—so close I can count them—lower, then lift. And the moment that felt familiar, the look I thought was recognition, the certainty of the kiss is gone. So gone.

Then flashing in my mind and bouncing off my sore heart is the memory of him kissing Brandy.

“Can you get off me?” Disappointment sounds in my tone.

“Sorry. I…” He rolls off. I get up. He doesn’t.

He looks away from me, but I see from his expression that he’s upset. Or maybe embarrassed. I regret being short with him. Part of me wants to drop back onto the floor and hug him, hug him for more than twenty seconds and tell him how happy I am he’s alive. Even if he and I are nothing, even if I lose him to Brandy, I’m still happy he’s alive.

I just don’t want a front-row seat to watch their romance. I shouldn’t have come.

I hold out my hand. “Here, let me help you.”

His expression tightens. “Hand me my walker. I’ll pull myself up.”

I roll the walker from the other side of the room closer. Right then, a nurse walks in. “What happened?”

“I fell,” he says.

“Are you hurt?” She kneels down beside him.

“No.” He reaches for the walker.

She moves in. “Let me help.”

“I can do it,” he snaps.

But he’s wrong. It takes both of us to get him back in bed. The nurse walks out. He lifts his face but doesn’t meet my eyes. “Can you come back later?”

I almost turn for the door, but he looks so alone, hopeless. He’s hurting. I feel his pain, his embarrassment, his fear that he’ll never walk.

“It’s just going to take time,” I say. “Give your muscles time to get stronger. This is normal. With physical therapy, you should be up and walking soon. Sometimes it happens quickly, sometimes it might take a little longer. You can’t lose hope.”

He lifts his eyes. “So you’ve been in a coma before, huh?” Frustration bounces around the white room that suddenly feels empty and cold.

“I…researched it. All coma patients go to therapy. You just need to—”

“Why?” The one-word question sounds like an accusation.

“Why what?”

“Why did you research it? Why are you even here?”

Because I love being rejected. My chest walls tighten. I take a step back. “Your mom said that you…you asked if I’d help out. But I guess that was a… I’m sorry I came!” I turn to leave.

“Wait!” His plea reaches my ears just as my hand reaches the door. The angst in his voice is heavy.

I count to three and swallow the lump of emotion before I turn around.

He’s frowning, his gaze hooded. I know that look. He’s about to apologize. He does that a lot. Not in an annoying, insincere kind of way, but with genuineness. Like me, he dislikes hurting people. He’s kind, he cares. Hell, he was willing to die so Annie could live.

“I’m sorry.” The earnestness in his tone doubles the lump in my throat. “This is so hard.”

Tell me about it.

He continues, “But I shouldn’t take it out on you. Please stay.”

I stand there. The colorless room suddenly seems too quiet, almost as if it’s listening to every word, every sound we make. I want to say so much, like how much I miss him, like how I know he’s a fighter and he can beat this. I want to tell him I know him, that I know all his secrets. But I can’t say it.

He folds his hands together. “I did ask my mom to see if you’d help out.” He motions to the chair beside his bed. “Have a seat.” When I don’t move, he smirks. “You standing there on your own two feet feels like you’re showing off.” There’s a note of teasing in his voice.

I move to the chair and drop. “Why me? Why didn’t you ask for Jacob or…Brandy?”

He hesitates as if he’s trying to formulate his answer. “Mom told me how you helped her by being here. That your visits were comforting. She’s still trying to cope with this and…other crap. I thought you being around might help her.”

He wants me here for his mom, not him. Just what a girl wants to hear. I stare away from him.

“And I guess I’m curious.”

My eyes lift. “About what?”

“About why someone would come to the hospital to see a comatose guy they barely knew five years ago. Are you just some kind of do-gooder?” He blinks. “I don’t mean that to sound insulting. I’m grateful you were here for my mom. I just don’t get it.”

I feel small under his scrutiny. I dig deep for a believable lie. “Everybody was talking about you. Jacob especially. They were worried and saying how nice a guy you were. Then I saw your picture and recognized you. I guess because I’m new in town and didn’t really know anyone else, our camp connection felt more relevant.”

He nods as if he believes me. He bends one knee up. “My best friend has a thing for you.” He says it as if it needs announcing.

“Jacob and I are just friends.”

“I’m betting it wouldn’t be that way if Jacob had anything to do with it.” He lifts a brow.

I don’t answer.

“He’s a good guy.” He drops his knee down. “I’ll vouch for him.”

“We’re just friends,” I repeat.

He reaches to the bedside table and picks something up. He turns it around so I can see it. It’s the picture I gave his mom of him and a couple of other campers. “I…asked Mom to bring my old photos of camp. I’m hoping I’ll find a picture of you.”

Freaking great. If he finds one, he might realize I’m not the girl he danced with at camp. When he was in spirit form, he found out we’d both gone to the same camp and he asked me if I was the girl he tripped while dancing and made such a big scene. I told him I wasn’t, but I’d wished I was. When his mom discovered I hadn’t known Hayden from school, she got suspicious about why I was visiting her son. I told her we’d gone to camp together. When that connection didn’t feel like enough, I told her I was the girl he danced with.

Now it’s just another lie I’m caught up in.

He runs his finger under his bottom lip. “I remember dancing with you and how I ended up knocking you on your ass, but I…” He pauses. “You look different than I remember.”

I rub my damp palms over my jean-covered thighs. “I grew up.”

“Yeah.” He looks back at the photograph, then to me. “So you’ll do it.”

“Do what?”

“Take me to therapy. Mom said you only agreed to think about it. She said she’d pay you.”

I need to say no. Just bow out now. Get out while the getting is good.

“Please,” he adds.

“I…I just think if Jacob and Brandy could pitch in, she wouldn’t have to pay anyone. If they couldn’t do it one day, I could do it, but…”

“Jacob is always doing some sports thing or working on his car. And I don’t want my girlfriend taking me to therapy. I don’t want her to see me as weak. It’d be embarrassing.”

Riiiiight. He doesn’t care to impress me. “But since she’s your girlfriend, maybe she’d care enough to want to do it. You know, support you and all.”

A frown pulls at his lips, pulls at his eyes, then pulls at me. “I want you,” he says.

For your mom.

“We can tell old camp stories. It’d be fun.”

Say no. Say no. Just. Say. No!

“I promise not to be a pain in the ass.” His smile is crooked and sweet. It’s the most genuine one I’ve seen from him since he woke up. He tilts his head to the side, his eyelids lower, and he looks at me through his long lashes. I’m so taken by his boy charm, I melt a little into the chair cushion.

I brush my palms down the sides of my jeans again. “I’m not sure that’s a promise you can keep.”

I’m completely serious, but he laughs. It’s masculine, soul-spinning, it’s the launching pad for the butterflies in my stomach.

And that seals the deal. I’m sunk. I’m in. I’m his therapy chauffeur.

A tap comes at his door.

He almost frowns as if he didn’t want us to be interrupted. I know exactly how he feels.

“Come in,” he says.

The door opens, and when I see who’s standing there, I instinctively stiffen. This could be bad.
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Annie and her adoptive mom, who were involved in my last ghost case, are perched in the doorway. Hayden, in spirit form, helped with that case, and since Annie could see him… Yup. This could go badly.

“Hi!” Annie, who looks wonderful, belts out.

“I’m sorry to interrupt,” her mom says. “She saw you come in here, and we’re leaving, so she wanted to say goodbye.”

I glance at Hayden. He’s staring at Annie with the same weird almost-recognition he looked at me with earlier. Does he remember her? Does he remember he was willing to die so she would live?

I force myself to speak. “You’re going home, huh? You look great.”

“Thanks to you.” Her smile is so bright, and her eyes aren’t yellow anymore. Annie focuses on Hayden. “I’m glad you woke up.”

“Yeah.” His tone is hesitant.

“And thank you for playing tic-tac-toe and hangman with me. Maybe you can come over to my house with Riley and we can play some more.”

Hayden’s brow creases. “I…”

“Come on, Annie,” her mom says. “Your dad’s bringing the car around.” Her mom looks at me. “I have your number. I hope it’s okay if I call sometime.”

“Sure.” I push the word off my lips.

Annie releases her mom’s hand and runs to Hayden’s bed and crooks her finger forward. “I want to tell you a secret.”

No. No. Nooooooo.

Hayden leans down.

Annie lifts up on her tiptoes and whispers something close to his ear.

Hayden’s eyes widen. “You know Brandy?”

Annie makes a face. “No. Riley. She’s the angel, and you love each other.”

Oh shiiiit!

Hayden’s gaze darts to me, and his expression is one big question. One that I can’t answer.

“Okay,” he says, but it doesn’t sound like an honest okay. It sounds like an okay that someone is going to have to explain. And I’m afraid he expects that someone to be me.

A quick wave and they walk out.

The door swishes closed, and the whooshing sound is almost too loud. Don’t let him ask. Please don’t let him ask.

He clears his throat. “Why would… I never played tic-tac-toe with her.”

“Kids.” My voice is a couple octaves too high.

He runs his palm over his face. “Wait. Is she…the girl who needed a liver?”

My intake of air is a little fast. He remembers Annie?

I bob my head up and down. “How do you…know that?”

“I saw it on the news this morning. Just now, she looked familiar, and that has to be why, but I still don’t get… How do you know them?”

Her dead father requested my help. I’m running through the maze of my mind, searching crevices and brain wrinkles to find a believable answer. But my crevices and wrinkles offer nothing up.

Hayden does another swipe of his hand over his face. “Why does she think—?”

My phone dings with a text. The old cliché, saved by the bell, has never felt so appropriate or been so appreciated. I pull my phone out. It’s from Kelsey, and it reads, Need you. Now!

Crap. Was there a complication with her mom?

I look up and meet Hayden’s eyes. “I’m sorry, but…I have to go. Kelsey’s mom is in the hospital. She’s having surgery, and Kelsey says she needs… Something must be wrong.” I leave him, his questions, and the colorless room, and rush to the elevator.
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In the elevator, I text Kelsey. On my way. Where R U?

A text dings back. In ER lobby.

I rush out of the elevator and head for the ER.

As I cut the last corner, I see Kelsey standing there. Hugging herself. My own issues take a back seat.

I rush over. “What’s wrong?”

“I was having it out with Mom. She’s so freaking stupid, saying she doesn’t want me to call the police.”

“She needs to get a restraining order,” I say.

“That’s exactly what I told her. But that’s not why I texted you.” She inhales. “While arguing with her, it got cold in the room. Like nipple-cracking cold. I think my grandmother’s here. Or was? Can you see her?”

I peruse the room. The naked cone guy stands on the other side of the room, his cone still strategically positioned, but I don’t see Bessie, Kelsey’s grandmother.

I glance back at Kelsey. “She’s not here right now. You think she’s still with your mom? Maybe we should go—”

“They took her to surgery. But I could swear it was her. I even smelled her. She always smelled like herbs.”

I remember that being Bessie’s scent. “Well, if it’s her, she’ll probably come back.” No sooner do those words fall from my lips than Bessie appears.

Her cold washes over me. I shiver. “Why don’t we take a walk outside?”

Nodding, Kelsey hugs herself tighter, then asks in a low whisper, “She’s here now, isn’t she?”

I nod, and we exit through the hospital doors. Bessie follows.

Sprays of afternoon sunshine spill onto us, but with Bessie in our wake, the cold chases away the warmth. I see a bench and start that way.

“She’s hurting so bad,” Bessie says as Kelsey and I sit down.

“I know,” I say.

Kelsey looks at me. “Did she say something?”

“She says you’re hurting.”

“You finally told her the truth, huh?” Bessie asks. “You know she…senses me.”

I nod.

Kelsey bites down on her lip. “Ask her what I can do to shake some sense into Mom. She’s making the same mistake with Charles as she did with Johnny.”

Bessie’s expression softens with affection. “Oh, hon, I know this looks bad, but your mom is actually trying now. Unlike before, she’s not wanting to protect Charles. She’s scared he might hurt you or the baby. Not that she’s right about not telling the police, but her heart’s in the right place.”

I repeat what Bessie says and see a teary sheen appear in Kelsey’s green eyes. “Then what do I do?”

“I think I’ve got an idea,” Bessie says. “First, I need to confirm something. Give me a few days to figure it out.”

I repeat that to Kelsey.

“I miss you,” Kelsey says.

“I miss you, too.” Bessie’s gaze shifts to me, and longing moves to concern. “Now, about your problem.”

“Which one?” Sarcasm leaks into my voice.

She offers me a sad smile. “Your bride spirit.”

Yup, that’s definitely one of my problems. “What about her?”

“You need to be careful. She’s got anger issues.”

“I noticed.”

Bessie’s expression tightens. “Not all of them are her fault, but…”

“But what?” I ask.

“What?” Kelsey asks.

“It’s about the bride,” I say to appease Kelsey, never taking my eyes off Bessie.

Bessie looks hesitant to spill, but she finally starts talking. “The spirit claims to know things about your mom. I don’t think she’s lying.”

My spine tightens. Mentally, I shove some other bad news to the side so I can fit more. “What does she know? How could she know anything?”

“She wouldn’t tell me. But she also said that the person who killed her is trying to do it to someone else.”

Lovely.

Worry tightens her dark brown eyes. “Find a way to turn it over to the police.”

Good plan, but a hell of a lot tougher than it sounds.

Bessie continues, “Don’t try to do this alone like the other time. And keep your guard up with the bride. I don’t think she wants to hurt you, but she’s in a bad place, and…” Bessie looks off in the distance as if something caught her attention.

The afternoon light gives her dark skin a glow. But it’s more than just the lighting. She has an aura around her. The same kind of luminosity I had in the picture Kelsey took, the same that Mom had in her picture.

“I need to go,” Bessie says. “I’ll be back with a plan on how to deal with Charles.” She glances at Kelsey with love. “Thank you for watching out for her.” She’s still smiling when she fades into the sunshine. As the chill follows her, I feel a sense of peace that seems to come from her.

I wish I could hold on to that sensation. But like her image, it’s gone, and I’m left with my mother mystery, an alcoholic dad, a boy I love who forgot me, and my latest and greatest issue: Figuring out who killed the bride and getting that information to the police before he kills again.
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Kelsey and I sit in the surgery waiting room, which smells like coffee and tears. Silence seems mandatory. Even my intake of air seems too loud. An elderly woman across the way sits running her rosary through her fingers, and her lips move, but nothing comes out. A spirit of an elderly man stands beside her. I can tell he’s not dead. I assume he’s the one in surgery, the one that keeps that rosary moving.

I send up a positive thought that he’ll make it.

Everyone in here is waiting to know if their loved ones are okay. I pull up my phone to refocus on the job at hand.

“What are you looking at?” Kelsey asks.

“Just surfing Snapchat,” I lie before I realize I don’t have to. Kelsey knows. But then again, I don’t want Kelsey pulled into the bride stuff just in case the fertilizer hits the ventilator.

Sure, I’m hoping it doesn’t get dangerous. And I will be taking Bessie’s advice and handing it over to the police, but I have to have something to hand over. Right now, I have nothing. Not the bride’s name. Not when she died. Not who killed her.

So instead of combing through Snapchat, I’m combing through all the missing-person cases in Catwalk, Texas. The online database only goes back five years. And frankly, it’s scary how many people are here one day and gone the next. I can only hope that at least half of them are living it up on a beach in Mexico.

So far, I haven’t found anyone who matches the bride’s general description. Before I went to this site, I Googled dead-bride stories, but the one story I got was about a woman, Mary Ebert, who died in a car crash two years ago on her way to marry John Lawless. Because she was the right age, I searched her name and found her obituary. The picture was of a blonde. But not my dead bride.

My phone dings with a text.

Dad: Where you at?

Me: At the hospital with Kelsey. Her mom broke her arm. 

It feels good not to lie.

Dad: Okay. Don’t cook, I’m working late.

Working or drinking? I almost type that in. But I still haven’t confronted him about the bottles I found in his office.

Kelsey stirs in her chair.

I look at her. “It’s my dad.”

“Everything okay?” The fact that she can even think about my issues when we’re caught in the middle of her own is heartwarming.

“He says he’s working late. Again.”

“Why don’t you go by there, see if he’s lying. Or find out if he’s drinking on the job again.”

“I might,” I say. But the thought of it has unease crowding my stomach like a bad burrito. I hate confronting Dad. Confronting anyone isn’t my strong point. But especially Dad. Every time I do it, I swear it pulls us further apart. We talk less. We hug less. And the hugs get shorter. I feel like I’m losing my dad. And that’s a sucky feeling.

She leans closer. “I forgot to ask, how did your time with Hayden go?”

Voices echo from the other side of the room. I realize someone has turned on the television, and it makes our talking feel less like whispering in church.

“Batshit crazy,” I say, wanting to curtail my lying average, then I glance past her to make sure no one is eavesdropping.

Kelsey’s brows pinch. “About Hayden?” Her slow shift closer speaks of secrets about to be shared. “Did you…” Her voice is a whisper. “Since he wasn’t dead, did you still see him?”

I stare at my phone face down on my lap. “I thought he was…dead.”

“He didn’t tell you he wasn’t?”

“No.”

“And you…fell for him, right?”

“Yeah.” Maybe I should feel embarrassed, but I don’t. Instead, my answer gives my heartstrings a robust tug. I recall how it felt to have Hayden on top of me, how badly I ached for him to remember me, how desperate I’d been for him to kiss me. How badly I felt for him when he’d fallen. But damn, I miss him. I miss us.

I shift closer until my shoulder’s against hers. I divulge everything. About Hayden not telling me about Brandy, about him saving me with his exploding-phone trick. About him being willing to die for Annie and her coming to his room just now. “Right after they left, he started asking about it. All insistent-like. Then your text came, and I got the hell out of there.”

“I’m not sure batshit crazy covers it. I mean…” She lifts her gaze, her eyes widen, and her lips close in a surprised O. “And the drama continues. Look who’s here.”

I glance up. My lungs noisily suck in a gulp of air. Hayden, in a wheelchair, is being pushed by Dex, the guy Kelsey kind of likes, but she refuses to let it happen.

“Hey.” Dex parks Hayden beside me. I feel my skin go hypersensitive just from being this close to him, but I long to be closer. I remember his fingers brushing my hair off my cheek. I meet his eyes and see his earlier questions lingering there.

Dex, eyes on Kelsey, drops into the chair beside her. “Hayden said your mom was having surgery. Is everything okay?”

“Yeah.” Kelsey’s tone is sharp enough to draw blood. I remember she was upset when she learned Dex took a girl to Jacob’s party.

I sense Hayden staring at me. “Riley?”

The moment I meet his blue eyes again, he starts speaking as if he senses I’m trying to avoid him. “You never really agreed to take the job driving me to my therapy sessions.”

A wave of relief hits. “I thought I said yes.”

“You didn’t.” He smiles, and it’s slightly crooked and amazing. How many times have I felt that smile on my lips?

He eases in. “My mom will be happy.”

But not you, huh?

He rolls his wheelchair a little closer as if his words are private. Butterflies, the warm fluttery sensation, fill my chest. “Does he look like me?”

“Huh?” I ask.

“Your boyfriend. I figure that’s what happened…with Annie. She has me mixed up with your boyfriend.”

I shrug, because if I say no, he’ll ask more questions, and if I say yes, he’ll think I have a boyfriend. And I do, but he woke up and doesn’t remember me.

“What kind of surgery is your mom having?” Dex’s voice is a little too loud, but it gives me a reason to focus my attention away from Hayden.

“Arm,” Kelsey answers in her go-jump-off-a-cliff tone.

“What’s wrong with her arm?” Dex asks, proving the guy is certifiably tone deaf.

“She broke it.” Kelsey, tone still all edge, pulls up her phone, using it as a visual barrier between her and Dex’s questions. At least now I understand her attitude isn’t just about her feelings toward the inquirer, but about not wanting to share what really happened to her mom.

“How did she break it?” Dex blurts out. Poor guy sucks at reading cues.

“Anyone want some hot chocolate?” I ask, hoping to ease the tension.

Kelsey lowers her phone and glares at Dex. Okay, it might take more than a hot-chocolate-diversion trick to solve this.

Her head tilts. “You’re kind of nosy, aren’t you?”

Dex shifts as if uncomfortable in his chair. “I was just trying to be nice.”

“That’s not nice. That’s nosy.”

“I think they have the kind with marshmallows,” I say.

Hayden leans back in, closer, and I forget about marshmallows, and hot chocolate, and Dex and Kelsey.

I can feel his warmth. “My mom’s right about you.”

The question Right about what? sits on my lips, but do I want to know?

“The Macon family,” a voice echoes from the front.

Kelsey jumps up and rushes toward the doctor. I join her.

“The surgery went great,” the doctor explains. “My biggest concern now is her pain level and the limited pain medication we can give her due to the pregnancy.”

After we get the report in its entirety, I look back and find Hayden and Dex are gone.

It’s best. I should be relieved, but I feel nothing but loss.
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An hour later, I leave Kelsey, who insists she’s staying the night in the hospital with her mom. “If you change your mind, call me. You can stay at my house,” I tell her before leaving.

Walking to my car, I feel like someone is watching me. Please don’t let it be dead cone guy. I send out feelers and don’t sense the cold of the dead. But that thought takes me immediately to the dead bride. To what Bessie said about her knowing something about my mom. When is Bessie coming back?

When I arrive at my car, the being-watched feeling becomes stronger. The hair on the back of my neck stands up, and chills whisper down my back. I look around and see no one, then I look up. All the way up to the fourth floor. Hayden’s window faces this way. I estimate where his room is. As my eyes move toward the possible windows, I see one has someone staring out. The curtain flutters back in place.

Was it him? Was he watching for me? Could he instinctively miss me the way I’m missing him?

Or is he missing Brandy?

As I drive away, I remember Dad’s text, and instead of taking FM 1960, I take Main Street, which passes the funeral home. Realizing I’m hungry and wanting a reason to see him, I pull into a fast-food drive-through and get two hamburger meal deals.

Please let him be there. I imagine the best scenario. I walk into his office, surprising him with dinner. We sit around his desk, enjoying a meal, enjoying being with each other. I won’t even bring up Mom. I won’t bring up his drinking. I want some daddy-daughter time. Perhaps seeing Kelsey so worried about her mom has made me homesick for some parental affection.

With the hamburgers in tow, the fast-food smell fills my car as I drive to the funeral home. Stomach grumbling, I dip into the bag and snag some hot, greasy, salty fries as my appetizer. My stomach welcomes the food.

I pull into the funeral home parking lot. My hopes for some daddy time evaporate. Dad’s car isn’t out front. On the off chance he parked in the back, I drive around and hold my breath, praying I’ll find his car. That he didn’t lie to me.

No car. “Where are you, Dad?”

I park and pull out my phone. I swipe his name to call. The few fries I’ve eaten now feel heavy in my stomach. I put the phone to my ear, unsure what I’m going to say, but anger bubbles to the surface.

I get that alcoholism is a disease, but does my dad get how hard it is to watch him do this to himself? Does he not understand how this hurts me? How he’s my only family?

The line rings seven times, then goes to voicemail. Afraid I’ll say something I regret, I hang up. Then I regret hanging up. Something has to give. Dad has to give.

Do I need to push him harder? Does he need to hit rock bottom? Just how far down is rock bottom? Isn’t lying to his daughter, getting drunk by—I look at the time—seven o’clock rock bottom? And will he attempt to drive home after consuming who-knows-how-many drinks?

I pull up his last text on my phone, stare at the message box, and type: Where are you?

I wait. Wait. And wait. Finally, three little dots appear.

Dad: Told you I was working late.

“But you aren’t!” I let out a low growl. Three more dots appear.

Dad: Everything okay? 

At least he still cares. Or is his concern even real? If I needed him right now, would he come? A heavy, tight, unhappy feeling hits my chest. I do need him. With all the other shit going on in my life, I could use one of his long hugs. The kind he used to give me. The kind that felt like unconditional love and understanding. It didn’t even matter if he didn’t really understand.

I continue to stare at the phone.

Me: Can u meet me at the park by the house? I’ll bring food. We’ll have a picnic. I miss you. Need to see you.

He doesn’t answer. I wait for those three dots.

Dad: Sorry. I’m elbow-deep at my desk doing paperwork. Already ate. 

I look up at the empty funeral home. Even in my car, I can feel the unearthly chill. Only the dead are there. “Why do you lie to me, Dad?”

Me: Promise me you won’t drive if you’re drunk.

I wait. Wait. No three dots appear.

I sit in the car. Have myself a pity party. Fifteen minutes later, I start my Mustang and drive home.
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It’s almost dark when I get there. No lights left on. No one to greet me. Alone. Lonely. I blame the empty feeling on Dad. The angry hum in my blood is an irritant like a mosquito buzzing at my ear. But I know it’s not just Dad. It’s Hayden, too.

I step into the kitchen, and I have to rescind my alone thought. Tiny cat paws come tap-tapping to meet me. Dropping the bag of uneaten fast food down on the counter, I pick Pumpkin up and hold him against my chest. His soft purr is almost a hug.

His welcome-home greeting is a sure sign I don’t have visitors from the other side. In fact, the house is warm. I take in a breath and can still smell the chili I made yesterday. Chili I made and Dad never ate. He worked late last night, too.

Pumpkin rubs his face against mine, then squirms to be put down. Once on the floor, he runs to his food bowl. “Hungry, huh?” I add food to it, then I drop my purse on the kitchen table and listen to his quiet munching fill an empty house.

My stomach grumbles, but I’m no longer hungry. I pull my phone from my purse to see if I possibly missed a text from Dad.

I didn’t.

Part of me wonders if I should drive around to bars to see if I can find his car. What if he gets drunk and gets behind the wheel?

“I hate this, Dad!” I mutter.

Furious, I start typing.

Me: DO NOT DRIVE DRUNK!!! Call an Uber. Call me. If you hurt yourself or hurt someone else, I WILL NEVER FORGIVE YOU!!

I tap my fingers on the table, waiting. Three dots appear. My chest fills with needed air. My gaze locks on those three dots. Finally, words appear.

Dad: I won’t. Don’t worry.

A strangled, scratchy sound escapes my throat. A sound that’s part relief, part anguish.

Me: Promise?

Dad: Promise.

I go upstairs. The creak of the wood stairs follows me as I climb. When I walk into the room, I see the painting I’m working on. A copy of the one I remembered Mom painting. The one signed by Sam that I saw hanging in the gallery. All my questions about Mom bob to the surface.

Suddenly, I wish the dead bride would come back. Tell me what she has on my mom. But why does just thinking about it open up some uncertainty in the pit of my belly? It feels like a warning that whatever I’m about to learn is going to change things. Change how I feel about Mom. Change how I feel about Dad. Maybe even change how I feel about myself.

And I’ve never been a fan of change.

My gaze shifts to the history book on my bed. I should study for the test coming up next week. I look at the painting again. Forget history.

Hoping that painting might relax me, I change clothes. After I spread the plastic cover around the easel, Mom’s easel, I dab my paint on the paper plate, then I go on automatic and just paint. I don’t think. I don’t worry. I swipe the brush on the canvas. Listen to the little sounds.

I don’t know how much time has passed, an hour or two, but I’m happy. No what-ifs playing in my mind.

My phone rings and shatters the sense of calm. I think about Dad. Him driving drunk. I hurry to the bed, where I left my phone.

I see the number but don’t recognize it. “Hello?” I take the call, my heart in my throat.

“Hi.” The voice is deep.

“Hayden?”

“Yeah.”

I drop down on the mattress, and I swear my heart sighs. A good sigh.

“Hi,” I manage.

“I hope you don’t mind me calling. Mom gave me your number, and I just…thought I’d see if you could come by tomorrow and…talk about getting me back and forth to the therapy sessions.”

I nod, then realize he can’t see me. “Yeah. What time’s good?”

“Morning?” He pauses. “If that’s good for you.”

“Yeah. How about around ten-thirty?”

“Good.” His silence echoes through the line, and I scramble to think of something to say so he won’t hang up, but before I do, he asks. “Were you busy?”

“No.” More silence. “I was painting.”

“You paint?” His quick response makes me think he doesn’t want to hang up, either.

“Well, I try. I don’t mean I suck at it, but I’m still learning.”

“So art and cars, huh?”

“What?”

“Dex told me you are taking auto tech at school. So, I was saying that you’re into art and cars.”

“Yes.” I hear rustling, and I imagine him shifting around in his hospital bed.

“And you drive a bright green Mustang?”

“Yeah.” I remember the window at the hospital. “Were you looking out your…” I suddenly realize it’s going to sound stupid.

“What?” he asks.

The silence beckons for me to continue. “Someone was looking down from a window on the fourth…” Oh, it does sound stupid. “Nothing.” I push my palm against my forehead.

“Dex had pointed out your car earlier. I wasn’t spying or anything.” I recognize the hint of guilt in his tone.

“No. Of course.” I smile. Watching me shows interest, doesn’t it? “Do you like cars?” I throw out the conversation starter and remember him telling me he did, but not as much as Jacob or Dex.

“Sure. I wasn’t taking auto tech this year, but I know how to work on them, and I enjoy it. I worked on them with Jacob all the time.”

“That’s good,” I say.

The line goes quiet. “Was it…?” His voice lowers an octave. “Jacob?”

“Huh?”

“The person Annie thought was me. You know, the one you’re in love with? Was she talking about him?”

I pass my front teeth over my bottom lip, trying to come up with an answer. The pause gets too long, and I just throw something out there. “I told you Jacob and I are just friends.”

“That’s not what Dex…” He stops. “Jacob’s a great guy.”

“Yeah, you told me.” Frustration leaks into my voice.

“I just thought with you both loving old cars, it would be natural for you to—”

“What do you and Brandy share in common?” The words fall off my lips before I’ve considered the wisdom of asking. Because the truth is…I don’t want to know what they share. “I’m sorry,” I blurt out. “That’s not any of my business.”

“No. It’s okay.” He still doesn’t answer. Then, “I… We haven’t dated long. I mean, it’s not serious. We’re still learning about each other.”

It looked serious. “Oh.”

“So where are you from?” he asks.

“I lived all my life in Dallas, but we moved to Banker, Texas, for almost a year before we moved here.”

“What do you think of Catwalk?” His voice feels close, and I close my eyes.

“It’s okay. It’s hard to move this late in high school, but I lucked out, and Kelsey and I became really good friends. For that reason alone, I’m glad I moved here.” Then there’s you.

“It makes sense. She’s new here, too.”

“Yeah,” I say.

“I heard you got in a fight with Candace at school,” he says.

“Dex talks too much,” I say. “It’s not—”

“He wasn’t talking shit. He was bragging on you, not making fun of you.”

“Right,” I say.

“No, I’m serious. Everyone knows Candace and the whole Jamie bunch are screwups. I told Jacob he was nuts falling for her. And I hear he broke up with her. For you.”

“I don’t think it was because of me.” It gets quiet again.

“You know what’s crazy?” he asks.

You mean besides my whole life? “What?” Pumpkin jumps up on my bed and meows.

“When Dex said you got a black eye, I swear, I could see you in my mind with one. It was like I saw you…when you had it.”

You did. Air feels trapped in my chest. If he remembers that, what else might he remember? Maybe us? Is it just going to take time? Is the memory of us like learning to walk again? One small step at a time? “That is weird.”

“You didn’t have a black eye at camp, did you?”

“No.” Pumpkin starts rubbing his cheek on my chin.

“I didn’t think so.” He pauses. “Is that a cat I hear?”

“It’s Pumpkin.” I stare up at the ceiling fan.

“I like cats,” he says.

“I know,” I say, then cringe. “Your mom mentioned you were into animals.”

“I hadn’t thought about that,” he says.

“Thought about what?” I stop scratching Pumpkin behind his ears.

“How many stories about me my mom probably bored you with.”

“I wasn’t bored.”

“Crap. If they weren’t boring, then they were probably embarrassing.” He chuckles.

I hear someone talking to him.

“Can we wait just a bit?” he asks, but he’s not speaking to me.

“Do you need to go?” I ask.

“No. She’s going to see another patient first. It was the physical therapist.” His tone goes darker.

“You’re going to be okay,” I say.

He’s silent for several long seconds. “You said you researched about people coming out of comas and getting therapy.”

“Yeah.”

“How long did it take them to…be normal again?”

“It varied. Every case is different.”

“What about the cases similar to mine?”

“For some, it only took a couple of weeks. A few of them took a few months.” I didn’t tell him about the ones who had brain or nerve damage because I don’t think he does.

“Months? Shit!”

“Look, a week ago we didn’t know if you were going to live. A month or so of therapy is a great alternative. And it may not even take a month. You’ve only been awake a few days. Don’t be so hard on yourself.” Without realizing it, my tone is too familiar, like someone who knows him better.

He goes silent again. Did I piss him off?

“I’m sorry, I don’t mean to sound harsh, it’s just…”

“No, you’re right. I just hate feeling like I can’t do things. I’m big into instant gratification.” His tone adds a lightness to his words, but I know he’s scared.

“You’re going to be fine,” I say seriously. “I know that with all my heart.”

“I hope your heart’s right.” His voice is low. There are several beats of silence before he asks, “Are you going to school to be a nurse or maybe a psychologist when you graduate?”

“Nooo. I was thinking business. What I’d really like is to do something with art, but Dad’s not into art degrees.”

“Well, you’re good at helping people. My mom. Annie. Now…me.” He hesitates. “Was Annie right? Are you an angel?”

“No. Far from it.”

“Really? What have you done that’s so bad?”

“I get angry. Hold grudges.” I attempt to steal a guy from his girlfriend. And right then, I realize that’s exactly what I’m doing. I’m going to steal Hayden back. I know she had him first, but I don’t care. I love him. And I still believe Brandy is into Jacob.

A little voice whispers in my head: Do you just want to believe that so you won’t feel guilty about pushing Jacob away? Are you just telling yourself that because of Brandy’s connection to Hayden?

Do I care? Maybe a little, but not enough to lose Hayden.

“That’s all?”

“I lie. Mostly for good causes, but I do it.”

“What do you lie about?”

“I prefer not to say.”

“Okay. Who do you get angry at?” he asks.

Boys who don’t tell me they are dating someone while they’re making me fall in love with them. I reel in my wayward thoughts, and in the process, I realize I must have forgiven him if I’m determined to get him back. Or maybe I’ve just prioritized. Win Hayden back, then give him shit for what he did.

“You get angry at your parents?” Hayden asks when I haven’t answered.

“Yeah. Well, my dad.”

“Not your mom?”

“She passed away when I was four. But sometimes I get angry at her for that.” And possibly for having an affair with an artist.

The line goes quiet. “I know what you mean. I lost my dad. I was angry at him for years.”

“It’s hard to lose the person you think will always be there.” I wonder if this is the reason Hayden and I bonded. We share that pain.

“Tell me about it,” he says, and an echo of old hurt lingers on the line.

Pumpkin moves back up and bumps my chin with his cold nose.

“Did your dad remarry?” he asks.

“No,” I say. “He dated for a while, but nothing serious.”

“You’re lucky. Mom did. He’s a piece of shit.”

“Sorry.” I wonder if he’ll tell me again about how he caught his stepfather cheating. My heart aches just thinking about it, because I know how much that hurt him. But he doesn’t say more. Maybe it’s too soon. I haven’t retold him all my ugly secrets yet, either, about Dad’s drinking, about him hiding things about my mom.

It’s almost as if we are getting to know each other all over again. And you don’t dump your bad shit on someone right out of the gate.

“You sure you didn’t have a black eye at camp? I swear, I can see you with it. It’s like a picture of you with it in my mind.”

“Positive.” I press my hand on my mattress.

I hear someone else talking in the background.

“The nurse is here,” Hayden says. “I should go.” There’s a pause, then, “Riley?”

The soft way he says my name tiptoes across my soul, leaving sweet footprints. “Yeah.”

“Thanks for…talking.”

“Anytime,” I say with so much honesty that it hurts.

“Don’t say that. I might take you up on it.”

“I hope you do.” I swallow.

He hangs up. I lay there flat on my mattress, staring up at the ceiling fan, resting my phone over my heart, which somehow feels less broken now. And I let myself hope.
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I stay in the same position for an hour, recycling every word he said, reliving every nuance of emotion the talk awakened. Finally realizing I should go take a shower or maybe even try to eat something, I sit up, and my gaze falls on the painting.

It’s not as good as the one at the gallery, but it’s not bad. I think I might actually have inherited some of my mom’s talent. What else did I inherit? I wouldn’t know, because of Dad’s closed-mouth policy. That thought yanks me back to the bride and what she might know. I look around, put out feelers, but get nothing but a warm house and the slight scent of turpentine.

I still speak to her. “You could come back and talk, you know?”

I get nothing.

Standing up, bypassing the shower-and-eating idea, I go to my computer. I return to my search about dead and missing brides, and only the article about the car accident comes up. I move back to the missing-people search. For the next thirty minutes, I do nothing but surf the internet, reading sad stories. Then it hits me I’m searching just in this town. I need to branch out.

I’m starting to put in the name of a bordering town when I remember the spirit was haunting the gallery, so I should probably search New Spring. I pull it up. It’s smaller than Catwalk, so the list is short. There’s no murder story or missing-person story fitting the bride’s description.

I try Dayton, which is a bigger town, closer than New Spring. The list is longer. I start combing through names, skipping the males and checking the ages of the females. I’m about to give up when I find a name, Shane Casey. White female, age thirty-three.

I click on the link, and my heart nosedives and hits my empty stomach. It’s her. I’m fixed on her silver-blond hair and almost silver eyes. In this picture, she doesn’t look like a snake. She’s pretty. She’s vibrant. She’s…alive.

Even with her being a complete bridezilla, I feel for her. She was too young to go. And to be murdered. If that happened to me, I’d probably be a bitch on wheels, too.

As I skim the information, my gaze lands and locks on the date she went missing. Only a month ago. I knew the wedding dress looked modern, but…I didn’t expect it to be so recent. I just don’t get how she could have a grudge against my mom, who died thirteen years ago.

I go to Google and search her name to see if I can get more information. There are six articles—one is by the local paper in Dayton. Her sister was interviewed and talked about Shane being a good person. Her love of…art.

The next article is about a local street fair. It’s from a year ago. I don’t see the connection to my bride until I read the announcement of the raffle winners. Shane Casey won…painting lessons provided by Sam’s art gallery.

Shit. Did Sam kill her? Was my mom having an affair with a murderer?

I click on each of the other articles and read. Four just tell the same story about her going missing. One has another interview with a friend, saying the cops think she might have run away or even hurt herself because she’d been depressed since her fiancé broke off their wedding a few months back.

Which is odd. Why is she wearing the dress?

Another article, this one from the local paper here in Catwalk, catches my attention. Published six weeks ago, so right before she went missing. The story is about opportunities for upcoming brides to buy wedding items through a new local website called Weddings For Less. Shane Casey was interviewed about how easy it is to sell things like dresses and centerpieces. One picture in the article is of her holding up a wedding dress that she’s trying to sell. Chills run down my spine.

My mind conjures an image of her in the dress with a knife through her heart. If she’s wearing the dress, does that mean the website could possibly be connected to her death somehow?

I go to the website. They require I sign in. I hesitate, then do it. But I change my last name. I look around the site to see how it works. I go to Shane’s page. I see she’s sold quite a few things. A veil, an engagement ring, and some centerpieces. I can’t imagine how hard it would be to sell the items you bought for your special day. Now I’m feeling even worse for her.

However, I don’t see that she sold her wedding dress. In a bottom corner, there’s a spot saying she had thirty saved messages and twenty unread. I’m guessing this is where someone would contact you if interested in purchasing some of your items.

My mind starts connecting the dots. Maybe I’m wrong about Sam being involved in her death. Maybe her killer contacted her here. I can’t help but wonder if the police have checked this out. Or is it like the friend said, and the police think she just ran away?

But is this information enough to take to the police? And how would I get this to them? Should I write a letter, like I did before, claiming I’m an innocent bystander who knows something? What if they suspect the two letters are from the same person and really start looking for me?

My phone rings. My gaze goes to my bedroom clock. It’s after eleven. Before I pick up, I check the number, hoping it’s Hayden again. It isn’t.

It’s Dad.

“You okay?” My heart starts and stops as I wait for him to answer.

“Hi. This is James, the bartender from Barnie’s Pool Hall and Bar.”

I gasp. “Yes.”

“I have a gentleman here that’s had too much to drink to be driving. I didn’t know if you wanted to come get him or if you’d like me to grab him a taxi. I’m uncomfortable going into his wallet.” He pauses, then I hear, “Sir, no, I can’t let you drive. Stop!”

My chest clutches. “Take his keys away!” I yell into the phone. “What’s your address? I’m on my way!”
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I drive down the dark streets on the not-so-good side of town.

My phone dictates I take the next right, and immediately I see the sign for Barnie’s. I pull in and park. When I get out, I’m instantly aware of how dark it is, how late it is, how dangerous it feels. The back of my neck itches as if someone is watching me. I lock the door. If sober, Dad would threaten to ground me for being here. Maybe he’ll ground himself.

I glance around, and relief fills my chest when I spot Dad’s car. But that relief shatters when a police car pulls into the parking lot. Ducking my head down, I take off for the front door.

The place is dark, smoky, and smells like old beer and old men. Why did my dad come here? There are a lot of nicer establishments closer to the funeral home.

Then again, he’s probably afraid some of the families of his clients would recognize him. I give my eyes a few seconds to adjust to the darkness, then I head for the bar. An older man, long gray hair in a ponytail, is standing behind the counter.

“Hi, I’m Riley Smith. Are you James?”

“You’re the man’s daughter?”

I nod and look around. “Where is he?”

“In the back corner.” He points behind me. “I had to call the cops. He got belligerent and was insisting on driving himself.”

“I’m sorry. But I’m here now. Can I just take him home?”

Right then, I hear the door whoosh open behind me.

“Please.” I mouth the word and gaze at James.

He looks over my shoulder. “Hey, officers. It’s fine now. I got his daughter here to take him home.”

I leave James to deal with the police, and I go check on Dad. The look on his face when he sees me is pure pain and undiluted embarrassment. I only feel a little bit sorry for him.

“You shouldn’t have come.” His words are slurred, and there’s drool on his chin.

I don’t respond, and Dad doesn’t speak again for the next ten minutes.

The officers end up helping me get Dad in my car. I’m told it will be okay to pick his car up in the morning. He stays silent as I drive. In fact, he nods off. For some reason, that makes me mad. I want him awake, for him to realize he can’t ever do this again. I want to unload on him, but a voice of wisdom says yelling at him now would be futile. So I just drive. I fume. I hurt.

When I pull into the garage, he doesn’t even move. “Dad? We’re home.”

He doesn’t stir.

I get out, go around, open the door, and give his shoulder a hard shake. “We’re home. Come on. Get out of the car.”

He lifts his chin off his chest. More drool runs down the side of his mouth. He glances up, then quickly down, as if looking at me hurts. And I hope it does.

“Come on. I’ll help you.”

“Don’t need help!” he says too loudly. When he starts to get out, he almost falls. I barely manage to catch him. Once in the house, he lets go of me and stumbles to the sofa.

“Don’t you want to go to bed?”

“Fine here,” he mutters, then he looks up at me and tears fill his eyes. I can’t remember the last time I saw him cry. Or if I’ve ever seen him cry. Damn. Damn. Damn.

He swipes a hand over his face. “I only wanted to protect you. But you’re going to hate me for it. Part of me… A tiny part knew it was wrong, but I did it for you.”

“What did you do?” I ask.

He leans back against the sofa.

I move in. “Dad? What did you do?”

He doesn’t answer. As I get closer, I realize he’s out again. I kneel down and remove his shoes, setting them aside so he won’t trip on them when he gets up. I stand.

“What am I going to hate you for?” I ask, but I know he’s not hearing me. I grab a throw off the back of the sofa and spread it over him. I stand there, watching him breathe, wishing I knew how to fix him. I still think my mom would know that answer. If only her spirit would come see me. I don’t even care if she had an affair. I need to help my dad.

A hollow ache fills my stomach, and I know it’s hunger. While eating doesn’t appeal to me, the gnawing pain will keep me awake. Moving to the kitchen, I pull out a foil-wrapped marshmallow treat from the pantry. My gaze locks on the wall behind the breakfast table. Locks on the knives. My heart stops. My lungs noisily suck in air.

My dead bride’s cold lingers, but it’s only a haunting chill.

“Seriously?” I mutter. Anger coils inside my empty stomach as I move behind the table and pull six knives out of the Sheetrock.
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“You look like something one of my grandmother’s cats dragged in and wouldn’t eat.”

An unexpected laugh spills out of my mouth as I hand Kelsey her coffee. I don’t know why I find her insult funny. I guess it’s laugh or cry. And crying will only make me look worse. Thank goodness I have makeup in my purse and plan to apply it before I visit Hayden.

I set my hand on my hip and mimic her humor-intended ’tude. “Frankly, my dear, you aren’t ready for a beauty contest, either.”

“What? Bed hair and the rumpled look isn’t in?” Her grin is interrupted by her yawn.

I’d texted when I got to the hospital and asked if she wanted to join me at the Starbucks in the lobby for a hazelnut latte.

“Did I wake you up?” I look down at my phone in my lap. It’s almost ten.

“No. You can’t sleep in this place. It’s like torture.”

“How’s your mom?” I ask.

She loses the humor cover. “She had a rough night. The arm hurts like hell, and she can’t take much for pain. They’re keeping her one more night.”

“Sorry,” I say. “Are you going to stay again tonight?”

“I’m thinking about it.”

“You want me to take you home and pick up some things? Or I can just go by and do it for you.”

She frowns. “Let me get past the tell-the-police issue.”

I lean in. “So she’s agreed to call the police?”

“Sort of,” she says. “She said she wanted to be clearheaded first. So I’m planning on calling them when I get back to her room.”

“Do you need me for support, or is it better that I’m not there?”

“I should do this alone. But thanks. Oh, the good news is they did a sonogram. The baby was turned wrong, so we don’t know the sex, but they found out she’s almost four months pregnant, so the baby isn’t Charles’s.”

“Good,” I say.

Her tired green eyes give me a keen once-over. “How is it you can always tell when my life is circling the toilet?”

“Because your aura shows me the dark shadows of your soul. It’s a murky brown. Scary-looking.”

I wait for her to laugh. She doesn’t. Shit. Is she serious? “You see my aura?”

Held-in laughter spills from her mouth. “No! You get purple circles under your eyes when you don’t sleep.”

I kick her foot, then I can’t help but laugh, too. When we sober up, I say, “I slept. Some.”

“What happened?”

“Dad happened. I did like you suggested and went by the funeral home. He wasn’t there. I texted him, and he lied and said he was at work. I texted him back and told him not to drink and drive.”

“And he did anyway?” Kelsey asks, suspecting the worst.

“No.” I tell her about picking him up at the bar, the cops arriving, and end with, “When I woke up this morning, he was gone.”

“That sucks. Did you call him?”

“I texted. I think he’s at church. But I told him I would see him this afternoon.”

“And he answered?”

“Just with a thumbs-up.” I hesitate. “He said something weird last night.”

“Drunk people do that.”

“I know, but… He said something about me not being able to forgive him for something. I don’t think it was the liquor talking.”

“Do you have any idea what he meant?” She sips her coffee.

“Other than feeling as if it’s about my mom, no.”

“Sorry.” After a few seconds, she asks, “Has my grandmother stopped in again?”

“Not yet. I was hoping she’d be here. Have you felt her?” I look around the lobby that’s warm and free of spirits right now.

“No.” She slumps back in the chair. “She did say she’d be back, right?”

I nod. “She’ll be back.”

Kelsey leans a little closer. “What about the bride?”

After I spill all the dirty little details about the knife display in my kitchen, Kelsey sits there, mouth slightly agape. “What if…next time she decides to throw a few at you instead of the wall?”

“I don’t think she will. Even your grandmother said she didn’t think she wanted to hurt me.” I take a sip of my coffee, and the whipped cream coats my lips. “I found out her name.”

“How?”

“The Internet. It’s amazing what you can find.”

“Any leads on who killed her?” Kelsey whispers as if saying it aloud might bring the killer here. “I mean, that is what she wants with you, to tell the police who killed her, right? The same with that other murder you wrote the police about?”

I can’t help but wonder how long ago Kelsey uncovered my secrets on my computer. Not that I’m mad—I’m more embarrassed. My thoughts go back to her question. “You’d think so, but it feels wrapped up with my mom, Sam, and the gallery, too.” I tell Kelsey about the ghost winning the art lessons from Sam’s gallery.

“Do you think Sam killed her?”

“I thought about it, but…” I explain to her about the website, Weddings For Less. And how I think someone from that site might be responsible because she was in her wedding dress when she was killed. “The website is a perfect place for weirdos to meet women.”

“You’re like a detective. Maybe that’s what you should take in college: Criminal Justice.”

“I don’t think so.”

“Why? You’re good at it.”

“I’m only good at it because…I have inside information.”

“Does it matter why? You’re good at it.” She hesitates, and I can almost see her mental gears spinning. “So if Sam’s not involved with her death, then how is he involved? And why is she haunting the gallery? You don’t think she’s your sister or anything, do you?”

“She couldn’t be. She’s thirty-three. Mom would have had to be nine when she was born.”

“Maybe she’s your aunt, then? Does she look like your mom?”

I consider it. “She’s blond, but not like Mom and me. Dad told me Mom didn’t have family, but he could have lied about that, too.” I hate that I feel this way, not trusting Dad, but how can you trust someone when they’ve lied to you over and over again. But then again, I’ve been doing the same thing.

I look at Kelsey. “You know I’m sorry, right?”

“For what?”

“Lying to you. I’m so pissed at Dad for doing it, and I realize I’m just as guilty.”

“You had a reason,” she says.

And that’s when it hits me. Dad thinks he had a reason, too. I won’t know if his excuse holds water until I get to the bottom of things. Maybe I should reserve my anger until I hear the truth. But there’ll be no reserving my fury over his drinking.

If the bartender hadn’t stopped him, he’d have driven home. I remember how out of it he was last night. He could have killed himself or someone else.

He might have escaped my wrath by running off this morning. But this afternoon, I plan on having what he calls a “meeting of minds.” I just don’t have a clue what my mind is going to say when it meets his. And what, if anything, I can say to make him stop drinking.

Kelsey turns the cup in her hands. “Are you going to go see Hayden while you’re here?”

I nod. “He called me last night.”

“Called you? Does he remember you?”

“No. Not really.” I tell her about him saying he could see my black eye.

“It was an awesome black eye.” She grins. “So how long did you talk? Was he nice to you?”

“Yeah.” I lean back and sink into myself and savor the hope his call gave me. “We talked until a nurse came in. It feels like we’re getting to know each other all over again. Just talking to him over the phone makes me feel…warm and mushy.”

“I remember that feeling,” she said. “Then I remember losing it. Felt like someone reached up through my ass and tore out my heart.”

I gasp. “That was just a bit too visual.”

She half grins. “Sorry.”

I look at her. “I know you were upset when Dex asked about your mom, but his asking means he cares. And…”

“Right. If he cares about me, why was he all handsy with the girl at Jacob’s party? And don’t try to backtrack that.”

“You can’t be mad at him for dating other people when you won’t date him.”

“I’m not mad. But it says he’s not into me. Look at Jacob. He’s into you. He’s not dating anyone.”

A frown chases away the good Hayden feelings. And the reason is simple. Jacob’s thing for me might be another reason Hayden won’t give in to there being an us. Of course, there’s Brandy, too. All of which I try not to think about. “That’s different. I was almost dating Jacob. I kissed him, then I pulled back. You haven’t given Dex the time of day.”

Kelsey’s shoulders stiffen. “I have. He asked me the time last Friday.” Her tone goes straight to smartass. “It was three p.m. I remember.”

Her sarcasm pulls an eyeroll out of me. “I get that you’re scared. I get your mom’s dating dilemmas have messed with your mind. I get that you got dumped because of racism and you’re afraid it’ll happen again. But I want my friend to be happy. And I think Dex would make you happy.”

She lifts a brow, her head tilts just a bit, and her chin comes out. This is Kelsey’s getting-pissy look. “Stop.”

“No.”

She frowns. “Who died and made you the happy fairy? Besides, this is my personal shit. And if you don’t mind, I’d like to keep it personal.”

“Like the stuff on my computer was personal?” My lips tighten, and I glare at her.

She lets out a slow breath, her chin lowers, and her shoulders drop an inch. “Look, I get what you’re saying. And I even know you’re a little bit right. But with my mom, my job, and my best friend’s freaky issues, my life is so fracking nuts right now I can’t add one more thing to it. So no Dex.”

I lean back. “Don’t use me as an excuse.”

“Okay, axe the friend with freaky issues. I still can’t take on a boy.”

“Why? The right boy makes things better, not worse.”

Her mouth thins. “You don’t get it. I’m more like my mom than I want to be. I get a boyfriend, and it consumes me. I’m blinded by all the gooey stuff going on inside me. I look back at how I let Brad treat me, and I get so pissed at myself. Why didn’t I kick his ass?”

I can tell she’s really worried. “You were younger. We all make mistakes. Mistakes from our pasts don’t define us.”

Kelsey frowns. “That sounds like another weed-induced piece of wisdom.”

I nod. “It probably is.”
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Thirty minutes later, with freshly applied makeup—because I don’t want to look like something a cat wouldn’t eat—I head up to Hayden’s room. My heart is hammering with nerves, both the good and bad kind.

Will Mrs. Parker be there? I remember Hayden saying his mom was right about me. What was she right about? I know she likes me. But if she knew I lied about the your-son-and-I-danced thing, would she still like me?

Why is it that the bad nerves are now multiplying while the good ones are taking a leave of absence behind my liver? But no matter how afraid I am right now, I’m not leaving this hospital without seeing him. I’m going after what I want. And I want Hayden.

I stand flatfooted at the door and knock and sweat and breathe too fast. I don’t just want Hayden, I need him.

“Come in.” His voice, deep, solid, and masculine, has a few of the good nerves leaving my liver, finding their way to my heart, and setting free a few sweet butterflies. Yup, I need him.

I open the door. His blue eyes find mine. He smiles. I smile. I melt.

“Hi.” He raises up in his bed. His hair looks a little wet, as if he showered. His face looks fuller. Is he already putting on weight? “I was worried you weren’t going to come.”

I step the rest of the way in, and the door swooshes closed behind me. The cool wake that hits me is too cold. Cold like I have company. I choose not to look back, hoping they’ll just go away. “I said I’d be here.”

“I know. But you’re late.”

I pull out my phone. “I told you I’d be here at ten-thirty, and it’s ten thirty-three.”

He half smiles. “That’s three minutes, and do you know how long three minutes is when you’re sitting in a white room bored out of your mind?”

I grin. “I was having coffee with Kelsey.” I finally glance behind me. No one is there. But they were. I feel it in the way goose bumps skateboard up and down my spine.

“How is Kelsey’s mom?” His question rings earnest, like he actually cares and isn’t just making small talk. And because I know him, I know he’s sincere.

“She’ll be okay. They are keeping her one more night.”

“It must have been a really bad break.”

I’m tempted to tell him what really went down, tell him about Kelsey’s mom being pregnant. I would have told the old Hayden everything, but our relationship isn’t the same, and frankly it’s not my story to tell. “It was bad.”

“Sorry.” He continues to stare. “Does she still live with her grandmother who lives across the street from Jacob?”

“Yeah, but…her grandmother passed away.”

His eyes round. “She did?”

“Yeah. Did you know Bessie?”

It takes him a second to answer, as if he’s digesting my question. “Just…seeing her at Jacob’s all these years.” He goes silent. I go silent. He finally looks up. “Are you going to sit down? You look like you’re about to bolt.”

I drop into a chair and try to relax, but I sense I’m not the only one nervous right now. “How are you feeling?”

“Okay. I had physical therapy this morning. The therapist said she’d be back this afternoon. She’s going to let me try to walk tomorrow morning. She kind of said what you did, that it may take time.”

“Told you.” I smile, remembering me telling him time and time again that he was going to be okay. “When are you going home?”

“Hopefully tomorrow afternoon.”

“Is your mom going to take you?”

“I told her I could ask you to do it, but my grandmother is coming up today, and Mom wants her to do it.”

“Oh. So is your grandmother going to take you to physical therapy for a while?” I’m disappointed.

“No. She’s only here for two days.” He reaches over to the bedside table for his supersized mug, and when he does, it slips from his grip, the top pops off, and ice and water go all over him and his sheets.

“Shit,” he says.

I jump up. “I’ll get something.” I dart into the adjoining bathroom and grab a towel off the rack on the wall. I rush back out and move to the side of the bed and start soaking the puddles of water off his white sheet. I see a few pieces of ice on the other side of the blanket, and I reach over to pick them up. I’m half leaning over him when I realize he’s staring at me. He sits up higher, and his face is inches from mine.

Our gazes lock. He reaches up. With two fingers, he brushes a few strands of my hair behind my ear. His fingers slide across my cheek. It’s his signature move. It’s the kind of touch that doesn’t cross any lines. It’s his lead-in to a kiss, his way of saying he cares. I love that touch.

I’m caught in the moment, longing for more, when he jerks his hand back.

“I’m sorry. I…don’t know why I…” He blinks. “It’s like… I feel as if…” He lets out a deep breath. “I’m confused about some things.”

“What things?” I look away and grab his mug and drop the handful of ice into it.

“Stuff,” he says.

“What stuff?” I push.

He rakes a hand over his face, then looks at me. “It’s crazy. Like the black eye, I… I mean, I look at you now, and I see you’ve got purple circles under your eyes, and I know that means you didn’t sleep well. And instinctively I know you were upset about something, because you normally sleep well. And how do I know that? I didn’t learn that about you when we were at camp. You are… It’s like…” He lets out a sound of frustration. “All this time I’ve been worried I lost my ability to walk, and now I’m worried I’ve lost my mind.”

I’m unsure of what to do. Tell him. Not tell him. Is he ready for the truth? What if he thinks I’m crazy? What if he tells his mom, and then she won’t let me near him? What if…?

“And then there’s other…” He exhales. “I could swear that I saw… She even…”

“What?” I pull the towel off his bed.

He blinks, then looks up at me. Confusion and something akin to fear fill his eyes. “You won’t say anything to anyone, will you? Seriously, you can’t—”

“I won’t say anything to anyone. I promise.”

He nods. “I saw Kelsey’s grandmother. She…even spoke to me.”

Shit. Crap. Shitcrap! Shitcrapshitcrap!

“But like the doctor said, my brain is still healing. Or it was just someone who looked like her. I mean, it has to be. Or maybe I dreamed it.”

The door whooshes open behind us. I look back.

An elderly woman moves toward the bed. “There’s my boy.” Her gaze falls to me. “And this must be Brandy. I’m Hayden’s grandmother.” She rushes me and hugs me. Too tight. And it lasts longer than twenty seconds.

When she releases me, I’m still in so much shock from Hayden’s confession that I don’t know how to explain I’m not Brandy. But before I can catch my breath and attempt to explain, she’s caught a second wind and words are spilling out of her mouth so fast I can barely keep up.

“So excited to meet you. Hayden told me about you when he called and said you two were coming down.” She gives my shoulder a squeeze. “My grandson is sweet on you. All I heard from him was Brandy this and Brandy that. I’m going to insist you plan another trip to come see me. Say yes. Come on, say yes.”

“I… I’m not…”

“Say yes,” she insists, and her arms surround me again in a tight embrace. “I’m going to keep hugging you until you say yes.”

I see Hayden over the woman’s shoulder. His face is red. “Grandma, let her go. She’s not Brandy.”

Her arms drop from around me. “Oh, I thought…”

Mrs. Parker moves inside the room. “Riley’s a friend of Hayden’s from his camp days.” Mrs. Parker looks embarrassed.

“Well, you are still cute as a button.” His grandmother smiles at me.

“Thank you,” I mutter, and it sounds flat because my mind’s on other things. Like…Hayden can see Bessie, and he remembers parts of us, and he was so close to Brandy that he was taking her on a trip to see his grandmother. And that hurts.

 


[image: ]



 

It’s almost four, and I’m in my room when I hear Dad’s car pull up. I’ve been home a couple of hours, fuming and fixating over Hayden and what I’m going to tell him. Now I realize I should have been focusing on what I’m going to say to Dad.

Ready or not, I pop out of bed and take off. Each thump my feet make on the stairs, I feel in my heart, and it hurts. A voice inside me says, This is going to be painful.

Dad is in the kitchen, and he has groceries in his hands. He looks back at me. “There’s more in my car.” He smiles like nothing’s wrong.

I don’t move right away. Does he really think bringing in groceries will stop us from having our talk? Still, I move through the kitchen into the garage, where Dad’s trunk is open, and I bring in an armload of bags.

“Thanks! I’ll get the rest of them.” He takes off.

I set the bags on the counter and start putting things away, my brain working like crazy on the right speech.

He comes back in. “I got all your favorites. Those curly fries that you like, marshmallow treats, and Lucky Charms. And more ice cream. How about I cook us hamburgers on the grill tonight?”

“After we talk,” I say in a serious voice. I put the milk in the fridge, then look at him with an expression I know matches my tone.

He literally flinches. “Yeah, about that. I’m sorry. It won’t happen again.” He turns away and starts putting cans of soup into the pantry. “How about let’s see if we can find a Netflix movie to watch after dinner?”

“We need to talk.” I stare at him.

He goes back to shelving more cans. “We did.”

“That doesn’t cut it,” I say to his back.

He doesn’t even face me. “Well, it’s going to have to, because that’s all I got.”

“Then dig deeper,” I spout out. “I deserve more.”

He turns around. “I said I was sorry. What else do you want?”

“I want you to stop drinking. For you to admit you’re an alcoholic. For you to go to AA.”

“AA? Aren’t you jumping the gun? It’s the first time anything like that happened. You’re making way too much of this.”

“Am I? Is that why you are drinking at work?”

“I’m not—”

“Don’t lie. I went by the funeral home to make copies of something when you were in Dallas. Ms. Duarte let me in your office. I accidently hit the trash can, and guess what I found? Empty bottles. So you can stop denying it! If you love me, you’ll stop drinking and get help.”

His shoulders drop, and he suddenly looks worn, tired. “I love you with all my heart, young lady. But this has nothing to do with us.”

“It has everything to do with us. I’ve lost my mother. Do you think I want to lose you?”

“You are not going to lose me!”

“Really? You think you’d have gotten home last night without wrecking and maybe killing yourself or someone else? How can you do that to me?”

“I didn’t drive.”

“You were trying to get your keys from the bartender when he was on the phone with me.”

“Well, I didn’t drive. So let it go.”

“No. I’m not letting it go! You need help!”

He slams the pantry door. “Then help by not nagging at me! All I wanted was a nice afternoon with my daughter. And damn it, Riley. Just because your mom wrote in her diary that I was an alcoholic doesn’t mean it’s true.”

“I’ll go with you to an AA meeting.”

His frown deepens. “Stop this nonsense!”

“It’s not nonsense. You’re going. I’m going to find out where the closest one is, and we’re going. Right now. We’re going!”

He lifts his index finger and points. A sure sign he’s upset. “You need to remember who the parent is!”

“No, Dad. You need to remember!” I’m yelling now. But I can’t stop it. I’m so scared. Scared of what’s going to happen the next time he goes out drinking. “You’re the one who’s being reckless and setting a piss-poor example for your daughter.”

“God forgive me if I’m not perfect,” he yells back, then he turns and storms off to his room like an unruly teen. He even slams the door.

I don’t know whether to follow him and give him hell or give him space. Anger burns my eyes. “You’re going to AA!” I scream, then I storm upstairs to find out where the closest meeting is. I’ll drag him there if I have to.

It takes me a few minutes, but I find one that’s starting in a half hour, and it’s only a few miles from our house. I grab my purse and take the stairs two at a time. The moment I hit the landing, I hear Dad’s car pulling out of the garage.

I bolt outside, but it’s too late. Dad’s driving away.

I grab my phone and call him. He doesn’t answer. I text: Come back home!

He doesn’t reply.
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After I have my pity party, still pissed at Dad, still pissed at Hayden, I decide to focus on my other problem. The dead bride. Who, to be honest, I’m kind of pissed at, too. Why is she being so damn secretive? What is it she knows about my mom?

I go to my computer and type the bride’s name in a different search engine.

At first all I see are the same links. But then a different one pops up. It’s from a year ago. I open it. It’s an engagement announcement in a small newspaper in Dayton.

It takes forever to load. An image finally appears. I look at the picture, blink twice, and gasp.

“Damn!” My dead bride was engaged to a…Samuel Bradford. And Samuel Bradford has long blond hair and light blue eyes. It’s the same Sam from the gallery website. And then I see what Kelsey saw the first time she looked at his image. I look like him. The curly hair, the light blue eyes with darker blue rings around the irises. Our chins are even the same, defined and just a touch square.

Holy cow. Is he my father?

I’m suddenly wavering on my belief that someone from the website had something to do with killing Shane Casey. I mean, I’ve seen those police shows that say nearly half of murdered women are killed by their romantic partners. And if he’s my father, it means…I’m the daughter of a murderer. Friggin’ great!

I read the short announcement. The wedding date is listed as TBA. I wonder when Sam called off the wedding. I wonder why Sam called off the wedding. I wonder how my deceased mom fits into all of this.

I do a search on the name Sam Bradford. There’s only one link. It’s about his arrest. I click it, thinking I’m about to learn how violent he is. It will validate my murder theory. But nope. Two years ago, he was arrested for public intoxication and for breaking into an animal shelter. Not to steal anything, but to free all the animals that were set to be euthanized the next day.

Not what I was expecting. I mean, drunk and disorderly is definitely on my bad list, but I can’t help but respect him for rescuing animals from an untimely death.

Pumpkin, as if sensing my appreciation for animal lovers, jumps up on my desk and tries to chin bump me. I go to give him a quick pet, but before my hand touches his fur, he swings toward the door as if he heard something or senses something. Before I know it, my cat lunges off my desk and darts under the bed.

Once there, he lets out a deep hiss.

That can mean only one thing. I have company. The nonbreathing kind.

I stand up and look out into the hall. No one is there. But I hear clanking noises downstairs. Spine tight, I head down the steps.

I see her the moment I step into the living room. She’s pacing back and forth in the breakfast room. I also see the knives on the floor.

She looks up through snake eyes.

“Can we please talk?” I ignore the cold.

“Are you ready to promise me you’ll help?”

I hesitate. “I will help as long as it doesn’t put my life in danger, anyone else’s life in danger, or go against the law.”

She seems to consider my offer. “You need to shame her, to tell her that this is her fault.” She motions to the knife in her chest.

“Tell who?” I wait for the name of the person who killed her. The fact that she’s saying it’s a woman is surprising.

“Your mom.”

“What?” She thinks my mom… “I’ll tell you what. You send her here, and I’ll relay any message you want.” Yeah, I’m fudging a bit, but I’ll do it if it gets me answers. Especially if I can talk to my mom.

“No! You go to her.”

It hits then. All this time, she’s had me mixed up with someone else. “My mom’s dead, Shane. She’s not behind your murder.”

She makes a growling back-of-the-throat noise that sounds like it comes from the bottom of her dead soul. “I can’t believe you haven’t learned anything. Even after what you saw with your own eyes.”

“What do I need to learn? What…did I see? Stop talking in riddles and just tell me.”
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“Are you dense?” Bridezilla raises her hands in the air in frustration, making the knife in her chest more pronounced.

I try not to stare. “Calm down. Explain what you mean.”

Her eyes get brighter, tighter, and more snakelike. “Your mom isn’t dead.”

Her words reach my ears but not my heart, because I know she’s wrong. “My mother died when I was four.”

“Really? Have you been to her grave?”

I spin her question through my mind for the answer. The one my dad gave me. “Her body was donated to science. That’s what she wanted.” The words leave my lips, but they sound different, less true.

“You think she made all those paintings before she died?”

“What paintings?” I ask. “You’re not making sense.”

“The ones at the gallery!”

Her demeanor and tone pull that abrasive sound from the back of my throat. “Sam painted those.”

“Who do you think Sam is?” She asks and takes a defensive step closer.

“He’s your ex-fiancé. His picture is on the gallery website, and I saw his picture on the newspaper article about your engagement. Sam is the artist at the gallery.”

“That’s Samuel. Samuel is you’re mom’s brother. Your mom is Samantha. She signs her paintings as Sam.”

“No, her name is Ashley. Ashley Smith.”

“She’s Ashley Samantha Smith. Their father’s name was Samuel, and my ex-fiancé was named after him.”

My head starts spinning. Would my father have lied about that? “No. My mother’s maiden name wasn’t Bradford. It was Crowder.”

“Yeah, that’s because Samuel’s father never married his mother. They have different mothers. My Samuel kept her last name.”

“No. You’re lying. Sam’s picture is on the website. I saw it.”

“Samuel works at the gallery. She used a picture of him on her site, but it didn’t say he was the artist. For some reason, your mother hates having her picture taken.”

Bam, I remember Dad telling me that very thing. That Mom didn’t like having her picture taken. “No. No, this can’t be true.”

She fists the skirt of her wedding gown in her hands. “If your mom died, why did your father divorce her?”

“He didn’t! See, you’re all wrong. You have me mixed up with someone else.”

“Go look in your father’s safe. The one in the extra bedroom with the desk. The divorce papers are in there.”

I breathe in. I breathe out. But it doesn’t ease the knot lodged in my chest. Needing to prove her wrong, I bolt across the living room and into the room with the desk. I don’t even see a safe. Then I look behind me at the closet. Don’t let there be a safe! I yank open the door.

It’s there. A small metal box with a combination lock. I drop to my knees and try to open it. It’s locked. I want to scream. I want to pick it up and smash it. I want the bride to be wrong.

The deadly cold draws close behind me. “The combination is your birthday.”

I start to turn the dial, but my hands are shaking so much I miss the first number. I try again. This time I miss it because I can’t see for the tears in my eyes.

Playing in my mind are the drunken words my father tossed out last night. I only wanted to protect you. But you’re going to hate me for it. Part of me… A tiny part knew it was wrong, but I did it for you.

Blinking, I try again to open the safe. I recall how none of the spirits could find my mom and how Dad never wanted to talk about her. I hear the click, clink. I open the door. It only takes a second to find the papers.

I drop back on my butt and let out a sad, soulful sound. It’s true.

My mother didn’t die. She’s alive. She’s been alive all this time. I’ve missed her, needed her, grieved for her for thirteen years.

Dad lied to me. How could he do this?
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A few hours later, the sun is a forgotten streak of pink in the western sky. It’s dark enough to make me feel alone as I pull into the parking lot at the hospital. I glance to the right and see my suitcase riding shotgun. I didn’t stop and think about it. Didn’t consider if it was logical. Or if it was wrong. Nope. Right after I got the safe opened and found the divorce decree, I knew I couldn’t be there when Dad got home.

How could he do this to me?

Part of me says running away is silly. But I just can’t face him right now.

Dropping my head on the steering wheel, I swallow hard to prevent an onslaught of new tears. “Pull it together, Riley.” My words echo in my old Mustang. I sit up straight—draw in a pound of oxygen—and mentally give myself a swift kick in the butt.

“You can do this.” I need to talk Kelsey into giving me her key so I can bunk at her house for a few days. Avoid Dad until I feel able to face him.

I pull down my rearview mirror and stare at my reflection.

I look like shit. Or to paraphrase Kelsey, an uneatable cat treat. I pat my cheeks and wipe away the smears of mascara.

Still deciding if I should text Kelsey or just knock on her mom’s hospital-room door, I pull my phone out of my pocket. I have two missed calls and two voicemails. They are from Hayden.

I play the first. “Hey… I just wanted to say I’m sorry for…my grandmother’s hug assault.” He chuckles, but it lasts only a second. “And I know you said you wouldn’t tell anyone about…seeing Kelsey’s grandmother and the other things, but I wanted to make sure. I…had a headache when you were here and was…talking out of my head. But I don’t want it to get out. It makes me sound crazy. I’m not, of course. Doctors say it’s normal.”

It’s not normal. He’s not crazy, but what’s happening is. How can I tell him that?

I play the second message. “You said I could call you anytime. I guess that doesn’t mean you’ll answer, though. Call me if…if you want to talk. I could use someone to talk to right now.”

Glancing up to the fourth row of windows, I ache to rush up there. To tell him everything. Assure him he’s not crazy. To have him assure me that everything is going to be okay. He’s so good at making whatever is hurting me feel smaller.

But the other part of me is still upset about him keeping his relationship with Brandy a secret.

Add that I don’t have a freaking clue what to say to him about his Bessie sighting, or the memories of us, and…and…and… And none of that matters.

I. Need. To. See. Hayden.

And he needs me.

I get out of the car and lock it. My hurried footsteps echo in the night. I don’t have to tell him or even explain anything. I can just visit. Soak up the good feeling of being in the same room as him.

Determined to hold my shit together, I walk into the elevator. Maybe he’ll be trying to walk again and I can catch him this time. Or not. He can fall on me anytime.

The knot in my chest eases just at the thought of seeing him.

When I arrive on the fourth floor, my pulse is racing. I head down the hall with eager steps. The door to his room is open. Slowing down, I wonder what he would say if I did my own hug assault. Then I hear voices.

I stop at the door’s edge. Hayden says something and laughs. Then comes another male voice. Not Hayden’s. Recognition hits.

It’s Jacob.

Jacob’s deep tone is followed by a softer one. A female one. A pretty voice that belongs to a pretty redhead. Brandy.

Wanting to see but not be seen, I ease in and peer around the doorframe. Jacob is sitting in the chair by the window. Dex, who I didn’t know was there, is sitting in the chair against the back wall. Brandy is stretched out on the bed with Hayden. She resting her head on his shoulder. Hayden has him arm around her waist.

I swallow a lump of hurt down my raw throat. I’m backing away when Hayden’s gaze shifts toward the door. Toward me.

Crap! I lunge back, praying he didn’t see me. I’m poised to run when I hear… “Riley?”

Double crap!

Because running would make me look like some kind of Peeping Tom, I turn around, count to three, and walk in. And I smack right into Jacob, who must have been coming out to find me.

He catches me by the shoulders. His green eyes meet mine, and he smiles. “It’s good to see you.”

“Yeah.”

He keeps his hands on my shoulders. And they feel somehow heavy.

I see Hayden staring at me and Jacob. Hayden’s blue eyes tighten into a frown. Is he instinctively jealous of Jacob? What a joke. He can’t be jealous of Jacob when he’s got Brandy all over him.

I step away from Jacob to say my hellos and farewells. “I can’t stay. Just wanted to say hi. I’m here to see Kelsey. I’ll see you—”

“Don’t go,” Hayden says.

Dex jumps up. “Stay a few minutes. You can have my chair.”

“No. I need to go.”

Hayden’s gaze is glued to me again. I start backing up. Except without backup mirrors, I run into Jacob again. He catches me by the forearms this time, and I can feel him looking over my shoulder at me. I step to the side. His hands fall away.

“How’s Kelsey’s mom?” Dex asks before I can bolt for the door.

“Better,” I say, wishing I hadn’t come. Wishing it didn’t hurt seeing him and Brandy together. Wishing my dad hadn’t lied to me all my life. My chest grows heavier.

“Good.” Dex frowns. “Kelsey must be upset. She really bit my head off yesterday. I mean damn—”

“She was worried,” I defend my best friend and take another cautious step backward.

Hayden pulls his hand from around Brandy’s waist and sits up. “Riley?” He says my name in such a caring way, a familiar way, that I feel my sinuses sting. “What’s wrong? What happened?”

Don’t lose it. Don’t lose it. “Nothing.”

He studies me, and I know he’s seeing more than I want him to. I remember him telling me that I didn’t lie worth a shit. “You’ve been crying. And don’t deny it, because your face is puffy and you get puffy when you cry.”

Jacob looks at Hayden, then at me. “Did you cry a lot when you were at camp?”

Hayden flinches. I don’t know if it’s from realizing he knows what I look like when I cry or if he’s afraid of how Brandy and the others might interpret it.

Either way, I come to his aid. “Yeah, I cried all the time at camp. Totally embarrassing. I was a real crybaby. Look at me wrong and I’d cry. I can’t even tell you how many times…” I’m suddenly aware I need to shut up. Or better yet, I need to get the hell out of here.

“See you guys later.” I dart past Jacob.

I don’t stop to hear if anyone protests. I don’t chance having to wait on the elevator and someone finding me. I take the stairs.

I head straight down to the second floor, where Kelsey’s mom is. I stop outside the door, realizing I’m bringing my problems to Kelsey when she’s got plenty of her own. But she’s all I’ve got right now. I pull out my phone and text.

Me: How r things?

Three dots appear. I hold my breath.

Kelsey: Going stir-crazy. Mom’s better. I was about to text u to see if u could take me home.

Me: I’m here. Outside your mom’s hospital door.

The door swings open. “Hey.” She’s smiling, but one glance at me and her smile fades. “Okay, who shit in your Cheerios this time?”

I swallow. “The only person who hasn’t shit in my Cheerios is you.”

“Hayden?” she asks.

I nod. “And Brandy. But that’s not the worst thing.”

“Your dad?”

“Yeah.”

“What did he do?”

I go to answer, and emotion swells in my throat. I start fanning myself fast as if the fresh air will hold back my bombardment. “Not here.” A nurse walks past us. “I was hoping I could stay at your place tonight.”

“You bet. And it’s safe. Guess who got arrested about two hours ago?”

“Charles?”

“Yup!” She owns that bit of good news, and she knows it. It’s because of her that he’s behind bars.

“How did your mom take it?” I ask.

“A lot better than I thought. It was like my grandmother said, she wasn’t trying to protect him. But the cop who came convinced Mom that doing nothing was even more dangerous.”

“I know you’re relieved.” My phone rings. My heart drops. I pull it out, praying it’s not Dad. It’s not. But it’s almost as bad.

I look up at Kelsey. “It’s Hayden.”

She lifts a brow. “I’ll go tell Mom I’m going home. Be right back.” My phone rings again. “Answer it.”

“But…”

“No buts. You care about him.”

Leaning against the wall, I watch her go back into her mom’s room. Biting the bullet, I answer. “Yeah.”

“Hey.”

“Yeah.”

“Are you really okay?”

“Yeah.”

“Is that the only word you can say?” he asks.

“Yeah.”

He chuckles, but it dissolves into silence, then he asks, “What’s wrong?”

I hesitate, then… “I had a fight with my dad.”

“About what?”

I’m not ready to go into all that. “A lot of stuff.”

“Are you still in the hospital?”

“I’m about to leave.”

“Could you come back? Everyone left.”

I can’t face him now. “Maybe tomorrow.”

He’s quiet. “Seriously, are you okay?”

“I will be.”

“You know I’m a good listener.”

I almost smile. “I know.”

The dreaded silence fills the line again. “How? How do you know?”

“Instinctively,” I answer.

“Like I instinctively know things about you?” He lets go of a deep breath. “How the hell do I know you get puffy when you cry?”

My mind races about what to say.

When I don’t answer, he says, “There’s something you’re not telling me. Why else would you lie to Jacob about crying at camp?”

I close my eyes. “I’ll talk to you tomorrow. I’ll try to come by after school.”

“Call first. I may be home by then. If I am, meet me there. I need answers, Riley.”

“I’ll see you then.”

I’m about to hang up when I hear him say, “Riley?”

My name sounds different when he says it. It sounds beautiful. Special. Like he thinks it’s special. “Yeah.”

“Don’t cry anymore. Whatever it is, I’m sure it’s not as bad as you think.”

“Yeah it is.” And I hang up.
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“Are you freaking kidding me?” Kelsey asks as we walk through the parking lot to my car.

“No. I even found the divorce papers.” The night feels way too dark and cold. Bone cold. They are close by. I keep my eyes focused on my Mustang, not wanting to deal with any spirits tonight.

Kelsey bumps me with her shoulder. “I’d be so pissed.”

“I am.”

We get to my car, and I go to unlock the passenger side door and see my suitcase. I drag it out and drop it on the pavement. “I can’t see how he could think this was okay.”

Kelsey eyes the suitcase as I wheel it to the back of my car. “Does he know where you are?”

“No. He didn’t tell me where he was going, so I’m just returning the favor.” I unlock my trunk.

“He hasn’t called you?” she asks.

“No, he left. He’s out drinking somewhere. He doesn’t even know I’m gone. He probably won’t even realize I’m gone when he gets home. You should have seen him last night. He could barely walk into the house.”

Kelsey offers me her sympathetic look. “What are you going to do now? Are you going to talk—”

“I’ll have to face him sooner or later, but I can’t do it now.”

“I meant your mom. If the bride’s right and the artist is your mom, are you going to go see her?”

I reach down for the case. “I haven’t thought that far ahead. I mean, I’m sure I am.” I have to swallow to get the lump of pain to go away. “All this time, I’ve missed her, and I’m so fracking furious at Dad, but it’s not just him. Why would she leave me? What kind of mother would leave her kid?”

“Mothers like my mom,” Kelsey says, her tone carrying a layer of hurt. “I can’t tell you how many times we would go see my grandmother and Mom would sneak out and leave me. Once I didn’t even hear from her for a month.”

“I’m sorry.” I stiffen my spine.

She gives me a shoulder bump. “Don’t be. Parents aren’t perfect. Then again, maybe she didn’t leave you. How do you know your father didn’t kidnap you?”

I shake my head. “No. In Dallas, the house we lived in was the one where she’d been with us. I know because…I used to see her there in my mind. Cooking, or sitting in an old porch swing we had in the backyard. It was one of the reasons I didn’t want to move. I felt like her memory lived there.”

I set the case inside the trunk. The second I slam it closed, everything goes pitch black. I turn to where Kelsey was standing, but I can’t even make out her shape. I suddenly realize I’m no longer standing in the hospital parking lot.

In fact, I’m not even standing. I’m on my side. I try to sit up, but I slam my head into something metal. I reach out, feel around. I’m in the trunk of a car. How?

“Let me out!” I scream and feel a pain in the back of my head. Running a hand through my hair, I find a knot and a sticky substance that I suspect is blood. Someone hit me. Hard.

“Help me!”

The car turns on a road that feels like gravel or dirt. Where are we going? My body is bounced back and forth. I search for something to beat at the trunk. I feel a thin piece of plastic to my right. Blinking hard, I wait for my eyes to adjust to the darkness. A desperate gasp leaves my throat when I see it. See the dress, a wedding dress, with one of those clear plastic covers. I recognize it, too.

It’s hers.

This is one of those visions the spirits pass on to me so that I can learn something. It doesn’t make it any less terrifying, but it does remind me to stop panicking and start noticing things.

I process the data of what I see. Or what I don’t see. There isn’t an emergency trunk-release button. I remember we talked about this in auto tech. No release button means the car is older than 2002, because they became mandatory that year. I run my hand around to memorize the shape of the trunk. I can’t tell what kind of car it is, but I might figure it out later.

I take a deep breath and smell oil, burnt oil. I suspect the car has a blown valve-cover gasket. I listen to the deep roar of the motor. It’s loud, it’s powerful. Sounds like a V8 engine. The car comes to a stop. Fear takes over again. I don’t want to experience what happens next. I don’t want to see it.

I don’t want to die.
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“You okay? Riley. Answer me.” Kelsey’s voice rings in my head, but she’s not here. She’s back there. Back at the hospital parking lot. Back where I’m safe. Where I’m not locked in a trunk.

I want to go back there.

“Hey! Look at me.” Kelsey’s voice feels closer. I need it to be closer still.

The trunk suddenly feels as if it’s shrinking. I can’t breathe. I’ve never thought of myself as claustrophobic, but suddenly everything’s closing in on me. Out. Out. Out.

I need out.

Mentally, I try to claw my way back. Escape.

Then I do it. I’m no longer lying on my side. No longer a prisoner. I’m standing on weak legs. My lungs feel empty and shriveled and beg for air. I pull it in so fast I wheeze. I’m leaning on the back of my car. Kelsey has me by my shoulders, as if she’s afraid I’m going to fall.

Still trying to clear away the cobwebs of the vision, I blink and try to focus on my best friend.

“Do you need to go to the ER?” Her voice, pure concern, gets pulled away by a cold breeze. “I think you just had… Your eyes rolled back in your head.”

“No.” My voice is weak, my throat mostly closed, and my heart is thumping and thrumming in my ears. “I’m okay.”

“I don’t think so. Seriously, you looked weird. You don’t have epilepsy, do you? My cousin has it, and that’s what she looks like right before a seizure.”

“No. It’s not… Let’s go to your house,” I say.

She nods hesitantly, and we both get in the car. The moment I sink into my seat, I try to let go of the tension, but my muscles are so tight they are trembling. I want to cry for Shane. Then I remember what Bessie told me: She also said that the person who killed her is trying to do it to someone else.

Someone else is going to be taken, locked in a trunk. Someone else is going to be killed if I don’t find a way to stop it.

Kelsey stares at me as if concerned I’m about to start convulsing. “Wait. Should I drive?”

“No, I’m fine. Really. It wasn’t a seizure. It was… Sometimes a ghost gives me a vision. It’s like they show me things so that I’ll understand what happened. So I can help them. Let’s just sit in the car a few minutes, make sure she’s not going to spring another one on me, then I can drive.”

We sit there for about five minutes. “You want to tell me about it?”

“Have you studied for the history test?” I ask to derail the conversation.

She lifts a brow at my nonanswer. “So you’re back to keeping secrets?”

I give in. “The visions are different with every ghost. Your grandmother showed me her filling out the paperwork for her life insurance.”

“Was this one from my grandmother?”

“No.” I start the car.

“From the bride?” Her voice drops to almost an oh-shit whisper.

I release some air. “Yeah.”

“What was it about?”

Pulling out of the parking lot, I almost say I’m not ready to talk, but then realize talking might be exactly what I need. Talking might help me remember. My mind starts collecting data to spill, then I stop. How can I make this sound less terrifying? I can’t. There is no way to put a positive slant on what the bride showed me.

“She was locked in a trunk.”

Kelsey’s mouth and eyes go round at the same time. “Who locked her in there?”

“I don’t know. It started with me in there. I didn’t see—”

“You?”

I hesitate, then blurt it out, trying to make it sound like no big deal. “In the visions, I’m…them.”

“Oh, hell no!”

“Which is why I wasn’t sure I should tell you.”

She frowns. “I still want to know, but…”

“It’s not as bad as it sounds,” I lie.

“Riiiight.” She bites down on her lip. The air thickens with silence for several minutes, then she says, “How will seeing that help you help them?”

“I might be able to figure out what type of car the killer drove. I already know it was an older car, because it didn’t have an emergency escape latch in the trunk. And it was at least medium-sized, because the trunk was big. And the engine sounded like a V8.”

She kind of stares at me. “Wow. You are good at this.”

“I’ve had a little practice.” I grip the steering wheel to hide that my hands are still shaking.

But I see her eyes go to the steering wheel, and she frowns. “How do you deal with this shit?”

I swallow. “Just like you would a nightmare.” Except you know this one is real. Maybe not for you, but for someone else. “They’re not fun. But they help.”

I stop at a red light. An old Chevy Malibu pulls up and stops beside us. I see it. Kelsey sees it. The driver is a man. Middle-aged with stringy long hair that looks dirty. Scary-looking. Just how you’d expect a murderer to look. He turns his head and stares. Stares hard, with interest.

“Is that him?” Kelsey twists and looks at me with panic.

“No,” I say and face straight ahead so I won’t meet the man’s eyes.

“Do you know that, or are you just saying that to make me feel better?”

“It would be too much of a coincidence.” I believe that, but why am I tempted to slam my foot on the gas and run the light? Fear lifts goose bumps on my skin. “He’s probably just looking at my car.” I kind of believe that, too.

The light changes. The Malibu turns to the right. Relief has my shoulders dropping. “See,” I say, but I twist my head to see the car’s taillights moving down the street.

As I roll under the light, I remind myself to check out the trunks of older Malibu models.
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“How long have you been up?” Kelsey, doing the sleepy shuffle, joins me in her kitchen the next morning.

“A while.” I pet Pepper, the gray tabby pawing at my leg. In truth, I barely slept. I spent the night thinking about someone else being locked in the trunk of a car. Thinking about what I’m going to say to Dad. What I’m going to say to my mom. What I’m going to say to Hayden when I see him today.

All that, plus I kept waiting for Dad to call. He didn’t. That got me questioning if he even came home. What if he wrecked? What if… So at four this morning I gave up trying to sleep, and I left Kelsey a note and drove to my house to make sure Dad’s car was there.

It was in the driveway. And since I mostly park in the garage, he probably didn’t even realize I wasn’t home. That sucks. When you run away, you want people to notice.

Yawning, Kelsey drops in the kitchen chair beside me. “I’m not going to school,” she says.

“Me neither. I barely slept.”

Her gaze shifts to my computer screen.

“What are you looking at?”

“Researching car trunks.”

Her expression changes from sleepy to sort of scared. “Did you find anything?”

“Not anything definitive. I’ve found two cars with similar trunk spaces to the car in the vision, a Malibu or a BMW, but I can’t rule out some of the others because I haven’t been able to find the compartment spaces on a couple of the models.”

“At least you know it’s old. That will help, right?”

“Yeah.” But not enough.

“Are you going to write a letter to the police, like you did before?”

I nip at my lip. “I can’t do the same thing. I’m afraid they’ll be suspicious.”

“So what are you going to do?”

“I don’t know. But I have to figure something out before he grabs someone else.”

“Yeah.” She slumps back as if mentally debating. “Tell me what I can do. I can help. You shouldn’t do this alone.” Spoken like a true friend.

I exhale. “Right now I don’t know what else to do. When the spirit comes back, maybe she’ll give me something more.”

“When, not if?” Kelsey leans in to study the screen.

“I’m pretty sure she’ll be back.”

My phone dings with an incoming text. I pick it up off the table. My heart stops beating when I see it’s from Dad.

“Who is it?” Kelsey asks.

“My dad. I think he finally realized I’m not home.” Breath held, I swipe to read it.

Dad: Leaving for work early. Got a meeting after work. Will be late. 

“Damn it!”

“What?”

“He thinks I’m home. And he says he’s going to be late tonight. He doesn’t want to face me.”

“You know you can stay here as long as you have to.”

“What about your mom?” I ask.

“Are you kidding? She likes you. She was worried sick when I didn’t have anyone to hang with.” Kelsey stands up. “I’m going to take a quick shower. I’ll fix some toast when I get out.”

She leaves. I focus back on the screen, hoping to find other compartment spaces in early model cars.

I’m waiting for the links to come up when my phone rings. So Dad finally realized I’m not home, huh. I pull in air. I blow out air. What the hell am I going to say to him? I don’t want to do this on the phone.

Almost hyperventilating, I pick up my phone to confirm Dad’s number. It’s not his.

I don’t recognize it. I almost don’t answer it, then, thinking it could be from Hayden’s hospital phone, I grab it.

“Hello?”

“Riley?” It’s a woman’s voice.

It couldn’t be…? “Who is this?”

There’s a beat of silence before she speaks. “It’s Brenda Holden.”

My brain runs my search engine, turning the name over and over. “Do I know you?”

“I sometimes work at your school in the lunchroom.”

“Oh.” Crap. It’s the crazy lunch lady who’s been freaking me out because she seems to know more about me than any stranger should. My hand tightens on the phone.

“Yeah?”

“I think it’s time we talk.”

“About what?”

“Not on the phone,” she says. “I’ll meet you after school?”

“I’m not going to school.” A thought hits, hits hard, and rolls around my brain like a ball of barbed wire. I remember thinking she looked like my mom. No, she can’t be. She said her name was… “Brenda?”

“Yes?”

“Does this have to do with my mom?”

My question draws one, two, three seconds of silence, then she finally says, “Can you meet me at the Daily Diner on Main Street at ten-thirty? We’ll talk there.” A click tells me she’s gone. The line is soundless, but a thousand questions are buzzing inside my head like hungry mosquitos.
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Kelsey asked if I wanted her to come with me, but I told her I needed to do this alone. After giving me a thirty-second hug, she left to check on her mom.

I go home to feed Pumpkin. Since Dad doesn’t know I’ve run away, he won’t feed him. Realizing I don’t know when all this is going to blow over, I set up the automatic feeder. Pumpkin looks at me as if unhappy. I think he remembers the feeder means no-Riley. Feeling guilty, I give him ten minutes of TLC, apologize, then leave.

I’m at the diner an hour early. My stomach sucks in the fumes of bacon and pancakes. I barely touched the toast this morning, but I’m too tense to eat. I sit at a booth, surrounded by red and white checkered decor and people who, unlike me, are calm, playing on their phones.

They aren’t waiting for their whole life to be upended.

I brought my computer, telling myself I’d continue looking for trunk spaces. Instead, I order coffee, then I pull out the few images of Mom that I brought from home. I try to envision the lunch lady’s face as I compare it to the woman in the pictures.

The hair and eye color are the same, but without seeing the lunch lady again, I can’t be sure.

If she’s my mom, I’m going to be so pissed that she didn’t tell me. And even more pissed that she abandoned me when I was four.

But what else will I feel? In my memories, I loved her. She loved me. But are my memories accurate? Did I idealize what I felt because I wanted to believe it? How could she have loved me and abandoned me?

How can I forgive her?

As ten-thirty draws closer, I look up every time the bell over the door rings as someone comes or goes.

She finally walks in. My heart stops short of flying out of my chest. I study her face. Oh my God, it could be her.

She sits across from me. Our eyes meet. I try to speak, but my throat is locked. Hurt swells inside my chest, crowding out all my vital organs. I suddenly feel claustrophobic again.

“I know you have questions,” she says.

The waitress stops at the end of the booth. “Coffee?”

“Yes, please,” she says.

The waitress leaves.

She leans forward. “You look tired. You get purple circles under your eyes just like I do when I haven’t slept well.”

I blink, swallow, and force the words up my throat and out my mouth. “Are you my mom?”
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“No. I’m your aunt. Your mom is my half sister.”

The room seems extra quiet while I digest her words. “Why didn’t you tell me? Why did you lie to me, too?” Anger burns my empty stomach. I feel deceived, abandoned.

She leans back into the booth, and the cushions sigh. “I didn’t lie. I just…”

“You kept it from me.”

“It wasn’t my secret to tell.”

“So here you are? What’s changed?”

“I know you went to your mom’s gallery. I just wanted to explain a few things that might help you understand.”

“If you know I was there, then so does my mom. Why isn’t she here?”

The waitress shows back up with a cup of coffee. “You ready to order?”

“Not now,” I say, trying not to sound rude, but the quickness of her exit says I failed. I stare at this newfound aunt. “Answer my question.”

“She’s worried that you might resent her.”

“I do.” I flatten my palms on the tabletop. “How could I not resent her?”

She looks down at her cup with steam rising off the top. “You have good reason to feel that way. But shouldn’t you know the facts before you judge?”

“The fact that matters is that she left me. That I haven’t seen her, didn’t even know she was alive, for thirteen years. Do you know how much I’ve missed her? How long I’ve grieved for this vision of her in my mind?” Emotion makes my chest ache.

“I understand.” She glances down, then up. “She’s missed you, too.”

I shake my head. “Do you have children?”

She nods. “A boy.”

“Have you walked out on him? Have you just turned your back on him?”

“No.” Her answer is low but honest. “I’m not saying I agree with what she did. She was wrong. She knows that. But it’s not… She loves you. She regrets what happened.”

“Well, of course she does.” Sarcasm gives my tone an edge. “That’s why she’s here.”

“Don’t judge her until…”

“Until when?” I swat away a wayward tear gliding down my cheek. “Give me one reason good enough to abandon your child.”

Her answer comes quick. “At the time she thought… She thought she was having mental issues.”

Just like that, I remember Dad saying Mom was hearing voices. “Spirits?”

She nods. “Your mom can’t see them, but she can hear them. It started when she was a teen, but it got worse when the city dug up the graveyard behind your house in Dallas to put in that apartment complex.”

I recall hearing about the graveyard when I lived there. Some people swore the apartments were haunted. “Didn’t she know it was spirits?”

“She suspected it, but she’d always been able to ignore them. Still does. But then there were so many. It got so bad that she started having migraines, and eventually she got depressed. After a while, it started affecting your parents’ marriage. Her relationship with you.”

“So she just left me.”

“She was worried she wouldn’t be able to take care of you. She didn’t have a job or a place to live.”

“That was thirteen years ago. Are you saying in all those years she never got well enough to come see her daughter?”

“I’m not saying she was right. I’m saying she was scared. At the time, she wasn’t talking to her mom and dad. Our father was an alcoholic, and she didn’t have an easy childhood. We’d only learned of each other a year before and had barely spoken. She felt she had no one to turn to for help. She thought you’d be better with your father.”

“Again, that was thirteen years ago. She has her own gallery now, so she obviously landed on her feet. And those damn feet never led her back to me.”

“She tried. Your dad told her you thought she was dead and that it was better that way. He made her feel so guilty.”

“She is guilty!” I press my hands on the tabletop. “Does she know you’re here?”

“No. I…I took it upon myself.”

“But she does know I was at her gallery?”

She nods.

“Did she know you worked at my school?”

“Yes. She asked about you every day I was there.”

“But she still didn’t come see me!” While the hurt stirs around my insides, another question comes to the surface. “You were there when I almost wrecked my car. How did you know?”

“I…I was in Catwalk that day. I saw a vision of you crossing over the median into oncoming traffic. I rushed over there. Not knowing if…” She inhales and pulls her coffee closer. “I don’t see or hear spirits. I see auras, and I sometimes get premonitions. Glimpses of what’s happening in the future. That’s how I knew you had moved to Catwalk. The whole family, we all have something. I’ve always tried to embrace it. Your mom, she calls it a curse.”

I sit there. So tired. My heart so full of woe I want to curl up in a ball and cry.

“I know your mother would love it if you went to see her.”

“And I would’ve loved to have had a mother growing up, too.”

I snatch my purse, my computer, and the fifty pounds of hurt I’ve gained since sitting here, and on shaky knees, I bolt out the door.
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A couple hours later, a ding of a text rouses me. Opening my eyes, I stare at the white ceiling. For one blissful second, I forget all the things that are hurting me. Then it all comes back.

I left the diner and came straight to Kelsey’s, where I crawled in her bed and fell into a much-needed slumber. My phone chirps out with a reminder ding. I still don’t stir. A few minutes later, I get two more dings. And two more reminder dings.

Is it one super obnoxious person, or three semi-obnoxious ones? Giving up, I roll over and grab my phone. One text is from Kelsey, and two from Hayden. Neither are obnoxious.

I click on Hayden’s.

Hayden: Jacob said you didn’t show up at school. Everything ok?

His next text reads: I’m home. Please come over if you can. He added his address.

I stare at it, and an uneasy feeling twists my emotions. I claim to be in love with this boy, but a simple thing like his address reminds me of how little I know about “this” Hayden. What if spirit Hayden is not the same as in-the-flesh Hayden? What if we don’t share the same bond now? Or if the bond he had with Brandy before the accident is stronger?

Wow. That hurts.

I move to Kelsey’s text, which reads: Just checking in. Call me when you can.

I swipe Kelsey’s number.

“Hey,” I say.

“You okay?” she whispers.

“No. But I will be.”

I hear her moving around. “Just a second, I’m going in the hall.” Then, “Is she…your mom?”

“No. But she’s my aunt.”

“Seriously?”

“Yeah.”

“So why did she want to see you?”

“She heard I was at the gallery. She wanted to come to my mom’s defense.”

“What defense?”

I sit up higher and tell her what Brenda said.

“Do you believe it?” The question seems to float from the phone.

“Doesn’t matter. It’s not enough.”

“I know.” Her voice is pure empathy.

“How’s your mom?” I ask, remembering I’m not the only one with problems.

“We’re waiting on the doctor to sign off on her release papers now.”

“How is she emotionally?”

“She doesn’t talk about it, but I can tell she’s upset.”

“I’m sorry.” The words flow naturally. “Did you mention I was at your house? Is it okay?” The thought of facing Dad is too much.

“Yeah. She’s fine with it.”

“Thanks.” I close my eyes. “Hayden texted me. I’m supposed to go see him.” I let out a deep moan. “What am I going to tell him when he wants me to explain things?”

“You could try telling him the truth.”

“And risk that he’ll think I’m batshit crazy.”

“What? You don’t want him to know that? Heck, that’s what makes you so charming.” She laughs.

I’m not in a laughing mood. “What if everything we shared isn’t…isn’t as strong as what he shares with Brandy? What if all I was supposed to do was help him live?”

“Don’t what-if this thing to death. Go talk to him. Be your charming, batshit crazy self.”

“It’s not that easy,” I say.

She pauses, then says, “Maybe you’re right in not telling him now. I guess when I saw you put that letter in my mailbox, I had some time to wrap my head around it. Maybe Hayden needs a little time. If he keeps remembering stuff, sooner or later he’ll be like me and he’ll half-ass figure it out himself. Then, when you do tell him, it won’t be so hard to believe.”

“Maybe.”

As soon as we hang up, I get another text. I see who this one is from. It’s Hayden again, and it reads: I remember other stuff. I think I know what happened.
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I pull up at a one-story redbrick house with a green door in a subdivision only a mile from my house. Hayden’s house. As I get out of the car, my hands are slick with nerves, and my heart feels swollen with both hope and fear. What does Hayden remember?

It took me an hour to get ready and to add multiple layers of cover stick to hide my purple circles. My hair is still damp, and a fresh-scented spring breeze stirs it around my face. I forgot my straightener at my house—so it hangs down my back a little wet and wavy.

I lift my hand to knock, and suddenly the door’s not green. In fact, the sun, the breeze, the clean scents of spring, are all gone. All I see is a door painted black.

I blink, hoping it’ll all come back, but it doesn’t. Looking around, I see I’m in a dark room that smells musty and reeks of cat urine. Somewhere, right below the panic that’s swelling, I know what’s happening. Or rather, I know this isn’t really happening. This is another vision, but I still pound my fists on the door. My head pounds with them. “Let me out!”

I breathe in, trying not to focus on the stench. Blinking, I can feel my pupils dilate, growing accustomed to the darkness. On the floor, pushed in the corner of the tiny room, rests a twin mattress. On a hook on the wall hangs the clear plastic carrier with the wedding dress.

Her dress.

Air, dirty air, catches in my lungs.

I reach up and touch my chest, knowing what will eventually happen. Fear takes another lap around my mind, tightening my stomach and shoulders. I want out of here.

Looking around, I spot a sliver of light dancing across the dirty white wall. I turn, searching for the source of light. There on the wall, almost to the ceiling, is a boarded-up window. A small rectangular window. Between the boards, there’s a small crack, and light streams inside. I move back, then lean up on my tiptoes, trying to see out of the gap. If I can recognize anything, I might be able to figure out where the killer took Shane.

Reality hits. It’s too late for her. That thought brings on more panic. But if he kidnaps another girl…

Then I see something through the tiny crack between the wood. A sign. I read the letters D-e-l-i-c…and under that is D-o-n… I shift to the left, then to the right until I can spot a few other letters. I start working the puzzle until I know what it reads. Delicious Donuts.

I think I’ve seen that store. No, I know I have. Dad and I went to one for breakfast.

Then in the distance I hear noise, rhythmic noise, clunk, clunk. Sounds like heavy shoes falling on a hard surface. I look down and see the floor is concrete. Is this a business, not a home? Then suddenly I don’t care what it is, because those footsteps are getting closer. Closer. Closer.

They stop right in front of the door.

“Let me out!” I scream.

A piece of paper is shoved under the door. There’s writing on it. I reach down for it, and just like that, it’s all gone. The note. The darkness. The godawful smell.

I stand in front of the green door, and my fisted hand is against the wood as if I’ve already knocked. Biting my lower lip, I worry I banged on the door and demanded my freedom.

I hear footsteps nearing. It’s not terrifying like before, but the urge to run still plays across my mind. The knob turns, and Hayden’s grandmother appears in the doorway.

“Hi Riley.” Her smile is huge, but not nearly as big as the hug I find myself in. I use the time to bury the remnants of fear, to tuck it away to be sifted through later, to see what all I might learn.

When she releases me, she says, “He’s in his room, waiting for you. Been waiting for you since we got here.” She sighs. “My daughter told me how you…you’ve been there for her and Hayden when…none of his other friends could handle it. Thank you.”

She hugs me again, then motions down the hall as if I know where his room is. But I don’t.

I follow the hall and stop at the end, where there’s an open door. Leaning in, I see him sitting up on his bed, his laptop on his lap. He’s wearing jeans and a dusty blue T-shirt that makes his blue eyes pop. His eyes are darker than mine, but just as noticeable. He must not have heard me knock at the front door, because his attention is on the screen. Then I see he’s wearing earbuds. I wonder if he’s listening to music. I remember him telling me he liked Coldplay and The Kooks. I remember us laughing about lyrics of old songs. I remember everything about the boy who came to me in spirit form. And yet right now what feels important is what I don’t know.

I don’t know this Hayden. What if they aren’t the same?

Then I remember his text. I think I know what happened.

His eyes cut to the door, and he yanks off the earbuds. “Hi. Come in.”

I study his expression in hopes of seeing complete recognition. I don’t. I move inside.

His gaze shifts behind me. “You want to shut the door?”

Or maybe he does. I do as he asks, then I inch closer to him. I hold my breath, waiting for him to say something. He doesn’t speak. Just watches me inch closer. What is he thinking about? What does he remember?

When the silence becomes awkward, I ask, “How are you feeling?”

“Great. I walked today. Like, six steps on my own.”

A real smile spreads across my lips. “I knew you’d be able to do it.”

“The therapist says I could be walking normally in a few weeks. That once the muscles start coming back, it only takes a little while for them to strengthen.”

“Good.”

“How are you?” He sets his computer off his lap.

“Great.” I take a few steps closer.

He studies me, and I’m pretty sure he recognizes my bold-faced lie.

I gesture to his headphones. “What were you listening to?”

“It’s a video on weight training and physical therapy. The therapist recommended I watch it.”

“Oh.”

“Sit down.” He motions to the end of the bed. “Or you can pull up a chair.” He points to the chair at the desk as if he thinks I might be leery of sitting on his bed.

I’m not. If only he knew how many times we’d shared a mattress. I’d wake up and he’d be there staring, studying me, and smiling. In spite of me fussing about it to him, it was the highlight of my day.

“So this is your room?” Still standing, I look around.

“Home sweet home,” he says.

There are some sports trophies, a few model cars, several books, and a Rubik’s cube. I see several framed photographs, and I move over to the wall with the desk and bookshelves. My gaze goes to a cell phone that’s been forced open, all the wires and computer guts visible.

I look back. “You take phones apart,” I say.

“I like messing with electronics. It’s sort of a hobby.”

That explains how he may have known how to make phones explode with his spirit energy.

My gaze shifts to the photographs. One is of a man who kind of looks like Hayden.

I pick it up. “Is this your dad?”

“Yeah.”

“He looks like you.”

“Yeah.” That one word sounds haunted somehow.

My gaze falls on the next photograph, one of him and Brandy, and my gut muscles cramp. I don’t pick it up, but it’s like an accident on the side of the road. I can’t look away.

The fact that he appears so happy in the picture keeps the cramp coming. Finally, I’m able to turn away and shift my focus back to him on the bed. He’s studying me.

“You don’t like Brandy, do you?” he asks as if he knows exactly what caught my attention.

I try to hide my feelings. “I…I never said that. I only met her once before the other night.”

“When you were at Jacob’s party?” he asks.

I look at him. Does he remember that? Remember seeing Jacob and me kiss? Was that what he was thinking about last night when he appeared so unhappy at seeing Jacob touching me? What do you remember?

Hayden shifts, like my gaze got too intense. “Jacob told me.”

I offer an awkward nod, then an equally awkward question. “How long have you and Brandy been dating?”

“About two months. Well, before the accident.” He continues to stare at me. “Why did you break up with Jacob?”

“I didn’t… We weren’t really together.” I sit down on the edge of his bed.

“He thought you were.”

I don’t know what to say to that, so I say nothing.

He jumps in as if the silence feels off to him, too. “I was thinking about you and what you said about fighting with your dad. And it was… I suddenly knew something, like I know the other stuff. Your dad’s an alcoholic, isn’t he?”

I nod. My lungs hold tight to the old air they’ve trapped inside. They need new oxygen, but I can’t do it.

“You told me, didn’t you? You told me your dad drank too much.”
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He remembers?

“When I was unconscious and you came to the hospital, you talked to me about your life, didn’t you? I read up on it on the internet. They say sometimes the person in a coma can hear things. That would explain how I know this stuff. It’s the only thing that makes sense.”

He pushes a hand down his face as if he’s trying to believe it. “It doesn’t explain why I can see your black eye, but I figured you might have described it to me. But it would explain how I know you like those marshmallow treats. How you painted your toenails with polka dots. You could’ve described all that.”

I’m frantically trying to figure out what to say. Do I lie? Do I tell him? Shit. Crap. Shitcrapshitcrapshitcrap.

He sits up higher as if anticipating my answer. “So… Did you tell me that stuff?”

“I don’t remember. I’m sure I spoke to you, but I’m not sure if I said all that.”

Disappointment fills his eyes.

“But maybe you heard me talking to your mom, and maybe things were said and—”

“Did you kiss me?”

My next breath gets caught on my tonsils, and I make a hiccuppy noise.

He continues, “Did you? Because I remember that, too.”

I blink, once, twice, three times. I envision what he thinks happened. Me practically assaulting him while he lay in a hospital bed in a coma. “No, I wouldn’t have… No, I wouldn’t have kissed an unconscious person.”

He shuts his eyes tight. His face reddens. “That was so stupid… I’m sorry. I don’t know why my head is messed up.”

“You said that the doctor explained you could be a little confused.”

“This is more than a little. I can almost… Between thinking I saw Kelsey’s grandmother and this memory thing… It’s driving me nuts.”

Is knowing harder on him than not knowing? Does he need time, as Kelsey suggested, or is he just suffering? Words start lining up on my tongue, words that contain the truth, or elements of it. “You know, I’ve heard that people in a coma can…like, leave their body.”

He stares at me. “Just pop in anywhere?” A big laugh spills out of him. “Okay, I get it. I’m sounding outrageous, right? Thanks for reminding me.”

“I’m not really joking. I’ve read their souls can be present at…”

He leans his head back and laughs again.

I force a smile that feels as phony as those plastic Halloween masks I wore as a kid. “I’m sure it feels crazy. But—”

“It’s okay. You’ve made your point. I’m done talking about it.” He exhales. “Truth is, I don’t know why I feel as if I can tell you this but not my mom or Jacob or Dex. Not even Brandy.” He holds up his hands. “But no more crazy talk, I promise. So don’t run away afraid I’m losing it.” His blue eyes meet mine, and he’s serious. He’s afraid of what I think.

“I’m not running.” Sincerity fills my voice. “And I don’t think you’re losing it.” I want to reach for his hand, to touch him, to console him. To make him see the truth. I don’t.

He smiles, not a real one, but a good forgery, and my chest grows heavy knowing how hard this is for him.

“So…” he says with forced enthusiasm. “Tell me. And be honest. How are things with you and your dad?”

“They’ve been better.”

“Was…the argument with your dad about his drinking?”

“Partly.”

“What was the other part?”

I shake my head. “It’s a long story.”

“Good. I like long stories.” When I don’t say anything, he says, “Hey, I’ve been telling you all my shit. Make me feel a little better. Please.”

I just blurt it out. “My dad’s been lying to me my whole life. My mom’s alive, not dead.” The need to cry stings my sinuses.

His eyes widen. “Whoa. That’s huge. How did you find out?”

I scramble to find a way to tell it without including a dead bride with a knife buried in her chest or easels being knocked over by a ghost. I tell him about discovering the paintings and finding the divorce papers.

“What did he say when you confronted him?”

“I haven’t. I’ve been staying at Kelsey’s.” I brush my hair behind my ear and swallow to keep the emotion down.

“That sucks.” He places his hand on his jean-covered knee. “It might make you feel better to know you aren’t the only one with a fucked-up family life.” He inhales. “My mom’s getting a divorce.”

“I know.”

When he looks surprised, I say, “She told me when she asked me to drive you to your physical therapy sessions.”

“Yeah.” He frowns. “I’ll bet she didn’t tell you that he was cheating on her. I saw him and a woman kissing in a motel parking lot. It’s what…what Mom and I were arguing about when I stormed out and…had the wreck.”

I try to look surprised. “That must have been hard.”

“Part of me feels guilty now. I know it’s because of me that they are getting a divorce, but I also know she deserves better. My father wouldn’t have ever cheated on her.” He leans back against his headboard, and it squeaks. “And now I want to change the subject. If I keep thinking about it, I get madder and madder.”

The conversation shifts to hobbies, then to his playing catch-up on schoolwork. “Mom already brought me a list of homework assignments.” We start talking about the teachers. I laugh at his story of how one of his teachers was caught in the locker room with the coach. We’re talking about my old school when his phone rings. He looks at the phone, then at me, almost as if asking permission.

“Answer it,” I say.

He does. “Hey Jacob. Yeah. No. I’m…talking to Riley.” Pause. “Yeah.” Pause. He frowns. “No. She’s just here to get the schedule of when to pick me up for therapy.”

Just?

“Yeah,” he says into the phone. “We can talk later.” Pause. “You told me already.” His tone goes slightly defensive. “I got it. You don’t know that. Bye.”

I can’t help but wonder what Jacob’s saying. Was he talking trash about me? When Hayden swipes his phone off and sets it on the mattress beside him, I look away, feeling as if I was eavesdropping.

“Sorry,” he says. “Sometimes Jacob can be pushy.”

I want to ask what he said, but I don’t. “Yeah.” And just like that, the camaraderie Hayden and I found is lost.

I want it back, but how do I get it?

His phone rings again. He looks at it. Something flashes in his eyes. It looks like guilt. My gaze shifts to the ringing phone, and I suddenly understand the guilt. Brandy’s name appears on the screen.

“I should go.” I pop off the mattress and start for the door.

“Wait.” His plea reaches my ears and makes a direct hit to my heart.

I stop. I turn around, hoping he’ll say something that will chase away the hurt I feel.

His phone rings again. He frowns. “Thanks for coming.”

“I had to, didn’t I?” I spout out. “How else would I know when I’m supposed to take you to therapy?”

I know my anger is over the top, but damn it, I don’t like feeling as if I’m nothing more than a hired servant.

As I head for the door, I see the photograph of him and Brandy, and I move faster.

Making it to the living room in a few hurried seconds, I mumble a quick goodbye to his grandmother and rush out before I get hug-assaulted again. The moment I settle behind the wheel, my phone dings with a text.

I grab it, hoping it’s from Hayden, asking me to come back inside, telling me he doesn’t want to talk to Brandy. Assuring me I’m more to him than a hired chauffeur.

It’s not from Hayden.

Dad: Why aren’t you answering the home phone?

Angry that I’ve been gone for a day and a half and he hasn’t even figured it out, I text back: Cause I’m not home!!

I turn off my phone and drive to Kelsey’s.

 


[image: ]



 

I’ve been at Kelsey’s kitchen table staring at my computer for two hours when I realize Kelsey should be back by now. I check my phone and moan when I remember cutting it off. After I turn it back on, it blows up with ping after ping. I have eleven texts and one voicemail. One text is from Dad. Three from Kelsey, and seven from Hayden. The voicemail is from him, too.

Certain Kelsey’s will be the easiest to read, I start with her texts.

“Crap,” I say when I read her first line and realize I might have been wrong about it being the easiest. Kelsey’s mom started running a fever and, concerned, the doctor ordered more tests.

I call her immediately. “Hey.” Guilt for not checking in earlier adds an apologetic tone to that one word. “How’s your mom?”

“She’s okay. The tests didn’t show any problems. They’re saying it’s not uncommon for people to get a fever after an operation, but they want to play it safe, so they’re keeping her another night.”

I glance away from the computer screen, where I’ve been searching the locations of all the Delicious Donuts. Yeah, I learned they are a chain. But there are only three in Texas. All in Catwalk. Which means Shane was killed here. Chills run up, then down my neck at knowing I share the streets with murderers. I refocus on my conversation with Kelsey. “Are you staying the night at the hospital?”

“No. I’m about to leave. Where have you been? I was worried when you didn’t answer.”

I tell her about my visit with Hayden and getting Dad’s text that had me turning off my phone.

“And neither of them have called or texted?”

“I just turned on my phone, and I got messages from both of them and you. But you’re the only one I’m not mad at, so I called you before I read theirs.”

“I’m so special.” She takes a stab at humor, but it misses its mark. “Are you at my house?”

“Yeah.”

“I’ll be there shortly.” We hang up, and I force myself to move back to my texts. I debate whose messages will hurt the least. I go with Hayden’s because at least he hasn’t lied to me all my life.

All are extra short but one. I have two I’m sorry texts. One really sorry text. Two call me texts. One please call me text. And the long one: We need to talk. I realize what I said sounded bad. I swear I didn’t mean it that way. I’m sorry. I’m confused about…about everything. Please don’t pull away. U are the only thing keeping me sane. 

The anger I feel toward him becomes mingled with the guilt of upsetting him, the jealousy over Brandy, and all the emotional baggage that goes with being in love with someone who doesn’t remember you.

I listen to his voicemail. He basically repeats what he said in the texts. But hearing his voice adds another layer of guilt. I need to call him or text him, but to say what? It’s okay. Okay that you had a girlfriend while you were wooing me and making me fall in love with you? Okay that your friends might be badmouthing me and instead of defending me you are telling them I’m just at your house because your mom hired me?

It’s not okay.

Not ready for another emotional punch but wanting to get it over with, I swipe over to Dad’s text.

Dad: I can’t get out of this meeting tonight. Order in food for your dinner, but I will be there tomorrow when you get home from school. We need to talk.

“Great. You be there tomorrow, Dad,” I mutter into the house with only four cats to hear my exasperated rant. “I won’t. I’m taking Hayden to his therapy session! Which I would’ve told you if you’d have been sober.”

Frustrated that Dad still thinks I’m home, I slam my phone down on Kelsey’s kitchen table. The loud sound makes me flinch, and I check to make sure I didn’t crack the screen. I didn’t.

I want to go to Kelsey’s bedroom, beat up a pillow, and cry. Instead I refocus on my computer screen. There’s a murderer out there who might be about to snag another victim. I look back at my phone and remember Hayden.

I text him.

Me: I’ll be there after school tomorrow to take u to therapy. We can talk then.

I put down my phone and my angst about both Dad and Hayden, then pick up my there’s-a-murderer-loose angst. Glancing around the empty kitchen, I say, “Shane? If you can hear me, I could use a little help.”

And, like usual, I get nothing.
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“Exactly what are we looking for?” Kelsey asks when I park across the street from Delicious Donuts. A humming streetlight spits out voltage above the sidewalk.

“A boarded-up window.” I dip my head down to see the three houses facing the donut shop and frown. “Boarded up on the inside.” I close my eyes for a second to try to envision the angle I saw the sign from the small opening of wood.

“I’m not sure we could see that at night.” She’s holding the baseball bat she insisted on bringing when I told her what we were doing. In my defense, I didn’t ask her to come. But she flat-out refused to let me come alone. And I love her for it.

“It had a high rectangular window.” I look up and down the street, or what I can see of it from the Mustang’s sightlines. “I don’t think this is it. I’m not sure it was a house. More like a business.”

Right then, a man comes ambling down the sidewalk. Kelsey pulls her bat close.

He seems to notice us and starts toward the car. I reach down to put the car in drive.

“Hurry!” Kelsey spits out.

Right before the guy gets to our car, I dart out into the street.

“Shiiiit.” Kelsey looks back. “That was close.”

“I’m sure it wasn’t him.”

“And I’m sure I don’t want to find out if you’re wrong.”

“I don’t believe this is it.” I pull over a block down the street and put the address to the second Delicious Donuts into my phone.

We drive by, and I park like I did at the last one, but it’s so dark that I can’t make out crap. And even so, most of it has fencing around it.

I do notice that the property up and down the street is a mix of both commercial and residential. “We’re going to have to come back in daylight,” Kelsey says.

“Yeah.” I pull out, and right when I do, I see an old car drive past me. It passes so fast, I can’t tell what it was. But it could have been a Malibu or a BMW. I keep driving, but my gaze shoots to the rearview mirror. I’m half a block down the street when I see those taillights pull into a parking lot somewhere across from the donut shop. I slam on my brakes and make a quick U-turn.

“What is it?” Kelsey asks.

“Just an old car.”

“With a large trunk?” Kelsey reaches for her bat again.

Driving past the donut shop, I keep my gaze on the left, looking for a car behind the fence. I don’t see it.

“I’m gonna have to come back tomorrow. I’m exhausted.” I rub my eyes. I’m so tired, maybe I’m imagining things.
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The ringing of my phone stirs me awake from a dead sleep. A really, really dead sleep. Probably the Tylenol PM I took before bed. I lift up on my shaky elbow. It’s so cold, goose bumps spread across my skin like ants on the run. I glance around and don’t see any unearthly visitors. But they are here. Or were here recently.

The phone rings again. I snatch it off the bedside table and hear Kelsey muttering something about the cold and ghosts. I see the time is eleven. Not as late as I assumed, but we were both exhausted and went to bed right at nine.

I blink and focus on the number, half expecting it to be Dad but praying it isn’t. I don’t want to have this conversation now. Too tired. Too hurt. Too…everything. But when I focus on the screen, I realize I’m wrong. It’s not Dad.

It’s Hayden. What’s he doing calling this late? My heart says he might have remembered something else. Maybe even remembers everything about us this time.

“Hello?” My voice sounds scratchy and sleepy.

“Riley.” His voice is pure panic. “This is going to sound so nuts, but I just…had another dream or whatever you want to call it, and in it Kelsey’s grandmother insisted I call you to wake you up because you’re in danger. She said she tried to wake you but couldn’t. I didn’t want to call, but it felt so real. And I thought… Shit, I shouldn’t have called. This is stupid.”

“What danger?” Cobwebs of sleep start clearing.

“It sounds crazy,” Hayden said.

Bessie appears, fear and fret in her eyes. “He’s here. Get out of the house.”

“Is that her I hear talking?” Hayden asks.

“Gotta go!” I disconnect the call with Hayden and stare at Bessie. “What’s wrong?”

“He’s trying to break in right now! Go out the back door!”

My heart jumps, and my mind goes straight to the man who murdered the bride. “The killer’s here? How—”

“What?” Kelsey fights to get the covers off and sits up. “Killer? Here?”

“No,” Bessie says. “Charles is here. But he’s drunk or high, and he’s got a gun.”

“Crap!” My pulse flutters at the base of my neck.

“Crap what?” Kelsey’s eyes are wide and awake now.

I shoot off the bed, still feeling half out of it, and look down at my best friend. “Charles is here!”

Kelsey bounces out of bed, then shakes her head. “No, he’s in jail.”

The cracking sound of glass breaking echoes from the living room and punctuates her words. Footsteps echo in the house. Thump, thump. Thump, thump. A door farther in the house opens, then slams.

“Window,” Bessie yells.

“Bat?” Kelsey screams.

“You left it in my car,” I say and tell myself to think, to think fast.

“Window,” Bessie yells.

“Window,” Kelsey says, almost as if she hears her grandmother. Kelsey runs for her window and tries to pull it up. I run to help. More footsteps ring out.

“Hurry,” Bessie says.

Kelsey’s bedroom door swings open. We turn around. Charles stumbles into the room, a gun in his outstretched hand.

All I can do is stare at the weapon and know it only takes a twitch of a finger to send a bullet inside either me or my best friend. One quick pull and our lives could end. I’ve never had a gun pointed at me. Never thought of them as terrifying. Until now.

“Where’s your mom?” His squinty eyes shift to me. To me in a pair of short shorts and a tank top. To me not liking how he’s looking at me.

“So we have company.” Charles’s smile is pure evil. Fear runs cold in my blood. His gaze shifts back to Kelsey. “Where is your mother?”

“She’s not here!” Kelsey seethes. “And you better get the hell out of here, because there’s a restraining order against you and we’ve already called the police.”

I wish she wasn’t lying about the police. My mind spins. Is playing it tough the right way to talk him down?

My gaze keeps flying to Bessie, who’s pacing in the room, and she keeps looking at the bedroom door as if she’s waiting. For what?

“Where’s my box of books that was under the bed?”

“I don’t know,” Kelsey says. “Leave!”

“Not without that box. Where is it!”

Bessie stops pacing and turns to me. “It’s in the hall closet. She put all his things in there last week when she cleaned out her room.”

In the distance, police sirens sound. I don’t have a clue who called them, but I’m glad. Before I can repeat Bessie’s message, Charles surges forward.

“Tell me, bitch!” He pulls his left fist back. I lunge forward, pushing Kelsey out of the way.

For one second it feels as if someone pushed the slow-motion button. His tight fist keeps coming. Coming right at me. It lands on my right eye. Pain hits. Flashes of light explode in my vision and bring with them déjà vu of another punch to the eye. I fall and land on my butt.

“Bastard!” Kelsey surges forward. He grabs her by her hair and points the gun in her face.

“No!” I bounce up, and I’m one step away when I see someone rushing through Kelsey’s bedroom door. Someone who looks a lot like…

“Let her go!” Dex grabs Charles’s arm and points the gun away from Kelsey. Kelsey is thrown to the floor. Charles swings around, and he and Dex start fighting for the gun.

I surge forward, trying to figure out how I can help, but before I do, the gun explodes.

“Police!” Shouts burst in from the front of the house, followed by rushing footsteps.

Someone hits the slow-motion button again. Charles’s gun falls to the floor like a feather. Dex’s lifeless body goes down with it. Blood oozes from the front of his shirt.

“No!” Kelsey and I scream at the same time.
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“Is the boy who got shot going to be okay?” I ask the nurse walking into my ER room.

After the police arrived, everything happened so fast. Charles was cuffed. Bessie told me to tell the police that Charles had been here to find his box of books. A box which, when pulled out, held books on top and bags of white powder on the bottom.

“They’ve taken him into surgery,” she says.

Dex had been rushed away by the first ambulance. The second one was for me. It didn’t matter that I insisted I was okay. Apparently, my eye looks serious.

“How bad is it?” I pull my knees up to my chest and hug my calves. My insides are still shaking, the right side of my face is throbbing.

“I don’t know,” she says. “But he’s got a great doctor.”

I keep seeing Charles’s gun pointed at Kelsey and me. Seeing him press it on Kelsey’s cheek. I thought she was going to die. My insides shake a little faster.

“Do you need a blanket?” the nurse asks.

“No.” Thankfully, the paramedics let me slip on a pair of sweats and a regular T-shirt before bringing me in.

“Where’s my daughter!” A booming voice races down the hall, and recognition and a shitload of unwanted emotion hit at the same time. Dad. Yeah, I kind of suspected Kelsey would have to hand over the information. I just was hoping I was wrong.

He rushes through my door. The moment I lay eyes on him, I gain fifty pounds of baggage. While all the bad emotions are vying inside me, there are a few old ones, good ones. Love, followed by the need to lean against his shoulder and feel protected. I used to count on him to be my safe place. Now he’s my pain place.

“Oh, God. Are you okay?” He looks at the nurse as if I’m not capable of answering. “Is she okay?”

“She’s going to be fine. The doctor is going to look at the X-rays and will be back in here in a few minutes.”

Dad’s eyes aren’t bloodshot, and while he looks middle-of-the-night disheveled—his chambray shirt is buttoned down wrong, and he could’ve taken a few swipes at his hair—I don’t think he’s been drinking.

He gazes back at me, and his concerned expression fades. “You, young lady, are grounded for three months! And I hope you love walking to school, because you aren’t going to be driving.”

His quick turn to anger twists something inside me, too. The few good emotions I experienced are gone, and only the resentment and annoyance remain.

“No, I’m not,” I say in a low voice, but the seriousness in my tone is alarming to even me. Have I ever talked to Dad like this?

Dad lets out a huff of ire. “Do you know how I felt when the police called and I told them they had the wrong kid because you were upstairs asleep? Then I discovered you weren’t? Do you have any idea how scared I was?”

“Yeah, kind of how I feel when you don’t come home and I know you’re out drinking.”

His eyes tighten. “This isn’t about me, Riley!”

“Yes. It is.” I pull my legs closer.

Dad’s shoulders widen. “I am your father! And you will—”

“But you’re not a very good one! If you were, you might’ve noticed I’ve been gone two nights.” Yeah, that’s a low blow, but I’m right.

He looks stunned, hurt, but so am I, and I’m not finished.

“And why haven’t you noticed?” My voice cracks a little. “Because you’ve been avoiding me! Because you know you were wrong to get drunk off your ass at that bar. So you don’t get to ground me, Dad. And what’s sad is that’s not even why I ran away.”

He scrubs a hand over his face. “Enough! You know you aren’t supposed to leave the house without telling me. That’s always been our rule.”

Tears flow down my cheeks. I keep going. “What about the rule of honesty, Dad? How could you do this? How could you have lied to me all my life? She was my mother. I had the right to know her!”

Dad’s color, a fuming red, turns a guilty white. “I did it for you.”

“How can you even say that? How can you even think it was right!”

The door to our room swings open, and the doctor I saw earlier steps in. “Okay.” She’s not picking up on the tension. Her focus is on me. “You’re right. Nothing is broken. Your vision appears to be fine. You’ll have a pretty shiner, but other than that, you look good.” Her gaze goes to Dad. “You must be Mr. Smith?” She offers Dad her hand. Dad takes it.

The doctor’s gaze falls back to me. “I’ll sign you out, but you”—she glances at Dad again—“will need to talk to the front desk. They need insurance information.”

Dad nods. “I will.”

The doctor leaves, and it feels as if she takes all the breathable oxygen with her. Dad stares at the wall for a long, silent moment. I stare at his back and breathe in air that feels empty.

I wish I knew what he was thinking. Is he sorry? Is he ashamed? Is this going to change things? Will I ever be able to forgive him?

He faces me, but his expression is unreadable. “I’m going to take care of the insurance registration. I’ll be back, and we can go home, and you can explain how you ended up at a house with drugs.”

He obviously isn’t sorry. Isn’t ashamed. And… Drugs? That’s what he’s taken away from all this? That I’m somehow involved with drugs? He doesn’t ask? He just assumes?

He takes one step to leave. “No.” My tone is clear. Direct. Defiant. “I’m not leaving this hospital until I find out how Dex is. He got shot trying to save me and Kelsey. Then I’ll be staying with Kelsey tonight. Her mom’s in the hospital, and she shouldn’t be alone.”

He becomes a few inches taller. “You can call and check on them.”

“No!” My word is sharp, and I don’t care who it cuts. “You’ll have to drag me out of here. And for the record, you may have noticed that I’m not being arrested. Which means I didn’t have shit to do with the drugs. This is another circumstance that an adult screwed up. Why am I not surprised?”

He stands there speechless for one, two, three seconds, then he turns and leaves. Before I can even try to tamp down my anger, the nurse returns. She gives me another ice pack. “You can go be with your dad if you want. They took the sign-out papers there.”

I start to push off the bed, but my phone rings. I pull it out of my pocket. It’s Kelsey.

“I’m sorry.” There’s a tremor in her voice I’m not used to hearing, and it kind of matches the one going on inside me. “They made me give them your home number.”

“It’s okay.”

“No. It’s not. None of this is okay. Have you heard anything about Dex?”

“Just that they took him into surgery.”

She lets out a soft moan that sounds like caged-up pain.

“Where are you?” I ask. She doesn’t need to be alone, and neither do I.

“Here at the hospital. I was coming to see you when the doctor walked out and I saw your dad. I’m heading to see Mom now. The cops called her. She’s freaking out.”

“Okay. I’m going to the surgical waiting room. Meet me there if you want.”

“Your dad’s not making you go home?”

“He said he was, but I told him he couldn’t. I’m not leaving here until I know Dex’s okay. And I’m not leaving you.”

I hear her breath catch. “Thanks,” she whispers, then… “Shit. Did you tell him about your mom?”

“It just sort of came out.” I push off the mattress, find my shoes in a hospital bag under my bed, and put them on.

“And?”

“He gave me some shit that he did it for me.” I slip my cold feet into my shoes, drop the ice pack into the hospital bag, and leave the ER. “Call me when you leave your mom’s room.”
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I step into the same surgical waiting room where I waited with Kelsey two days ago. Only three other people are in the room. A mid-sixties Hispanic woman with a man who looks like her son. They sit together, quietly speaking Spanish. Then there’s a pretty African American woman in her early twenties, sitting and suffering alone.

I’m shocked no one is here for Dex. It hits me then that I don’t know if he lives with his mom, dad, or both. Does he have siblings? Standing a few feet in the room, feeling lost and exhausted, I attempt to collect all my filed-away Dex data. He reads fantasy novels, plays video games, loves cars, lives about a block from Kelsey but spends most of his time at Jacob’s. He’s the kind of person who would run into a house with a madman with a gun to save someone who hasn’t taken the time to know him.

I’m such a bad friend.

Please don’t let him die.

I sit down in the corner, my heart and eye throbbing.

A nurse walks in through a side door. “The Fraser family,” she calls out.

I remember that’s Dex’s last name and stand up. I’m completely surprised when the African American woman stands up, too.

Our eyes meet as we step toward the nurse. “I’m a friend of Dex’s,” I say to her.

The nurse moves in. “He’s still in surgery, but I wanted to give you an update. He’s doing well. The bullet didn’t do as much damage as we first suspected.” She looks around. “Are his parents here?”

“I’m his half sister. Melissa Edwards,” the woman says. “Our dad works offshore on the oil rigs. He’s on his way. Should be here in a few hours. My brother’s mom passed away years ago.”

My chest fills with empathy because I know how losing a mom feels, even if I never really lost her. The nurse offers a sympathetic expression. “Okay. Hang in there. The doctor will be out to talk to you when he’s finished.” She uses her badge to beep herself back through the door.

I look at Dex’s sister. “I’m Riley Smith.”

She nods. “I wasn’t sure if you were here for him.” Her gaze goes to my swollen eye. “Are you one of the girls he got shot trying to help?”

My throat knots. “I’m sorry. I was trying to help, but it happened so fast.”

“It’s not your fault. Are you okay?”

“Yeah. It’s just a black eye.” I pull air through my nose, hoping to bypass the tears. We move over to the line of chairs and sit next to each other.

“I wasn’t aware he had a sister,” I say. Then, realizing how that might sound, I offer up, “I mean, we’re not that close. We should have been, but…”

“It’s fine.” She offers a slight smile. “I live in California with my mom. It’s only been in the last few years that I reconnected with my dad and discovered I had a brother. And I just happened to be here for a work thing.”

My phone rings. I pull it out. Melissa picks up a magazine as if leaving me to my conversation. It’s Dad. I don’t want to answer, but I know he’ll just keep calling.

So I do it. “Yeah?”

“Where the hell are you?”

“In the surgical waiting room. I told you I’m not leaving.”

He hangs up. I glance over at Melissa and see she’s on the phone now.

The door into the waiting room swings open, and I look up, afraid it’s him. It’s not. It’s Kelsey.

Immediately, she spots me and comes straight over.

She gasps when she sees my face. “You gotta stop taking swings that are meant for me.”

“It looks worse than it is,” I say.

“Have you heard anything?” She drops down beside me.

“The nurse came out and said the surgery is going well.”

I start to introduce her to Melissa, but she continues, “Thank God.” She closes her eyes for a second and looks exhausted.

“You okay?” I ask.

“Just still shaking.” She grips her hands together.

“Me, too,” I say.

She looks at her phone. “The police called. They’re finally leaving my house.”

“They stayed there?”

“They said they had to collect evidence and take pictures.” Kelsey does a sweep of the room and frowns. “Where’s his family?”

I look over at Melissa sitting beside me. “This is Dex’s sister, Melissa.”

Kelsey’s eyes widen with surprise, but she recovers quickly.

Melissa leans in. “You must be Kelsey? Dex has mentioned you.”

“Melissa lives in California with her mom,” I say while Kelsey wraps her head around this.

“It’s a pleasure to meet you,” Kelsey says. “I’m so sorry. I don’t even know why he was there.”

“It’s not on you,” Melissa says. “Jacob, Dex, and I had gone out to dinner. He dropped me off at Dad’s house first and was pulling out of Jacob’s driveway when he saw someone breaking into your front window.”

“How do you know?” I asked.

“He woke up right before they took him into surgery and told me. Jacob called me as soon as he realized what happened. I came straight here, and Jacob met me.” She looks up at the clock on the wall. “He should be back anytime. He went to pick up another friend.”

The door swishes open again, and I see Hayden being pushed into the room in a wheelchair. His gaze meets mine, and I pull in air a little too quickly. I remember it was his call that woke me up. That Bessie had gone to him when she couldn’t pull me out of the deep sleep. I recall him being able to hear Bessie talking to me over the phone.

I’m going to have to explain things. I just don’t know how.

Jacob parks Hayden in front of Kelsey and drops into the chair beside me. “Have you heard anything?” he asks, staring at my eye.

I feel Hayden doing the same.

Melissa leans forward to see Jacob. “The nurse came out and said his surgery is going really well. It’s not as bad as they thought.”

“Great.” Jacob sinks into the chair. Then his gaze shifts back to me, to my black eye. “You okay?” While the question alludes to concern, his tight-lipped expression misses that mark.

“It’s just a black eye,” I say.

“What really happened? Did this have to do with the gang members you were hanging out with? I told you they were dangerous. And now look what happened.”

“Hey,” Hayden says as if calling Jacob out.

I find my voice. “This doesn’t have anything to do with—”

Kelsey plows into the conversation. “Don’t you go accusing someone of something until you get your freaking facts straight!” She points a finger at Jacob. “That guy has nothing to do with a gang. He’s my mom’s ex-boyfriend. She has a restraining order against him. And the reason Riley got that black eye was because she tried to stop Charles from hitting me.” Her voice is too loud. “If you want to blame someone for this, blame my mom or even me. But you leave Riley out of this!”

Tension swirls around us. “It’s not anyone’s fault but Charles’s,” I say.

Jacob scrubs an apologetic hand over his face. His gaze meets mine. “I’m sorry. I’m just… That was wrong. I’m just worried. I almost lost one friend”—he looks at Hayden—“and now this happens.”

“I think we all need to just breathe,” Melissa says. “And the nurse said things looked good. Let’s hold on to that.”

Jacob looks away, but Hayden’s gaze stays on me. Is he worried about seeing Bessie? Or is he wondering about my gang affiliation? Does he remember he was part of it, too?

The door swishes open again. This time it’s Dad. He starts over, big heavy footsteps, bringing another confrontation to my face. I’m emotionally trying to figure out how to avoid it when he stops halfway across the room. Our eyes meet. He motions for me to come to him. I don’t want to. I really don’t want to. I feel everyone staring at Dad, then at me. The last thing I want is to have it out with Dad with an audience.

“I’ll be right back.” I shoot up.
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Right as I pass Dad, I hear Hayden ask, “That’s her dad, right?”

The door whooshes open with my one-palm push. Dad’s footfalls follow me. I keep walking, wishing I could just keep going. If I ran away again, would he notice this time?

Stopping, I turn to face Dad. My heart pumps faster, and my eye throbs harder. There’s still a tiny part of me that wants to lean in and beg him to hold me, to make me feel protected. I don’t, because my anger outweighs my need for safety.

“Is he still in surgery?” Dad sounds less angry than he did on the phone, but frustration clips his words.

I nod and hug myself. The cold is from the dead, but I refuse to even look. I’m afraid to look. Afraid it might be…Dex. And I can’t accept that.

“You can stay here,” he says. “But I’m staying with you.”

The cold brushes past. I lift my chin. “I don’t need you.” My words sound so bitter, but I guess I am.

Dad flinches. His expression tugs at my heartstrings, but I won’t show it.

“Maybe you don’t need me, but I need to be here. I love you, Riley. I love you with every ounce of my being. And until you’re a parent, you won’t understand.”

“You’re right. I don’t understand. You lied about my mother! Just leave. Please.” Tears climb up my throat, and I blink, fast, then faster, hoping to keep them at bay.

I expect his anger, I think I even want his anger, so I’ll feel more justified, but it isn’t anger filling his expression. It’s hurt. “I won’t sit with you. But I’m staying.”

I swallow hard. “It could be a while, and even then, I’m not leaving Kelsey alone tonight.”

“She is more than welcome to come to our house. You two can go to your room, and we can talk about our issues tomorrow.” He drops his hands into his pockets, his chin falls to his chest, and it’s several seconds before he lifts his head up.

I’m about to head back when he says, “I spoke to the lead officer who was at Kelsey’s. I’m sorry for accusing you of… I was scared, and I hear so much about teenagers and drugs, but I was still wrong to assume the worst.”

I agree but don’t say anything.

“It’ll be hard sleeping at Kelsey’s house tonight after what happened there,” Dad says. “Get her to come and stay at our house.”

An image of Dex falling to the floor fills my mind, and chills chase more chills down my spine. I draw in a short, sharp breath.

“I’ll ask Kelsey.”

I walk away. I can’t deny Dad’s behaving like my old Dad—reasonable, considerate, sane—but he still lied about Mom. And no amount of playing nice is going to change that.
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Time crawls by, ten minutes, thirty, an hour. Dad sits across the room, head hung down, sleeping. Hayden, Melissa, Jacob, and Kelsey offer small talk to ease the tense silence. I’m too scared of seeing Dex appear to pretend everything is okay. Every few minutes, I catch Hayden staring at me, and I swear I can see the questions in his eyes. Probably about Bessie. About us.

Finally, a doctor walks out of the door in the back. His expression is reassuring. We all jump up to meet him. Even Hayden stands up. It takes him a few seconds before he appears stable on his feet. His shoulders square off, and I know it’s pride. Somehow I’m able to smile at him. He smiles back.

After giving us a report that Dex should make a full recovery, the doctor explains that two people can go back to see him.

Hayden speaks up, turning to Jacob. “Why don’t you and Melissa go back first?”

As Melissa and Jacob leave, Hayden’s gaze shifts to me. Kelsey, as if sensing he wants to talk to me, says, “I think I’ll go pretend to pee.”

Alone with Hayden, the room seems extra quiet. He carefully takes a few more steps and sits in the chair. I sit beside him. “Look at you walking.”

“I know.” His soft gaze meets mine. “Does your eye hurt?”

“Not too bad.” I glance over at the Hispanic mother and son silently waiting to hear about their loved one. Then Dad, asleep in the chair across the room, lets out a light snore.

“Like father like daughter.” Hayden’s smile fades, and he leans in. “How do I know you make a soft buzzing noise when you sleep?” He pushes his palms onto his jean-covered thighs. “You weren’t joking when you hinted that I left my body, were you?”

I bite down on my lip before answering. “No.”

“And you could… You could see me?” His voice lowers. “Like a ghost. Like I see Bessie?”

I nod.

“But I wasn’t dead? So how…?” His question rumbles out.

“I could still see your spirit. But I thought you were a ghost at first.”

He stares down as if trying to take it all in. “How can you do that? See…?”

“I don’t know. One day it just happened.”

He sits there. I see the wheels in his head turning. “And we spent a lot of time together, didn’t we?”

“Yeah.”

He hesitates, then says, “Kelsey’s grandmother. She was really there? At the hospital and then at my house. You can see her, too, right? I heard her on the phone, didn’t I?”

I nod.

He squeezes the armrests of his chair. “This doesn’t freak you out?”

“Sometimes,” I answer honestly.

He looks across the room. “Does Kelsey know?”

“Yeah.” I lace and unlace my fingers, feeling edgy.

He sits back. “Do you think it has something to do with your dad being a mortician? Can he see…?”

“I don’t think it has anything to do with it. He doesn’t even know that I can see them.”

“But Kelsey sees her grandmother, right?”

“No.”

“Then why can I?”

I feel the slow throb of my bruised eye. “I don’t know. I’ve read that a near-death experience can…make someone closer to the spiritual world.”

“Did you have a near-death experience?”

“No.” I see Dad stir. He opens his eyes and looks at me talking to Hayden. As if content I’m still here, he closes his eyes again.

Hayden continues, “I don’t understand.”

“I stopped trying to.” I lower my voice to a soft whisper. “Like I said, one day I was just able to see them.”

“Them?” He inhales. “You can see…others?”

“Yeah.”

He pushes a hand over his face. “Do you know how hard this is to believe?”

“Yeah.”

He cups his knees in his hands and squeezes. “Why didn’t you tell me earlier?”

“I tried, but…”

“I thought you were joking,” he finishes for me. His eyes widen again. “Crap. Annie? It’s true. She saw me.”

I nod.

“How could she see me?”

“I don’t know, but she was really sick. So maybe it’s the near-death thing.” I almost tell him he was willing to die for her but decide it might be too much.

“You should have told me earlier.”

“Maybe, but I thought it’d be easier if you started remembering things.”

His mouth thins. “Well, let me know when it’s supposed to get easy.”
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When Jacob and Melissa come out, they say the nurse insisted Dex needed rest and no more visitors. “He’s in a lot of pain.” Worry tightens Melissa’s frown.

The same worry curls up inside me and chips away at the assurance the doctor gave us about his recovery.

Dad drives us to Kelsey’s to get our things and my car. No one says a word on the drive. When we walk into Kelsey’s bedroom, we both stop short at the sight of Dex’s blood pooled on the light pine floor.

“Oh, God!” Kelsey covers her mouth and swings around. Tears brighten her green eyes. “It’s my fault he got shot.”

“No,” I assure her.

“Okay, it’s my mom’s fault, but still… If he dies, I’m going to hate myself.” The crack in her voice is so apparent because she seldom cracks.

“He’s not going to die. You heard the doctor. He’s going to be fine.”

“Why did he have to try to be a hero? It was stupid. He should’ve waited for the police.”

“He wanted to help us.” And I can’t help but wonder if Charles wouldn’t have shot her if Dex hadn’t stormed in. I hug her. I hug her tight for longer than twenty seconds.

“Girls,” I hear Dad call out from the front of the house, and his footsteps bring him closer. We step out of the embrace and both draw in shaky breaths.

We turn around, and Dad moves in beside us. He looks down. “I was afraid of this.” He looks at me, then to Kelsey. “Are you okay to drive Riley’s car?”

“Why?” I say. “I can…”

“Your eye’s almost swollen shut.” His gaze shifts back to Kelsey.

“I can drive,” she offers.

“Then grab what you need and go to the house. I’ll clean this up. You got some paper towels and some cleaner?”

“We do, but you don’t have to do that,” she says, but relief sounds in her voice.

“It’s okay,” Dad offers in a sincere tone. “I’m… I’m fine doing it. Seriously, go.”

Dad earns himself another brownie point. But I’m not counting them right now.

Kelsey and I arrive at my house, and we go right up to my room, get into our pajamas, and crawl into bed. Pumpkin follows and curls up at my side.

We barely talk. It’s as if we know words won’t help. Kelsey falls asleep almost immediately, not that I blame her. It’s three in the morning. I lay there listening to the hum of Pumpkin’s purrs and try not to think about my mom, my dad, Dex, a murderer, and how Hayden is taking the whole ghost news.

I’m still awake, still trying not to think, when I hear Dad’s car pull into the driveway. I hear him come into the house and I listen as he walks up the stairs. He doesn’t open my bedroom door, but I know he’s there.

“I love you, Riley.” His whisper is barely audible. “I’m so sorry.”

I hug my pillow so tight it begs for mercy.
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It’s after twelve the next morning when Kelsey’s phone rings and wakes us up. She pushes herself up and grabs her phone. Sleep impaired, I listen to see what’s going on.

“Hello?” Kelsey says. Pause. “Yeah. I’m fine. I’ll be there.”

I lean up on an elbow. “What?”

“My mom. The doctor who does his rounds around two has to sign her out. I need to be there to bring her home.” She pushes her hair back, then falls back to the mattress. “Are you going to school?”

I consider it. “No.” I exhale. “We’re going to miss our history test.”

“Ask me if I care?” She drops her arm over her eyes. Then turns and looks at me. “Do you think almost dying at the hands of your mom’s ex-boyfriend is an excusable absence?”

I chuckle. “I do.” I’m still pushing cobwebs from my brain when my phone dings with a text. I pull it from my nightstand.

“Who is it?” Kelsey asks mid-yawn.

“Hayden.” The text is long. I read the first paragraph and glance up with something close to a smile. “He spoke with Dex. He’s out of ICU and is doing better.”

“I’m still pissed he came in and got himself shot.”

“You really blame him?” I cut her a leery gaze.

“Yes. No. Can’t I just be pissed?”

“Okay.” I go back to reading Hayden’s text and say, “He wants to confirm I’m okay to take him to therapy this afternoon.”

“Are you going to do it?”

“Yes.”

She uses her foot to push the blanket off. “What did you two talk about when I went and took a fake pee last night?”

“He’s figured most of it out.” I tell her about Bessie going to him to wake us up.

“She saved us,” Kelsey says, emotion in her voice, and then, “Hayden had to have been freaked out.”

“He was.”

“So what now?” she asks. “Is he dumping Brandy? Are you two back together?”

“I don’t have a clue.”

Her brow lifts. “So today should be interesting.”

“I guess so.” I stand up and move closer to my dresser and see my reflection in the mirror. My black eye isn’t quite as swollen or colorful as the one Candace gave me. I look back at Kelsey. “Too bad we can’t tell Charles that a girl gave me a worse black eye than he did.”

She chuckles, sits up, and yawns again. “People at school are going to think you’re a real badass now.”

“Yeah.” And it’s kind of amazing that I don’t care what they think. Not even a little bit. Then again, maybe I’ve just got too much on my plate. My mind switches to a mental to-do list.


	Go back to the second Delicious Donuts and see if I can find if and where that old car disappeared in a parking lot. Which sends fear spiraling in my empty gut.



	Take Hayden to therapy and answer his questions. And maybe even get the answer to Kelsey’s question. What’s he going to do about Brandy?



	Figure out if or when I’m going to see Mom. Which, just thinking about it, makes me feel emotionally queasy.



	Have that talk with Dad. Which stirs up feelings of anger. Is it possible I’m angrier at Dad for lying to me than I am at my mom for abandoning me? Yeah. I think I am. But probably because I love him more.





I move to my bedroom window to look out. Dad’s car isn’t there, and that makes me feel better because I don’t plan to check that off my list right now.

I also need… Turning, I face Kelsey again. “Are you going to see Dex? If so, I’ll follow you up there and see him then, too.”

“Yeah.” A frown pulls at her sleepy expression. “I just… I don’t know what the hell I’m going to say to him.” She kicks at the covers again. “I can’t imagine how pissed he’s going to be at me.”

“I don’t see him being pissed at you.”

“Well, he should be. He almost died.”

I drop down on the bed beside her. “This isn’t on you, Kelsey. So stop thinking it is.”

She sits up. “I was a bitch to him when he asked what happened to my mom.”

“Yeah, you were. And while I understand you went off on him because you didn’t want to talk about what happened to your mom, maybe you should apologize for that.”

She pulls a knee to her chest and hugs it. “I suck at apologies.” She closes her eyes as if fighting tears, and after a few minutes, she looks at me. “Seriously, if he hadn’t come in when he did, Charles might have… He had his gun against my face.”

“I know. We both owe Dex a thank-you.”

She gazes toward the window and stares at the streams of sunshine spilling in. “I wonder why he didn’t tell me he has a black sister.”

“Have you ever asked if he had any siblings? Talked about his family?”

“No.”

“Then why would he tell you?”

She bites down on her lip. “You’re right. I just—”

“You just don’t like it that some of your reasons for not giving him a chance are falling apart.”

That earns me an eyeroll, along with an “I gotta pee.”

I watch her run off. Call me crazy, but the possibility of something good coming out of what happened last night lifts my gloomy mood. Not much, mind you, but I’ll take it.

I reread Hayden’s message and type. Thanks for the Dex update. See u later.

I set my phone down, but Kelsey’s questions replay in my head. So what now? Is he dumping Brandy? Are you two back together?
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Kelsey hesitates before knocking on Dex’s hospital door. “What if his dad is here and he’s pissed at me?”

“Then we’ll explain what happened.” I reach around her and knock before she runs off.

“Come in,” a female voice says.

I push open the door, and we walk inside. A woman in scrubs is changing the bedsheets. The chairs are empty, and the bathroom is open. Her gaze shoots to my face, and she flinches the way everyone does when they see me.

“Where is he?” Kelsey looks at me with panic as if she thinks…

“He went down for a test,” the nurse says. “I’m told he’s on his way up now.”

“How’s he doing?” I ask.

“I’m still alive,” Dex’s voice, a little weak, sounds behind us.

Kelsey and I both turn around. He’s in a wheelchair with an IV pole attached. Behind him is a male nurse.

“Perfect timing. His bed is ready,” the nurse says and goes to the door. “I’ll be back to check your vitals in a few minutes,” she says to Dex and squeezes out.

The other nurse pushes Dex into the room.

Dex looks pale, but considering what he’s been through, pale’s not bad.

He smiles. “You two may want to leave the room or risk being given the great honor of seeing my ass. Someone in this hospital stole my underwear. No one is confessing so far.”

The fact that he’s able to joke is promising. Kelsey and I are grinning when we step out.

When the wheelchair and the male nurse leave, we move back in.

Dex looks at me. “Nice shiner.”

I smile. “I think it’s pretty.”

His gaze shifts to Kelsey. “You okay?”

“Fine,” she says, and I swear she sounds nervous. “In part thanks to you, but…coming in like that was stupid. You could have died.”

He grins. “What can I say, I’m a sucker for damsels in distress.”

Kelsey tilts her head to the side. “Call me a damsel again, and I might be the next one to shoot you.”

He chuckles, then puts a hand to his chest. “Don’t make me laugh. It hurts.”

Melissa walks in. “The underwear goddess is here. I hope you like lip-printed boxers.”

Dex starts to laugh, then seriously groans. “Don’t make me laugh.”

We all pull in our smiles, but it’s hard because I think all of us are doing a mental happy dance that Dex is alive.

Ten minutes later, I feel a chill brush against my skin. I look around. Standing right outside Dex’s door is the dead bride. I’m about to say my goodbyes when Jacob walks in.

His gaze, like everyone else’s, goes right to my face, to my eye. “Ouch. You okay?”

I force myself to play nice. “Yeah.” Frustration swirls around my chest, as I remember he’s been an ass lately.

My phone dings with a text. I pull it out and look at it. It’s from Hayden, but I don’t read it. “I should go.” I glance at Dex. “Thanks again for…everything.”

“You’re welcome,” he says.

I nod my goodbyes, even offer Jacob one, but my ire is high. The bride’s gone, but her cold isn’t. Right then, it hits me that I might be feeling her emotion. They do that, sometimes. Transfer what they’re feeling.

I’m eight steps down the hall when I hear Jacob call my name.

Rolling my eyes, I turn around. “Yeah?” I say when he stops in front of me.

“I want to say again I’m sorry for what I said about this being your fault.” He sounds sincere.

I force myself to say, “It’s okay.”

He dips his head down and looks at me. “Is it? You still look pissed.”

I consider asking him what he told Hayden when he was on the phone, but at the last second, lying feels like the better option. “I’ve just got a lot of crap happening. I should—”

“You mean the argument with your dad?”

When I just stare at him, he says, “Hayden told me.”

I’m shocked. No, I’m disappointed. This feels like a betrayal. What else did Hayden tell Jacob?



[image: ]



I get to my car, crawl behind the wheel, and sit there waiting for the anger to fade. Pulling my rearview mirror down, I stare into the backseat. I’m waiting for the chill to disappear or the bride to appear. Neither happens.

I try to calm down by reminding myself that Dex is going to be fine. Yet my mind keeps going back to Hayden telling Jacob my secrets. To Jacob talking trash about me. To Hayden not telling me about Brandy.

I’m pissed. Pissed at men. Yup, this has to be from the dead bride.

My phone rings. Probably Hayden. I need to shake off the man-hate before talking to him. When it keeps ringing, begging for my attention, I look at the number on my screen.

Not Hayden.

Dad.

More man-hate!

“Hello.” I push the word out, and I swear it doesn’t even sound like my voice.

“Where are you?” His frustration flows through the line, and it mixes and mingles with everything I’m already feeling. I draw in cold air through my closed teeth.

“Riley?”

Just breathe. Just breathe. “I’m at the hospital, visiting Dex.”

“Why didn’t you call and tell me you were leaving the house? You have to tell me when you leave. I’m doubling down on that rule. I insist you follow it!”

Like I insisted you go to AA? The internal smartass comes out, but I don’t say that. “Well, that’s why we have cell phones. Gotta go.” Okay, maybe that was a little smug.

“Riley! That’s not good enough. When you get home, call me. I’m leaving work around three. We’ll…talk then.”

I pull in more air. Pull in my anger. “Three won’t work for me, either. I won’t be there until around five-thirty.”

“Riley, you will—”

“I’m taking Hayden to his physical therapy session,” I say directly. And I’m kind of proud it didn’t come with pissy undertones. Again, I remind myself some of these emotions belong to the bride. I can’t let—

“Who?”

“Hayden.” Don’t lose it. Don’t lose it. “He was there last night. The boy in the wheelchair.”

“Why are you taking him? And not—”

“Because he’s my friend and his mom asked me to!” I’m holding the phone so tight it might crack. Or I’ll crack. Maybe I already have cracked.

“When did you get all these friends that I don’t know about?”

“Errr!” Yup. I’m cracked. “Probably when you were out getting drunk!” I can’t even blame the spirit’s frustration on that one. It’s mine. I own it. “I’ll be home by five-thirty. I’m not doing anything wrong.”

He doesn’t say anything. I know he’s debating.

“I’m helping out a friend.” I manage those words in a noncombative tone.

“Be there at five-thirty or I’m taking your car away. Understand?”

Oh, now he’s using pissy undertones. It takes every ounce of my being not to say that I’m taking his car away because he’s a freaking drunk. But why use my best lines on the phone when I can deliver them in person? Tonight. When we have our heart-to-heart. Or broken-heart-to-broken-heart. Tears make my sinuses sting.

I hang up and throw my phone on the seat next to me.

Almost as if in defiance, the thing dings with another text. I stare at it, wishing I could make it explode. It doesn’t. I pick it up.

Hayden again. I read his earlier text first.

Hayden: I’m remembering other stuff. Can you talk? Better yet, come over? 

What do you remember? You not telling me you had a girlfriend?

Second text: Jacob said he saw you. Said u seemed upset. U ok?

“No! I’m not okay. You told Jacob something I shared in confidence.” My words echo in the silent car. And now I’m sure I’ve lost it. I drive to the exit of the parking lot. I’m in no mood to see anyone. Staring left, then right, I don’t know which way to turn. Don’t know where I’m going. Then I do.

I pull left and drive toward Delicious Donuts.
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I drive slowly by the building. I’m hugging the steering wheel, looking for a place where the older car could have turned in last night. I see a driveway, and slowing down to a crawl, I spot a gate. Had it been open last night? Is that where…?

A van behind me honks. I speed up, drive up a block, and then turn around. This time I park at the donut shop, facing the street. Even with the shop closed, the smell of something fried and sweet sneaks into my Mustang. I look around. There’s just one car in the lot.

With my hands gripped around the wheel, I sit there, studying the gate and fence, trying to see if the building behind it has a rectangular window. Unfortunately, due to weed-like vines climbing the metal railings, I can’t see much.

I look up and down the street and consider going it on foot. There’s enough traffic and people around that it should be safe.

So why, when I open my door, do I feel the urgent need to slam it shut again? Why does the back of my neck itch as if someone is watching me?

Looking around, I put out feelers and don’t sense the cold of unearthly visitors, but I whisper, “Now would be a good time to show up, Shane.”

I get no response. In fact, I think my man-hate has dissipated as well. I step out of my car, shut and lock my door. Needing a closer look, I spot the crosswalk.

I head right to it. Pressing the button, I wait, then with hurried steps I get to the other side of the street with seconds to spare.

I move down the sidewalk to the gate where I think I saw the car pull in. It’s more humid than hot, but sweat runs down my shirt. A car passes with the music playing so loud the sidewalk shivers beneath my feet. Stopping, I turn and look up at the donut sign, trying to find the same angle at which I saw the sign in the vision. Is this it?

Right then I sense it again—someone is watching me. I look over my shoulder, half expecting someone to be there, someone breathing down my neck, but I see no one.

Telling myself I’m being paranoid, I turn around and peer through the fence.

My heart trips over itself when I see the building has a couple of rectangular windows. While I can’t tell if they are boarded up on the inside, I think they might be. This is it. Shane was here. Probably died here.

Now what? Is this enough? My gut says no.

Taking a few steps, I look around for a car—an old one, maybe. There’s not one, but I notice the parking lot goes to the back of the building. He could be there. The killer. Shane’s body could still be inside the building.

Fear, like a big spider with eight spiky legs, follows that thought into some dark crevice inside my mind. A place I don’t like to visit.

Footsteps suddenly sound behind me. I swing around. A man dressed in a sweatshirt with a hood is walking toward me. He has sandy brown hair and darkish eyes. And those eyes are on me. Staring, leering at me as if I’m a prize he’s come to collect.

“Yum,” he says and scratches his crotch.

Run, my instincts scream, but I feel glued to the concrete. Before I react, he walks right past me. He does, however, twist his head around and offer me, or rather my boobs, an I’m-a-pervert smile. What? Does he expect them to smile back?

Feeling like I need a shower, I hotfoot it down the sidewalk away from him. The echo of my own steps slapping the sidewalk is like sound effects in a scary movie. I walk faster.

I get to my car and crawl inside, locking the door immediately. I lean back in the seat. My breathing is still fast and too loud. I’ve just closed my eyes when a sharp tap hits my car window.

I squeal, eyes popping open. A man, mid-thirties, brown hair, gray eyes, stands there staring down at me. It’s not the same man I just saw. But chills still run down my spine.

He motions for me to roll down my window. Do I look stupid? “What do you want?” I ask in a voice loud enough to carry through the glass.

“You need something?” he asks.

Yeah, for you to get the hell away from me.

When I don’t speak, he continues, “I’m the manager.” He motions to the Delicious Donuts building behind him.

My gaze goes to the name tag pinned to his shirt. J.T., Manager.

“Are you here for the interview? Are you Paula Covey?”

Interview? I feel stupid and roll down the window, which is the crank kind, so it takes me a few seconds. “Sorry. I’m not Paula.”

“Oh.” He’s staring at my black eye. “I’m meeting someone for a job interview.”

“It’s not me. I’m…lost. Just looking for an address.”

“Can I help you find it?”

“No, I’m fine.”

He nods. “You don’t need a job, do you?”

“No,” I say.

He nods again, and for one second I don’t like how he’s looking at me.

I start the car. It takes several long seconds for him to step back.

The thing about hunting for murderers: everyone starts looking like a suspect.
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I pull up at Hayden’s thirty minutes early. I’ve managed to push the fear aside, but I’ve replaced it with fret over what I’m going to say to him about telling Jacob my personal crap. I’m no longer fuming, but I’m still hurt.

Realizing it might take him a while to get to the door, I text him. Just pulled up.

Three dots appear almost immediately. Then they disappear.

I’m getting out of the car when the front door opens.

Wearing jeans and a light green T-shirt, he looks…the word dashing comes into my mind. I’m not even sure how that word snuck into my vocabulary. Probably one of the books I’ve read. But I’m going to look that up to confirm my assessment.

Then I’m taken by his smile and the fact that he’s happy I’m here. I smile back because, in spite of everything, I’m happy I’m here, too.

His eyes stay on me as I walk to his door. The closer I get, the wider his smile gets. My stomach takes a dip, one like you get on a roller coaster. The kind that evokes excitement, fear, and yet makes you feel brave all at the same time. And I realize that’s how Hayden always makes me feel. Exhilarated. Nervous. Yet bold.

Is that love?

He’s holding on to the doorframe, but the fact that he’s walking so soon is nothing less than a miracle.

I keep moving closer. The anger over him telling my secrets to Jacob lessens. I want to walk right into his arms, fall against him. Kiss him. Instead I stop a few feet in front of him.

“Thanks for coming early,” he says.

“No problem.”

He steps back and reaches for a walker that’s beside the door. “I was told not to do too much before therapy. They don’t want me to come there tired.” He moves over to the sofa. “You want something to drink?”

“No, I’m fine.” I look around. “Your grandmother left?”

“Yeah.” He sits down. “I thought Mom was going to freak about me being by myself. She’s called every thirty minutes.”

“She almost lost you. She’s worried.”

“I know.”

I take a place on the sofa, leaving several feet between us.

His gaze focuses on my face. “Your eye isn’t quite as bright as your last one. Does it hurt?”

“I can feel it’s swollen, and that’s annoying, but other than that, it’s fine.”

“So you and Kelsey went to see Dex?”

I nod. “He felt good enough to joke around.”

“I know. I’ve spoken with him twice. He’s doing good.” He hesitates and then says, “Jacob said you were upset about something.”

I rub my hands over my jean-covered knees, swallow, then blurt it out. “Why did you tell him I was arguing with my dad?”

Hayden looks confused. “I didn’t… Wait.” He frowns. “I guess I did, but I wasn’t…”

“What else did you tell him?”

“Nothing. I wouldn’t…” He exhales. “Look, Jacob was saying you were acting weird, and I told him to give you a break. That you were having trouble with your dad. I didn’t say what it was about.”

I cross my arms. “So he was talking crap about me again.”

“No. He’s more worried than anything else.” Hayden’s lips thin. “He really likes you.”

I almost growl. “Don’t tell me again what a great guy he is.”

“I’m not.” He lets out a sound of frustration. “This is so screwed up. Seeing ghosts. Jacob liking you, and…”

“And?” I push for him to continue.

He motions between us. “And whatever this is.”

How nice. He won’t even give it a name? “Then why don’t you get Jacob or Brandy to take you to your therapy session. That’s why I didn’t want to do this.” I stand up.

“No. Shit. Don’t.” His expression twists to pure anguish. “Riley, please sit down. I didn’t mean that. Don’t run out on me. I’m just… All this shit feels crazy.”

“Yeah, you want to know what else feels crazy?” I ask. “The fact that you lied to me about Brandy.”

“What? When did… I lied to you?”

I stop short of saying yes. Then I check out my tennis shoes just so I don’t have to look at him. “You didn’t lie. But you didn’t tell me you had a girlfriend. And if you had, I wouldn’t have… I wouldn’t care.” I wait, hoping he’ll counter that with he’s glad I care, that he cares, or that he doesn’t care about Brandy. But nope. There’s no mention of caring.

He finally starts talking, and I look up. “Riley, I’m sorry. I don’t remember that part of things. But that’s not something I’d normally do. I’m not saying you’re lying. I’m saying it’s not like me to do that. I need some time to get this straight. Figure it out.”

Time? He needs time. I get that, don’t I?

“I remember some things, like…”

“Like what?” His time request still hangs in my mind.

“Strange stuff. Stuff about you. That you paint. And you like marshmallow treats. That you have a cat. I remember watching you sleep and us…making out. I think we’re in your bed. And…sometimes that’s all I can think about, but then…” He runs a hand over his face.

He stares off a few minutes, then faces me again. “When…Jacob mentioned you were hanging out with gang members, I instantly felt mad at you for it, too. It’s like there’s a memory there, but I can’t quite get to it.”

I nod.

“Can you explain it?”

I tell him about Annie’s dad being a convict who was killed. “He asked me to find his brother and convince him to donate part of his liver to Annie. His brother is a gang leader. I went to see him without you once. You got upset.”

He frowns. “But…what good was I to go with you? I couldn’t protect you.”

“You did. You figured out how to explode a phone with your energy or something. You saved me twice doing that.”

He rubs his forehead. “I remember that now.” He hesitates again. “Did you convince the brother to do it? Is that why Annie is okay?”

“Yeah.”

“And you couldn’t explain to Jacob why you were hanging out with gang members.”

I nod.

“Is that why you broke up?”

My shoulders tighten. “I already told you. I was never going out with him.”

Doubt shows in Hayden’s eyes. “Why do I remember seeing you kiss him?”

“Please. There’s a difference between kissing someone and going out with them. But other than the party at his lake house, I never dated him.”

“Why not?”

Because I was in love with his best friend! “It didn’t feel right.”

He studies me harder. “Because of me?”

Damn.

“Was it?” His blue eyes meet mine, and my heart does a nosedive to hang out with my liver.

“Maybe a little.” I shrug like it isn’t a big deal, but I think he knows it’s a big deal. And just like that, his request for time feels like a big deal. What does he need to figure out?

We both go silent. I can’t help but wonder what he’s thinking. “Oh, look what I found.” He reaches over to the coffee table, picks up a photograph, and hands it to me.

It’s an image of me when I was thirteen—at camp. I’m standing with three other girls, and I’m the dorkiest one in the photo. A string bean with buck teeth.

“That’s you, isn’t it?”

“Afraid so.”

He ducks his head a little and looks up at me through his dark lashes. “You aren’t the girl I danced with.”

I sink a little deeper into the sofa. “No.”

“Why did you lie?”

“When we discovered we went to camp together, you…you asked me if I was the girl you tripped while on the dance floor. You told me the whole story.”

He blinks kind of spacy-looking, then says, “We were dancing. I remember.”

“Yeah. When I was going to see you at the hospital and your mom found out that I didn’t move here until after you had your accident, she freaked out, acted like I was a stalker. So I told her that we went to camp together. And wanting to make it sound like we were close, I told her the dance story.”

“Makes sense.” He leans in. Our gazes meet, hold. I feel him shift closer. Reaching up, he brushes a strand of hair off my cheek. His fingers, his touch is barely there, a whisper against my face, but I feel it there, I feel it everywhere.

I swear he’s going to kiss me. The question is, am I going to let him?
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“Hayden Parker?”

We’re sitting in the waiting room of the physical therapy office. It’s actually on the first floor of the hospital. Since I shot off the sofa to avoid the oncoming kiss, we’ve shared nothing but small talk and awkward glances.

And I don’t know if I regret pulling away or not. Oh, hell, yes I do know. Why didn’t I let him kiss me? Haven’t I already admitted I’m trying to steal him from Brandy? But…

Hayden, who’s been thumbing through a sports magazine, pulls his walker over, stands, then turns to me. “I’m only in for thirty minutes.”

“Don’t worry. I brought my computer.”

He takes a step, then turns back around and leans down. “I’m sorry for what I…almost did. Like I said, I’m confused.”

About what? All I manage is a nod.

“When I’m finished, do you think we could run by and see Dex?”

“Yeah. I don’t have to be home until five-thirty.”

When he’s gone, I slump back in the chair, and all my Hayden worry turns into what’s happening at five-thirty.

The air suddenly feels too thin and my throat too thick.

Not wanting to give in to tears, I pick up my computer and go to Google. I put in my dead bride’s name, Shane Casey. I don’t know what I’m looking for that I haven’t seen, but I’m feeling slightly desperate.

I need something to turn over to the police. Then I’ll have to figure out how to deliver it.

I find an article that I haven’t read yet. It’s a small piece about missing persons in Texas. I leave that screen open and open another one, where I search again for recent murders, then for dead brides. The same one about the woman dying while driving away from her church the day of her wedding comes up. I can’t help but wonder why she was running away. Maybe the same reason I pulled away from Hayden’s kiss. She was scared.

After several dead-end searches, my bladder insists I search for a bathroom. I set the laptop down in my chair and step up to the counter to get directions to the closest one. The attendant points the way. I look back at my laptop, and she must read my mind. “I’ll watch your stuff.”

“Thanks.”

As I’m heading to the bathroom, an idea hits. I should check the Weddings For Less website and see if any missing women have posted anything for sale. I hurry to the bathroom, eager to have something else to look at. When I step back into the room, Hayden is sitting next to my chair, my laptop is on his lap, and he’s reading.

I really should have shut it down.

Hayden looks up. I move in. Guilt crosses his expression. “I didn’t mean to snoop. But I guess I did. Sorry.”

“It’s okay,” I say. It’s his little time request that’s pissing me off. “Are you finished with physical therapy?”

“Yup.” He holds up a few pieces of paper. “She gave me a new list of exercises to do at home.”

“Good.” I put my laptop in my bag.

He pulls his walker over, and we start for the door.

“You still don’t mind running up to see Dex?” he asks as we walk into the hospital’s lobby.

“No, I owe him big time.”

“Do you think that creep would have shot you or Kelsey?”

“He shot Dex, didn’t he?” Then I have to amend that: “Well, they were fighting over the gun, but the reason Dex jumped him was because he had his gun pressed against Kelsey’s face.” I see it happening in my head when I describe it.

“And he hit you, too.”

“Yeah, well, that was meant for Kelsey. I kind of jumped in front of his fist.”

“I hear you do that a lot.” He grinned.

“Guilty.” I find myself smiling back at him. Is there a reason I can’t stay mad at him? Perhaps because he’s so…dashing. Whatever the hell it means. “Maybe I just like getting black eyes.”

He laughs. And I love that sound. After a second, he adds, “I’m really sorry about what almost happened at my house. I wasn’t thinking straight. Until I…figure things out, we should just be friends.”

Again with the figuring out. And… Friends? I’ve been downgraded to the friend category. Oh, that hurts. The elevator door opens, and we both walk in. I push the button.

“Can I ask you something?”

I look at him. “What?”

“Why are you looking up missing people and dead brides?” When I don’t immediately answer, he asks, “It’s another ghost thing, isn’t it?”

“Yeah.”

“Is it dangerous?”

The elevator stops, and the door opens. “This is it.” I walk out, hoping to leave the conversation inside.

He pushes his walker and moves with me. I realize I’m walking a little fast and slow down. He steps beside me, but I don’t look at him.

“Riley?” He says my name, and it feels loaded. Nothing stayed in the elevator.

I glance at him. He’s wearing his I’m-concerned face. We keep walking.

“Will you tell me about it?” He slows down. I don’t. “Riley?” His tone is serious now.

I look back.

“Let me help you,” he says. “I don’t want you doing it alone.”

The new Hayden is really beginning to sound a lot like the old Hayden. I frown, then realize we’ve arrived at Dex’s room. I knock.

His lips thin. “I’m not dropping this.”

Yup, it’s definitely the old Hayden.

“Come in.” Dex’s voice echoes from behind the door. “Welcome to my castle.”

Hayden and I look at each other, then he folds up his walker.

“You’re not too tired to do that?” I ask.

“I’ll sit down when I get in there.” I know it’s because of pride, and I understand it.

We walk in. Dex, sitting in his bed, has a goofy smile on his face. Much to my surprise, Kelsey is sitting in the chair beside his bed.

“Hey. I thought you’d have left to take your mom home by now.”

“I did, too. The doctor is late making his rounds.”

Dex says something to Hayden about him walking. Hayden grins, then he sits down in the chair beside the bed.

Kelsey motions to Dex. “He got a pain shot right before I came in about five minutes ago. He’s high on morphine. You wouldn’t believe the crazy shit he’s been telling me.”

“Nothing I said was crazy.” Dex looks at Hayden. “Isn’t it true there’s a law that if you save someone’s life, they are indebted to you…for life.”

I chuckle. Kelsey rolls her eyes.

Hayden swipes a hand over his smile. “I think that’s a Native American legend.”

“No, it’s a law. I saw it on Star Trek.”

We all laugh now.

Dex’s gaze shifts to me as if he just noticed me. He waves like he’s on a parade boat, then turns back to Hayden. “She looks hot with that black eye, doesn’t she?”

Hayden glances at me. Appreciation fills his eyes. “Yes, she does. But I kind of like her better without it.”

“Not that you aren’t hot.” Dex motions to Kelsey. “Isn’t she hot, Hayden? I told you she was hot the first time I saw her, didn’t I?” Pointing at Kelsey, Dex continues, “You were mowing your grandmother’s lawn, wearing jean shorts and a bathing suit top. I fell in love right then.”

Hayden laughs.

Dex shoots Kelsey a swoon-like smile, then continues, “You are so hot. I’m sweating now.”

Kelsey rolls her eyes at me. “Told you he was high.”

“I’m not that high,” Dex says. “If I was, I’d be showing you my new lip-printed boxers. Melissa bought them for me as a joke. But the joke’s on her, because I’ll wear them. You want to see them?” More laughter explodes.

“No,” Hayden says when Dex starts to pull down the sheets.

“Y’all having a party in here or what?” Jacob walks through the door.

“Shh.” Dex pushes a finger over his lips. “Parties are against the hospital policy. I already asked.”

“He just had a pain shot,” Hayden tells Jacob.

Jacob laughs, then his gaze shifts to me. “Hi.”

“Hi.” Unlike last time, I’m not nearly as pissed at him.

Dex’s shoulders drop back on the bed. “I was just telling Hayden that Riley looks hot with that black eye.”

Jacob offers me a smile, one I don’t counter. “I agree one hundred percent.” The next thing I know, he puts an arm around me. “You should see her change out a transmission.”

His arm around me is heavy, and I feel crowded.

“I miss you in auto tech,” Jacob says. “They stuck me with that new kid, Tommy. The guy doesn’t even know what a spark plug is. Please, tell me you’re coming to school tomorrow?”

“Yeah.” I pull my phone from my back pocket and pretend to check the time just to have a reason to shift away. “I hate to be a party pooper, but I should run.”

“Pooper,” Dex says, laughing.

“Yeah.” Hayden stands and reaches for his walker.

“You want me to drive you home?” Jacob offers to Hayden.

“Thanks, but I left some stuff in her car.”

And that’s a lie.

“When are you coming back to school?” Jacob asks.

“I’m seeing my doctor on Friday. He’ll tell me then.” Hayden’s gaze goes to me. “You ready?”

“Yeah. See you later,” I say to the now droopy-eyed Dex. I look at Kelsey. “Call me.”

“I will.”

Hayden and I don’t say anything walking to the elevator. When we get in and the doors close, he stares straight ahead. “Have you told Jacob you aren’t interested?”

I frown. “Many times.”

“You may need to remind him.” His tone is sharp, and…

Is he…?

I realize neither of us pushed the lobby button. I do it, and as the elevator drops, I selfishly enjoy the fact that he’s jealous.

We leave the hospital, and I barely get seated behind the wheel before Hayden says, “Tell me about your dead-bride search.”

I consider telling him it’s not his deal but Hayden helped with my last two spirits. I start driving and give him the lowdown on the bride and about going to Delicious Donuts earlier.

A wrinkle appears in the middle of his forehead. “You went by yourself.”

“It was daytime. People were around.”

He shakes his head. “You’re trying to find a murderer. You shouldn’t go there alone.”

“I’m not trying to find him. I’m trying to find evidence to take to the police.”

“Same thing.” Frustration sounds in his tone. “Do you realize how crazy it is that you are even doing this?”

“What am I supposed to do? Not help them?”

“Maybe,” he says.

I halt at a stop sign and look at him. “I can’t not help them. I didn’t ask for this, but they come to me and it is what it is.”

For the next mile, we don’t speak. Then he says, “Sorry, I just… It still blows my mind. I’ll do some checking on the internet, too.”

“Don’t you have enough on your plate?” I pull up in front of his house.

“I’m by myself all day.”

I cut the car off and pull out the keys to get his walker out of the trunk. When I set it down, I say, “I should go.”

He frowns. “You said you didn’t have to be home until five-thirty. You’ve got—”

“I know, but…my big showdown with my dad about Mom is supposed to happen this afternoon, and I need to wrap my head around what I’m going to say.” My voice almost trembles.

“You going to be okay?”

One look at his blue eyes and the truth slips out. “I don’t know.”

Hayden stands there. “Call me when it’s over. I’m sure you’ll need to talk.” He picks up the walker and sets it on the curb and uses it to step up.

I worry he did too much today. “Hand me your keys and I’ll unlock your door.”

He hands them to me, and I move with him up the walkway.

We get to the porch, and I unlock the door and hand him his key.

Our hands touch, and the brief contact is almost painful. “Riley, I’m sorry you’re having to go through this.”

“I know.”

Before I realize his intention, he pushes his walker aside and hugs me.

I close my eyes and let my head rest on his chest. I know this spot. I can smell his skin, feel his chest rise and fall. Alive. The boy I was so afraid of losing is alive and walking. And he cares. About me. Emotion stings my eyes.

His cheek comes down to the side of my temple. I savor the closeness, relish the feel of his arms around me. I memorize his whispered breath against my cheek. Counting the seconds, I pray for twenty. Or more than twenty. I get to thirty before Hayden says, “I’ll be thinking about you.”

His arms fall from around me. I step back. Our eyes meet, hold, and I feel it, the connection I’ve never felt with anyone else.

“Call me,” he says. “If only to say you survived. I’ll worry if you don’t.”

Nodding, I walk back to my car. I get inside. The warmth of his embrace lingers. I look out the window. He’s still there watching me. Part of me wants to run back and hug him again. But I remember my appointment with Dad.

I start my car. When I pull out, I see a candy-apple-red Honda parked across the street. And I recognize who’s in the driver’s seat—recognize who’s staring at me. Brandy.

She had to have seen us hug. This can’t be good.

I keep driving. The moment I come to a side street, I turn, put my car in park, and text Hayden: Brandy’s parked across from your house. 

Three dots appear, then disappear. And so does the sweetness of Hayden’s hug. I remember his figuring-out comment.

Why does everything in my life have to be so screwed up?

I head home. When I pull up in my drive, I get a text.

Hayden: Don’t worry. She didn’t see us.

I get out of my car and slam the door with gusto. First, I don’t believe she didn’t see us. Second, why do I suddenly feel like Hayden’s dirty little secret?
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Dad texts me at 4:45 asking if I’m home and saying he’s picking up Chinese.

I text back: Home. Not hungry. 

I already downed four marshmallow treats—yeah, I forgot to eat lunch—and now debate what I’m going to say to Dad. I’ve prepared a few lines, all pain-filled that convey what I feel. The more I think about it, the angrier I get. Yet it’s not all targeted toward Dad, but at a woman out there somewhere who looks like me and cared so little she just walked away. Even now, knowing I’m aware that she’s alive, she still hasn’t called.

Does she expect me to go to her? Or does she really not want me in her life?

I’m stretched out on my bed, staring at the ceiling fan when I hear Dad’s car pull up. My pulse starts racing, my palms begin to sweat, and my heart ducks as if it knows this is going to hurt.

“Riley?” I hear Dad call out.

I roll out of bed and head downstairs. My footsteps echo like a percussion piece to the pain that’s sure to follow. My gut says this is going to change things. This is the Pandora’s box I’ve suspected was waiting for me to open it.

When I get into the kitchen, Dad’s setting the table. The smell of Chinese food already flavors the air.

“I got cashew chicken and egg drop soup.” He focuses on the plates.

“I told you I’m not hungry.”

He stops, picks up the plate, and sets it down on the counter. He gazes over at me. His eyes show a man who’s hurting, a man who’s guilty, a man who’s scared. “Me neither. How about I put it in the refrigerator for later.”

I nod. He places the dishes on the counter and deposits the bag of food in the fridge. He walks back with two waters. “Sit down.”

I drop in a chair. He does the same.

Leaning forward, he pushes one water bottle to me. “Does your eye hurt?”

I shake my head.

He rests his hands on the table, and his fingers almost silently tap against the oak top, but I can hear them like background noise. I swear my heart matches the rhythm.

Thump, thump, thump, thump.

Thump, thump, thump, thump.

“Let me start by saying I’m sorry. I was wrong, and I realize that…now.”

I gaze up from his drumming fingers, but I don’t say anything. All that preparation, words I carefully chose, questions I needed answers to, are drowned in the liquid hurt filling my chest.

He continues, “She said she needed to go away, to paint and be by herself for a few days. I was worried. She was so depressed, but she insisted, and I finally said fine. I made her a reservation at a nice bed and breakfast. She left early on Friday. I called her that night, and she wouldn’t answer her phone. I figured she just needed to be alone, and I didn’t worry. But she didn’t call the next day. I called again, and she still wouldn’t answer. So I called the B&B owner. She said she’d packed up her stuff and left that morning.”

He opens the water and takes a sip. “I called her phone like a dozen times, leaving messages, begging her to call me, to come home. Telling her I loved her. That you missed her. She didn’t call back until Monday. She said she wasn’t coming home. That she couldn’t do it anymore. She couldn’t be my wife or your mother. I could hear flight announcements in the background. I knew she was at the airport. When we hung up, I called the bank.”

He swallows hard. “Your mom cleaned out all our savings. It was only seven thousand, but it was all I had. She left me two hundred in checking. Our mortgage was more than that.”

Tears fill his eyes. Tears fill mine.

He laces his hands together and squeezes them. “I was furious, but I still loved her. A few weeks went by. I called her. She answered, and I told her I still wanted her to come home. She said she was finally happy.” He stares out the window.

I watch a tear slip down his cheek. The air feels thin, as if his pain has sucked the oxygen out of it.

“For months, I still called her at least twice a week. Gave her updates on you and begged her to come home. Then one day, she stopped answering. After about six months went by, I hired someone to find her. She was in Florida. I had an employee at the funeral home watch you, and I went there. I was going to bring her home.”

He stares at his hands. “I was willing to forgive her. She wouldn’t come with me. I got furious. I told her that if she didn’t come back she’d never see you again.” His voice shakes. “She said you were probably better off without her.”

He stops talking for several long seconds. I see his Adam’s apple bob up and down, then he continues. “In the past, you’d been curious about what I did for a living. I told you that I helped people go to heaven. Then one day, I found you staring at her picture and you asked me again where your mama was.”

He lets out a pound of oxygen. “When I didn’t answer, you got tears in your eyes and asked, ‘Did Mama go to heaven?’ I know it was wrong, but in that moment, I thought you believing she was dead was better than believing she didn’t want you, or us, anymore.”

He drops his chin to his chest for a second, then lifts it and meets my gaze almost as if he knows he has to face me when he says it. “I said yes. You cried, but you accepted it.” His shoulders drop with the confession.

I sit there, tears gliding down my cheeks, and I finally speak. “But…” My voice is raw and raspy. “But why not tell me the truth when I got older? Why did you keep lying and telling me she died of an aneurysm?”

He hesitates, almost as if he’s searching for the answer. “I think I was ashamed of lying. And…she’d filed for divorce only a few months before you came to me with more questions. I was so angry at her. Maybe…maybe some part of me felt I was getting back at her. I don’t know why, Riley, I just did it. But it wasn’t to hurt you.”

“But it did hurt me!” I swallow, then continue, “And when she called and wanted to see me? Why not tell me then? Why keep lying to me?”

“Because…I raised you. You’re all I have. I love you with every ounce of my being, and I was afraid. Afraid you’d hate me for lying. That I’d lose you to her. So every time she called, I’d say—”

“Wait! What?” I shove away from the table. “Every time? How often did she call?” When he doesn’t immediately answer, I lose it. “How often? Tell me, Dad!” My voice is no longer thin and weak. It’s so harsh and heavy with hurt. It doesn’t even sound like my own voice.

He presses his hands on the table. “Holidays. Your birthday.”

“And you just kept lying to me! How could you do that? How in the hell could you think it was okay?”

“I’m sorry, Riley,” he says. “I get it. I was wrong. And I know you have every right in the world to meet her and hear her side of the story. I just don’t want her to make you hate me.”

“If I hate you, Dad, it’s not because of her. It’s because of you. Because of your lies.”

I jump up so fast my chair falls backward and clatters on the tile floor. I bolt out of the kitchen and up the stairs.
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I’m yanked out of the oblivion of sleep, unsure if it’s the cold or my ringing phone that wakes me up. I sit up. My eyes feel gritty from crying myself to sleep. I look at the clock on my bedside table. It’s only eight-thirty in the evening. I’ve only been asleep for two hours.

Another wave of cold brushes over me. I swipe my hair from my face and see the bride pacing at the foot of my bed. Something’s different.

It only takes a second to realize what it is. She doesn’t have the knife in her chest. Not that she’s wedding perfect. Her eyes are bloodshot, probably like mine. Her hair appears tangled and uncombed. Her face carries streaks of dirt. In her hands, she’s holding a piece of paper.

I instantly recall my last vision, where a note had been pushed under the locked door. When she turns, I read what is written in large block letters. Put on the dress.

I let go of a breath that holds fear and empathy and steam. The wisps of fog rise from my lips. The cold bites into my skin. My phone continues to ring, but I ignore it.

The spirit stops, meets my eyes, and frowns. “He’s doing it again. You have to stop him.” Her voice is different. Not so angry or self-absorbed. I think I’m getting my first real peek at Shane Casey without bitterness.

“Doing what again?” I ask for clarification. “Who’s doing what?”

“The man who killed me. He’s trying to take another woman.”

My spine tightens. “Who? Is he taking them now? Where are they?” My phone stops ringing.

She shakes her head. “No, he’s messaging another woman about her wedding dress.”“Through the website Weddings For Less? Is that how he found you?”

She nods. “He’s supposed to meet her Saturday night.”

“Where?” A shot of panic runs through me. “What’s her name? What’s his name? Can you describe him?”

“He told me it was Eric, but I think he was lying. I read some of his message to her. She goes by Barbara. But I didn’t see where he was going to meet her. I only read the last line, which said ‘See you Saturday night.’”

“Okay.” Today’s Tuesday. I have some time. But is it enough? “What does he look like, Shane?”

“Light brown hair. I don’t remember the color of his eyes.”

“How tall is he?”

“Taller than me. Not heavy. Not thin.” She shivers as if remembering scares her.

I jump off the bed. I want to write this down so I won’t forget. The oak planks feel like ice to my bare feet.

“Are you going to stop him?” she asks.

“I’m going to try.” I jot down what she told me on a notepad. My mind races with what to do. Think, think, think. What else do I need to ask her?

“Where is he now?” I turn back to her, but she’s gone. “Shane, come back. I can’t do this alone.” My words echo in my empty room.

I drop on my bed, and I mentally sift through all the data she gave me. Barbara. Weddings For Less website. An idea starts to form. I can find every Barbara on there and send them a message. It’ll probably bring the police right to my doorstep, but what choice do I have?

I turn to my laptop, and my phone returns to ringing. And at the same time, I hear the doorbell chirping downstairs.

I stand there and listen, waiting for Dad to answer it. It rings once, twice, three times.

Did Dad leave? A thought hits. A bad thought. Did our talk push him over the edge and he went out drinking? Has he already gotten drunk? What if he tried to drive home and had an accident?

Shit, shit, shit!

Pain explodes in my chest when I realize that if something happens to him it’ll be because of our argument. While right now I’m not sure I can ever forgive him, I know I’ll never be able to forgive myself if he’s killed or kills someone else tonight.

I run to the window, praying Dad’s car is in the driveway and praying it’s not the police here to give me some really bad news. Please let Dad’s car be there. Pleeeassse.

Looking down, I see his Honda.

Relief flutters through me, but suddenly I wonder why he isn’t answering the door. Then I’m afraid I know why. Just because he didn’t leave the house doesn’t mean he isn’t drunk off his ass downstairs.

I’m about to release the blinds when I see Kelsey’s mom’s car parked across the street.

Grabbing my ringing phone, I spot her number on my screen. I take off downstairs.

As I get to the bottom of the steps, I see I’m right about Dad.

So right.

Wearing only his underwear, he’s collapsed on the sofa. There’s a glass on the coffee table. I walk over, pick it up, and sniff. It’s alcohol. I look back at him and see drool running down the side of his mouth.

Does the man have no shame? A voice deep inside me reminds me this is a disease. A disease that kills.

How fast, and how much, did he have to drink to get this drunk in less than three hours? Can’t people die of alcohol poisoning? The doorbell continues to chime, my phone continues to ring, but I don’t move until I see Dad’s chest rise and fall.

Then bam, I recall the bride’s message. The pressure to stop a murderer has me bolting to the door.

When I open it, I’m shocked that two people are standing at my door. Kelsey and…Hayden?

Hayden’s text about Brandy flashes in my mind’s eye. I frown. Kelsey follows me with the same expression. “He made me bring him.”

“I didn’t make you. I asked you.” Hayden studies my face.

“True.” Kelsey leans in. “Is everything okay?”

“No.” The word comes out sharp.

She makes her empathy face. “That bad?”

“You’ve been crying again,” Hayden says, and the fact that he can tell, that he cares, that he went so far as to talk Kelsey into bringing him here, gives my heartstrings a tug. But I remember that I’m his dirty little secret.

Even pissed, I ache to lean against him, let his arms come around me, borrow some of his strength. But look how that turned out last time, my inner smartass reminds me.

I start to push open the door, then remember Dad in his tighty-whities and his drool. He might not have any shame, but I do.
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Five minutes later, we’re sitting on the driveway in lounge chairs. The temperature is perfect, the stars are out, and a night breeze brings scents of spring and chases off the mosquitos. The light from the garage casts a glow around us. Even the false sense of peace is shattered when I tell them about Shane’s message.

“We have to call the police,” Hayden says.

I look at him. “And say what? A ghost told me someone else is going to die?”

“I see the problem,” he says. “But if that’s all we can do; we have to do it.”

I remember my earlier plan to look for a Barbara. “I have an idea. Let me go get my laptop.”

I’m back in less than a minute. I get on my laptop, searching for anyone named Barbara on the Weddings For Less website. Both Hayden and Kelsey register to the site under aliases, and they do the same thing on their phones. Within half an hour, we find three profiles with the name Barbara. Two haven’t logged into their accounts in months. Only one has a wedding dress for sale.

“She has photos attached,” I say, and we all click on the image on our separate devices. I know they find it when we’re all staring at our screens. She’s a blonde, twenty-something, with light eyes and she’s wearing a beautiful sleek cream-colored satin wedding dress. She even has a similar look to Shane. Similar to me. That’s creepy.

I keep reading. She has her email listed so people can reach her off the site.

An ugly thought whispers through my mind. Next weekend she might be dead if I can’t stop this. Hayden’s right. If I can’t find another way, I have to call the police.

“You think that’s her wearing the dress?” Kelsey asks.

“Yeah.” I look up as fear tap-dances down my spine. “How am I going to convince her not to meet this guy?”

Silence hangs in the air for several seconds. Hayden speaks first. “Didn’t you say that your ghost was on this same site?”

“Yeah,” I answer, still staring at the image.

“Then tell her the truth,” Hayden says. “Or part of the truth. Send her a link to your ghost’s profile and links to the articles about her being missing.” He hesitates. “But don’t send it on your computer. Police can track it back to your IP address. In fact… Let me do it. Tomorrow you can take me to the library. They have computers you can use.”

“Don’t they make you sign in to use them?” Kelsey asks.

“Yeah, but they never monitor it.”

“What if the library has cameras?” I ask.

“They don’t. They barely have the money to keep their shelves stocked. I volunteered there a couple of summers ago.” Hayden leans back. “I say we send her an email, then do the same thing we did with Abby’s death. Send letters to—”

“I already mentioned that,” Kelsey pipes up. “She’s afraid the police will get suspicious this time and come looking for her.”

I’m suddenly aware of what Hayden said. “You remember me writing the letter?”

“Yeah. After you left today, I remembered a lot of stuff.” His blue-eyed gaze speaks of secrets.

“Good stuff?” Kelsey asks with snark.

Hayden’s gaze stays on me. “We can talk about that later.”

He looks back at his phone. “Okay, let’s not send it to the police this time. With just what you told me about Shane, I went online this afternoon and found stories about her. On that one reporter’s story from the Dayton newspaper, his bio stated he’s a crime reporter, and he didn’t seem to think she’d just run off. I bet if you sent him an anonymous letter with what you know, he’d do a story. The police would have to investigate it.”

“But that could take days or weeks, couldn’t it?” Kelsey asks.

He frowns. “That’s why we send this Barbara an email, too.”

I recall the idea I had while I was waiting for Hayden at physical therapy. “Earlier, I thought I could check the missing persons data against the people on the Weddings For Less website. I might find other victims.”

“Shiittt,” Kelsey says. “You really think he’s, like, a serial killer?”

No one answers, but everyone knows, even Kelsey.

She bites down on her lip. “Oookay. But a lot of the women on here use online names, like…” She looks down at her phone. “TravelingJamiee.”

“So we run with their first names,” Hayden says. “And Shane used her full name, and this Barbara attached her email address. So we might have more information on them than we think.”

“Wait,” I say. “Both of those women are selling wedding dresses. So what if he only goes after women with wedding dresses to sell? We could search it that way.”

“That would really narrow the search down,” Kelsey says.

I frown. “But what if he doesn’t just use this site? People list wedding dresses on Craigslist and stuff.”

“I think we should stick with just this,” Hayden says. “We can’t do it all. But I have another idea.”

“What?”

“I’ll list a wedding dress for sale. I can find a picture online somewhere and post it.”

“What if he tracks you down?” I ask.

“First, I won’t ever meet anyone. But we might have to use that information. Second”—he grins—“I don’t think I’m his type.”

We draft an email to send to Barbara and even the letter to send to the reporter. It’s after ten when Kelsey and Hayden leave. As I walk them across the street to Kelsey’s mom’s car, Kelsey moves in beside me. “We didn’t even talk about your dad.”

“For a reason,” I say. “I’m not ready.”

She nods, then asks, “Is he drunk inside now?”

I flinch. “How did you know?”

“We sat outside. I remember doing that myself in Dallas a few times when mom was partaking too much.”

“Yeah. Sorry.”

“Me, too.” She bumps me with her shoulder. “When you want to talk, I’m here.”

“I know.”

“You’re going to school tomorrow, right?”

“Yeah. I’ll pick you up. Oh, how’s your mom?”

“Okay. Sue’s there now. See you in the morning.” She heads around the car to the driver’s side.

Hayden moves in, barely using his walker. But I see from his eyes he’s tired. “Will you come over after school? I don’t have therapy, but we can go to the library, and I can send the email. And I’ll print up the letter to mail to the reporter.”

“We can’t mail it from here,” I say.

“I know. We can do another road trip.” He smiles.

“Okay.” As tempting as it is to lean into him, I don’t.

I watch them leave, and I admit I feel better, less panicked. We have a plan.

When I walk in, Dad’s not on the sofa anymore. His glass is gone as if he woke up and wanted to hide the evidence. When I get upstairs, I fall back on my bed. I go to set my phone down when I see the messages. I’m pretty sure they are all from Hayden and Kelsey, but I check. All the texts are from them, and they both called, too, but then I see a missed call from a number I don’t recognize.

I stare at it on the screen. My heart grips. Could it be from…my mom?

My hands shake when I swipe over to voicemails to see if I have a new one. I don’t.

Do I call the number back? See if it’s her? Do I talk to her? I remember something Dad said: I know you have every right in the world to meet her and hear her side of the story.

What did he mean by that? Is there another side of this story?

Am I ready to hear it?
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I tossed and turned more than I slept. Still, at five-thirty, I’m wide awake, and my stomach is so empty it’s sucking on my liver for nutrients. Hunger aside, the first thing I do is check my phone. I never called the number back. Whoever it was never called me back, either.

I tell myself it could have been a wrong number, but I don’t believe it.

I get up and shower, then, staring at my reflection, I decide to skip makeup because I don’t think I have blush or lipstick that’d match the purplish shade of my eye.

I’m getting dressed when I hear Dad’s car drive off. Did he have as restless a night as I did? Is he hungover? Did he leave because he’s back to not wanting to face me?

I grab my purse and backpack and head down. There’s a note on the counter that reads, Went to work early. Remember to call or text when you leave the house.

Right, Dad, I need to do the right thing, when you are passing out drunk in nothing but your underwear on the sofa. Grrr. I wad the note up and make two points as it falls into the trash.

I go stand in front of the fridge. We’re out of milk.

I stand there and feel the cold creep out and surround me. It’s not the dead cold, but I think of Shane, and suddenly, I know what I want to eat.

In twenty minutes, I’m turning into Delicious Donuts. There are at least seven cars in the parking lot and four more waiting in the drive-through. I park facing the street. Even with my stomach sucking on the donut scent, I sit there and just stare at the building across the street.

I cut off my engine. The morning is still cold, and my car’s heater tosses out one last blast of warmth.

I don’t know what I hope to learn today, but if I can see the car to confirm its make, model, and color, I’ll be one step ahead. I’m about to get out when I see the same guy I spotted last night walking across the street. Did he come out of the gate? I didn’t see.

He’s wearing the same dark gray sweatshirt with a hood. I notice he has light brown hair and is medium height, like Shane described. Of course, that describes about half the men in this town. I remember him leering at my boobs. Then just like that, his gaze shifts, and he looks my way. I swear he’s staring right at me.

He could be looking at my car, I tell myself, but the feeling doesn’t go away. I wait until he’s all the way down the street before I get out and walk inside. The sweet scent of donuts, grease, and sugar makes my mouth water.

Standing in line, I keep turning to see if a car appears or that same guy comes back past. Finally, I’m at the counter, and I order three plain donuts—why mess with perfection by adding anything on them—and a large coffee and a milk. While waiting for the girl to bag my order, I feel someone standing behind me. Standing too close. Invading my personal space. I look back.

“Riley, right?” the man asks.

I know him, but it takes me a few minutes to place him. It’s Coach Ericson from my high school. He subbed in auto tech a few months back when Mr. Ash was out. The coach even brought his 2000 Chevy Impala into auto tech for us to replace his brakes. Jacob and I actually worked on his car.

“Hi. How’re your brakes?”

“Great.” His gaze goes to my eye. “I heard about what happened. I’m so glad Dex is okay.”

“Me, too.”

“I haven’t seen you in here before,” he says. “You live around here? This is like my hangout spot.”

“No, I just like the donuts.” And I find it slightly odd that he’s asking me where I live. Then I remember kind of getting the horndog vibe from him at school. Great. They are everywhere.

Right then I see his gaze drop to my chest.

“Here you go.” The girl working the counter hands me a filled tray.

I barely look back at the coach. “Later.”

He nods. I take the bag, cup, and carton of two % and go park myself at the table that offers the best view of the street. Devouring the first donut in three bites, I wonder if it would be a sin to order three more.

Thankfully, once I drink the milk and down one more donut, my stomach is no longer calling me ugly names. I take my time finishing off the last donut and sipping the coffee.

“Can I get that for you?” I look at J.T., the manager, pointing to my empty bag. I recall being creeped out by him yesterday. Now after the coach and the sweat-shirt guy, he barely registers on the creep meter.

“Yes, thank you.” I stack everything on the tray and hand it to him.

He takes it but doesn’t disappear. “Who did that to you?”

And I realize he’s talking about my black eye. “It’s not what you think. I’m not being abused. I promise.”

“You sure?”

“Positive.” I try not to get pissed. He’s just a concerned citizen.

He nods as if he doesn’t believe me but walks away.

I stay there, nursing the coffee, and my mind eventually goes back to my mom.

Pulling my phone out, I stare at the number and contemplate what I’ll say to her and the questions I’ll ask. Like why? I remember what Brenda, my aunt, said about her hearing spirits, but I need to hear it from my mom. And I guess I need to understand how that was enough to abandon her daughter.

Realizing the time and not wanting to be late picking up Kelsey, I take off.
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When I pull up in Kelsey’s driveway, my phone dings with a text. I grab it, thinking it might be from my mom. It isn’t.

It’s Hayden wishing me a good day.

When I look up, I see Kelsey is waiting on her porch. She crawls in, and I ask, “How’s your mom?”

“Okay.” She looks at me. “I didn’t sleep much, thinking about the whole serial-killer-on-the-loose problem.”

“It does kind of get to you, doesn’t it?” I tell her about going to Delicious Donuts and seeing the same guy walking down the street.

“You think it’s him?”

“He fits the description.” I back out of her driveway.

“But he’s walking, not driving an old car.”

“I know. He just… Seeing him twice makes me suspicious. And, oh, he was really impressed with my boobs.”

She chuckles. “He should be. You got great boobs.” Then she sobers. “Maybe you shouldn’t go there alone.”

“It’s daylight. And it’s a donut shop. How is he going to know?”

“I’m just saying…” She sits back. “I wish I could go with you to the library this afternoon, but my boss wants me to go in for a few hours to talk about some new promotion.”

When I turn out of our neighborhood, she shoots me the best-friend-woeful-concerned look. “You want to tell me about your conversation with your dad?”

I tell her, ending with finding him drunk, and even about the call I got from an unknown number and how I believe it’s from my mom. I’m proud I manage not to become weepy.

“You didn’t call the number back?”

“No.”

“You don’t want to talk to her?”

“I do and I don’t. I keep thinking about her stealing their savings, leaving Dad broke. How many times Dad begged her to come home. About her saying I was better off without her. And there’s a part of me that wonders if she isn’t right.”

“That’s how I feel about looking for my dad.” Kelsey leans back in the seat. “I don’t think I’m going to have kids.”

I look at her. “Why?”

“Because I don’t want to be responsible for screwing up some kid’s life. Both of us have issues with our parents. What’s to guarantee that we won’t make the same mistakes?”

“We know better,” I say.

“Maybe,” she says. “But while we have a right to be pissed, they didn’t do this on purpose.”

“I know.” And saying it hurts, but I think more about Dad’s mistakes than my mom’s. I shoulder back in my seat and stop at a red light. I remember finding her with Dex yesterday at the hospital. “Change of subject here. So…what’s up with Dex?”

She rolls her eyes. “I knew you were going to make something out of me being there yesterday.”

“I’m not making something out of it. I’m just asking. Maybe even hoping.” I grin. “I mean, he wanted to show you his lip-printed underwear.”

She laughs. “He was so high. If he remembers any of that, he’s going to die of embarrassment. He’s so funny.” Appreciation fills her tone.

And I like hearing it because it sounds like hope. Boy hope. And that’s good. We need that. It’s part of being a girl, being a teenager. “Are you going to go see him after school?”

Her smile pulls back a notch. “I doubt it.”

“You should,” I say.

She looks at me. “Well, since you brought up Dex. What’s up with you and Hayden? Has he ditched Brandy yet?”

I pull into my parking spot at school and put on my breaks a little too quick. The car jerks forward.

She glances over at me and makes a funny face. “I take it that’s a no.”

I slam the car in park.

“What I don’t get is why you don’t just tell him to piss or step away from the urinal. Better yet, just ask him, ‘Is it me or Brandy?’”

She looks at me in that X-ray girlfriend type of vision. The kind that allows them to see something in you that you haven’t even seen in yourself.

“Oh, hell,” she says. “You’re afraid he won’t choose you, aren’t you?”

Yup. X-ray vision.
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Today’s lesson in auto tech is all about fluids. Brake fluid, transmission fluid, water, gas, and antifreeze. It makes me want to pee. It makes me want to get the heck out of school. There’s a killer out there. My mom’s out there. And instead of dealing with that, Jacob and I are checking a Honda for needed fluid and leaks. When I look up and back from checking the oil, Jacob’s smiling like he knows a secret. Or maybe he’s just looking at my ass.

“What?”

“Just thinking how sexy a girl looks with a black eye, wearing coveralls, and working on a car.”

Yup, it was the ass.

I might have been able to shake off the compliment if he wasn’t back to being handsy. Nothing that I could out-and-out call him on, just too many accidental meet-ups. A brush of his arm here, one there. His shoulder against mine.

“Stop, Jacob.” I grab a towel and clean my hands.

“Stop what?” he asks.

“This…” I wave a hand between us. “You and me. It’s not going to happen.”

“Right. We’re just friends.” The way he says it makes it sound like a joke or a lie. “So…as my friend, I was hoping you’d agree to go to prom with me.” He reaches into his toolbox and pulls out a yellow rose.

“No.” I don’t know if it’s my sharp tone or quick response time, but I think I’ve finally gotten through.

He frowns. “I don’t get you.”

“That’s because you don’t listen. Why do I have to keep saying it?”

“Saying what?”

“That you are a great guy”—other than talking smack about me—“but that it’s never going to happen. I didn’t mean to lead you on. That—”

“Well, you did. I broke up with Jamie for you.”

My mouth drops open. “I never told you to break up with her.”

“You kissed me.”

“No. I didn’t kiss you until you were broken up with her. And even then, I told you we had to take it slow because I wasn’t ready.”

“It really is someone else, isn’t it?”

I don’t say anything, so he takes it as an invitation.

“And now you’re buddying up to Carter. You aren’t—”

Did Brandy tell Jacob about the hug? I wait for him to accuse me.

He leans in. His scowl is a level above pissed-off. “Just be warned. I’m not going to let you hurt him.”

“I wouldn’t hurt him.”

“Like you didn’t hurt me.”

“I tried to tell—”

“Well, for the record, this hurts.” He tosses the rose down and walks off.

I feel bad, because whether it’s my fault or not, he’s upset. Looking around, I see several of the other students have stopped fluid-checking and are enjoying the Jacob and Riley drama. And from their expressions, they not only heard the argument, they’ve already picked a side.

And it’s not mine.

I’m hit again by how much is standing between Hayden and me. What are the chances of this working out for us? My own boy hope is dwindling.
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After school, I drop off Kelsey and am about to pull out of her driveway when I put the car back in park and pick up my phone. While I don’t think Dad deserves for me to follow his rules when he’s misbehaving so unruly, I still send him a short text.

Me: Going to Hayden’s. 

I do not say we’re going on a road trip. Dad would protest that, I’m sure. I can’t imagine him reading a text that says, Going to the library to send an email to a woman who’s on the to-kill list of a serial killer and afterwards going to another town to mail an anonymous letter to a crime reporter about said serial killer.

Yeah, not happening.

I get a text back from Dad. Thank you. 

No I’m sorry about last night. Or for keeping you away from you mom all your life. That hurts.

Before I put my phone down, I text Hayden.

Me: On my way.

Hayden’s reply is almost immediate. Good. Miss U.

I stare at the message for a second and remember the argument with Jacob. Has he already spoken with Hayden—already talked crap about me? How long will it take until Hayden becomes aware that choosing to be with me may cause a rift with his best friend? Yup, it’s beginning to look like Hayden may not only have to choose between me and Brandy, but me and Jacob, too.
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When I pull up at Hayden’s, he’s sitting on the curb, waiting, his walker parked beside him. He stands up and smiles, and just that sends a thrill through me, and my dwindling boy hope soars.

I park, turn off the engine, and get out to open the trunk.

He meets me at the back of my car. “Hey,” he says, and his voice is warm. So is his touch as he brushes my hair behind my ear. “The bruise around your eye is fading a bit.”

“Yeah,” I say.

His fingers linger on my chin, and his gaze shifts to my lips. I want him to kiss me so bad it hurts all the way down to my toenails. But I remember Brandy being parked on the street yesterday. I remember he’s still figuring things out. Whatever that means.

I look away. He puts the walker in the trunk.

“I got the letter.” He holds up a manila envelope he had tucked under his arm.

“Did you wear gloves?” I ask. “And you didn’t lick it to seal it, did you?”

“I did it like you said to. I even brought gloves to put it in the mailbox.”

I nod.

“Library first?” Hayden asks as he settles into the passenger side.

“Yeah.”

We are barely pulled away from the curb when he says, “I posted a wedding dress for sale on Weddings For Less last night. After I posted it, I found a picture online of a blond girl in a wedding dress. I wished I hadn’t used that one.”

I glance over at him. “Why?”

“She kind of reminded me of you. And kind of like this Barbara, too.” He frowns. “If he has a type, you’re it. That scares me.”

I already realized that. “Have you gotten any responses yet?”

“Yeah. Two. But I don’t think it’s him. One is a consignment shop that specializes in wedding dresses, and the other is from a woman in California.”

I see a school zone and slow down. “It could still be him and he’s testing you.”

“Yeah, I guess.”

“You didn’t answer them, did you?”

“No.” He studies me. “You didn’t mention how things went with your dad last night?”

“Keep it between us?” I say.

He frowns. “Yes.”

I tell him everything—the missed call down to Dad’s tighty-whities exhibition that I wish I’d missed.

“I’m sorry,” he says.

“I know.” And like with Kelsey this morning, his concern is genuine, and I feel a warm kind of pain in my chest. He cares about me. I care about him. But is that enough?

I almost ask if Jacob called him, but we arrive at the library. I pull in and park.

Hayden looks at me. “Let’s not go in together.”

“Why?” That has my stomach knotting.

“On the crazy chance they trace it here…the cops won’t link it to you and then connect it to the other case.”

“Right, they’ll just link it to you,” I say with sarcasm. “Just let me do it?”

“No.”

“Fine. If the police knock on your door and ask how you knew this stuff, what are you going to say?”

“That I was bored and ran across the articles online and started playing armchair detective.”

I frown. “That doesn’t sound convincing.”

“It sounds a heck of a lot better than ‘a ghost made me do it.’”
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Everything went smoothly. Hayden sent Barbara an email with a link to Shane Casey’s post about her selling her wedding dress, then included articles about her disappearance. In less than ten minutes, we are on a winding county road to Red Clay, Texas, a small town about thirty minutes away that has two street-side mailboxes.

Texas wildflowers, buttercups and Indian paintbrushes, become smears of color as I drive past them. The sky is almost too blue to be real, and the fat white clouds look photoshopped. It almost makes me forget why we’re taking this trip.

Over the hum of the wheels making tracks on the road, I ask him how his mom is. The question has his jaw tightening and his shoulders drawing back. Instantly, I realize he’s been worrying so much about my problems and I haven’t been keeping up with his.

“She’s hurting. My stepdad is being an asshole. She’s trying to keep it from me, but I heard her on the phone with him last night. He wants her to sell the house because he thinks he deserves half. But she owned it before they got married.” He runs his left hand down over jean-leg and squeezes his knee. “I’m considering calling him, telling him what a piece of shit he is.”

“I’m sorry.”

He nods. “What’s bad is I fell for him, too. I thought he was a good guy. I never really loved him like my dad, but it was close.”

When he finishes, I say, “Kelsey pointed out this morning that both she and I are dealing with parent problems, and so are you. I wonder if all parents screw up their kids’ lives.”

He shifts in his seat. “My mom is great. She wants to micromanage me sometimes, but I know it’s because she loves me. And she and my dad were happy before he died.” He pauses and looks at me as if his mind is changing gears. “I know it doesn’t feel like it, but from everything I remember, I think your dad loves you. I’m not saying he’s right, and he has to stop drinking, but don’t give up on him.”

My fingers tighten on the wheel, and I notice I have motor oil under my nails. “Maybe love isn’t enough.”

“That sounds cynical.”

“But true.” Then I realize I’m not just talking about Dad, but also about Hayden and me.

He inhales. “Brandy’s parents are good. So are Jacob’s.”

A frown curls up in my belly, and it’s not because their parents are happy. It’s the mention of the two people who might come between Hayden and me. “Has Jacob been in touch with you today?”

“No. Why?” I feel him studying me. “What happened?”

I give him the whole story and end with my biggest concern. “He’s not going to like it if you keep hanging out with me.” The words feel heavy even after they’re spoken.

He pushes back into his seat, as if uncomfortable, but I’m betting it’s the conversation. “He’ll understand.”

I stop at a light. “I don’t… I don’t want to come between you and him.”

“You won’t. But I won’t let him come between us, either.”

I want to believe that. But I can’t help but wonder what “us” means to him. Is he planning on breaking up with Brandy? Are we destined to be “just friends.”

Leaning back in the seat, he runs his thumb under his seatbelt. “I remembered us taking the other road trip to Lake Canyon State Park.” Humor dances in his eyes. “We talked about funny song lyrics.”

“Yeah, we did.” I laugh. “Last night you said you remembered other stuff. What was it?”

He lifts a brow, and his smile is all bad-boy. “I recall, with detail, seeing you right after you got out of the shower. You were pulling the towel up and down.”

I give him a firm look. “You shouldn’t have done that.”

“I didn’t mean to. I showed up, and there you were, minus clothes.” He laughs. “I remember all I could think was how much I wished towels came in smaller sizes.”

“Stop,” I say, but on the inside, I’m smiling and feeling the rush of something sweet, something I want to explore more. Just not right now. Not until…

“What else do you remember?” I ask.

“Watching you sleep every night. The noise you make. The way you always start the night on your back and end up on your side.”

“It wasn’t every night,” I say.

“Yes, it was. It was the thing I looked forward to the most. I just didn’t come until you were asleep, and I left before you woke up.”

His words tug at my heartstrings. “Why would you leave?”

“I was afraid you’d get tired of me. You were the thing that kept me…alive. I wouldn’t be here if I hadn’t found you.”

“Yes, you would. You’re a lot stronger than you give yourself credit for.” I see a sign that reads Welcome to Red Clay. “We’re here.”

He looks out. “It’s on Main Street. I think you turn at the next red light.”

We get to the UPS store, and out front is a mailbox waiting to take our letter. I pull over and unbuckle my seatbelt.

“I got it.” He slips a pair of rubber gloves from his pocket, puts them on, and pulls the smaller envelope from the bigger one.

Feeling as if we’re about to break a law instead of trying to save someone’s life, I glance around to make sure no one’s watching. People are milling around, but we’re of no interest to them. Hayden steps out of the Mustang, drops the envelope in the mailbox, and is back inside the car within twenty seconds.

“Done.” The confidence and calm sounding of his voice is a stark reminder that I’m not feeling it.

I tell my heart to stop trying to escape my chest. “I hope this works.”

“It will.”

I start driving back. Hayden stretches out his legs and leans his head back on the headrest. After a few seconds, he looks at me. “I also remember playing games with Annie. And finding out she has my blood type.”

His words reach into my soul and squeezes, and I remember him wanting to give his life for Annie. “You really pissed me off then.”

“I know, but I just… I was scared of not being whole if I came back, and I felt so sorry for her, and I thought she could have a full life where I wouldn’t have one. But you fixed that, too.”

“It wasn’t just me. It was also her father and his brother.”

“Yeah, you didn’t put your life on the line for it at all.” A frown punctuates his sentence that’s dripping with sarcasm.

We spend most of the drive back discussing school, about everyone I met and haven’t met. He tells me some funny stories about science lab, how someone released all the frogs. We start talking about college again. I tell him that I plan on going to the local junior college.

“I got accepted to UT,” he says as we get closer to his house. “But I don’t want to leave Mom yet. So I think I might go here for a year, too.” I feel him smiling at me. “Maybe we can take some of the same classes.”

I pull up in front of his house. “Yeah.” I want so badly to believe it. That come fall, we’ll still be in each other’s lives. To believe Jacob won’t be a problem and Brandy will be a girlfriend of his past. But what’s worrying me is the fact that Hayden hasn’t reassured me he’s ending it with her. Is he still “figuring things out?”

Right then, it hits: I feel like a girl on The Bachelor, vying to win a guy’s heart while he secretly revels in the fact that he has his choice of girls. I hate that show.

He unbuckles his seatbelt, shifts over, and picks up a lock of my hair. His blue eyes stay fixed on my face. “I remember telling you I love you and you saying it back.”

I give my Brandy and The Bachelor concerns a good shove out of my way and enjoy this moment. “I think I said it first.”

He smiles. It’s crooked and filled with boy charm. “I thought it first.”

A brief touch of his fingers at the side of my mouth says he’s going to kiss me. And everything inside me says I’m going to let him. That I want this.

Right before his mouth touches mine, his phone rings. I hear him suck in air as if frustrated. “Sorry.” He pulls it out of his pocket to see the number, then quickly cuts it off. He refocuses on my eyes as if hoping the opportunity isn’t lost.

But it is.

“Brandy?” The bottled-up frustration explodes like a shaken soda and spews into my voice.

“No.” His brow tightens. “It’s Jacob.”

I pull in air and stare holes out my windshield. “In all the remembering you’ve done, have you recalled why you didn’t tell me you had a girlfriend?”

He doesn’t answer right away, but then says, “Yeah. I kind of did.”

I wince and turn to him. “And?”

“I didn’t tell you because in my mind I didn’t have a girlfriend. It was over. Even if I’d woken up.” He runs a palm over his face. “I hadn’t been in the coma long, and I can’t explain all of it because part of the memory is blurred. But what I remember is one day, when I was at her place, I saw her diary. I don’t recall what I read, but—”

“Wait. What?”

“Yeah, I know the diary is personal, but…”

“It’s not that!” I hold up my hand. “You were there, at Brandy’s, after…?” I feel slapped. My mind’s trying to wrap around what he said, but it feels too big to wrap, too big to grasp. “You…you were going to see Brandy when you were in the coma. When you were coming to see me, you were seeing her, too?”

“Yeah, but only… It wasn’t like…”

“Like what, Hayden? You mean, you didn’t get in bed with her? You didn’t pop in to see her when she was naked, too? This is horse shit!”

“Riley, it wasn’t—”

Hurt. Jealousy. Fury. And even more hurt. In my mind, I see him kissing Brandy. See them curled up in the hospital bed holding hands. I hear him telling me he needs time. Yup, this is a game of The Bachelor. And I hate that I’m praying he’ll give me the rose.

“I need to go. Please get out of my car.”

“It isn’t like you think.” His lips thin.

“Can you please get out?” Remembering his walker, I cut off my engine and race to the back of my car. Breathing in, breathing out, I start sweating at the back of my neck. I yank the walker out and set it on the curb.

Hayden comes around, and I hold up my hand.

“Riley, let me explain.”

“Nope.” I slam my trunk. The cracking sound feels good.

“You owe me that much!” he spouts out.

I rush to the driver’s side of my Mustang, slump into my seat, slam my door, start my car, and squeal off so fast I burn rubber. I swear I’m not going to look back. The masochist in me does anyway. Hayden, looking abandoned and hurt, stands at the curb, watching me peel out.

I push my foot harder on the gas and watch as distance makes him nothing more than a little blip in the reflection.

The thought that comes next brings on a new wave of emotion. Maybe Hayden belongs there. In my rearview mirror. In my past.
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I pull into my driveway. Hayden’s blowing up my phone with texts and voicemails. All of which I don’t plan on reading or responding to. I only want to go inside, find my cat—the only male anything I plan to let close to me for the rest of my fracking life—and curl up in bed. Before I exit my Mustang, I see a car across the street.

No. Noooo. Noooooo.

It can’t be her. Nope. Not now. Please not now.

Then I see the driver’s door open, and I watch as Brandy gets out. She looks like some kind of supermodel. The breeze stirs her flowy flowery skirt. Her fitted T-shirt matches perfectly. And her red hair whispers around her shoulders. She’s wearing makeup that looks professionally done. To sum it up, she’s hot. And she doesn’t have a freaking black eye or motor oil under her nails.

I don’t normally compare myself to other girls, but when it’s the girlfriend of the boy you love, it’s hard not to play the she’s-better-than-me game.

“Why is she here?” I mutter aloud.

The answer comes rushing back at me. Because she saw you melting all over her boyfriend yesterday. Because Hayden’s her boyfriend, not yours.

I am so not in the mood to deal with this.

I actually measure the distance between me and my front door and consider making a run for it. Or I could restart the car and NASCAR my way out of the neighborhood. I mean, what the hell am I going to say to her?

Before I take either option, she’s walking up my driveway. Forced to face this, I open my door.

“Hi.” One look at me and she flinches, probably because of my eye. I hide my dirty fingernails. She blinks nervously. “I was hoping to talk to you.”

“You could have called.” My phone dings with another message.

“I did. But you didn’t answer.” She stares at my phone as if noting I’m doing the same thing now to someone else. Little does she know it’s Hayden and she’s the reason I’m not answering.

All of the sudden I realize what her statement might mean. That last night’s anonymous caller wasn’t my mom. My knees give a little, and I fall slightly against my car. I hadn’t realized how important it was to me that Mom called.

“When did you call?” My mouth feels dry.

“Last night.”

“You didn’t leave a voicemail.”

“I didn’t know what to say.”

I wiggle my tongue around, suck on the back of my teeth, trying to find moisture. “About what?”
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“Can we go inside?” Brandy asks.

I start walking to my porch. She follows.

The second I open the door, Pumpkin comes sashaying over. I pick him up and motion Brandy to the living room. She eyes my cat sniffing the air toward her.

“I’m scared of cats.”

“He only attacks on command.” My internal smartass comes out to play.

My heart is bouncing around my chest as she moves deeper inside my house.

“Have a seat,” I say.

She takes a spot on the sofa. I take one a few feet down from her. Pumpkin jumps from my arms onto the couch. Brandy scoots over. I give the orange tabby a nudge off the sofa, and he runs to his food bowl.

Brandy sets her hands on her lap, folds them, then unfolds them. Is she afraid I’ll be getting the rose? She finally speaks. “Is something going on between you and Carter?”

Shit. “We’re just friends.” I tell myself it’s not really a lie.

“I saw you on his front porch yesterday.”

My palms itch, and I rub them over my jeans. “I was having a bad day, and he was just being…nice.”

She looks down, then up. “You aren’t just saying that because you’re afraid I’ll be upset?”

Probably. Totally. But then, something about her tone sounds off. No jealousy. No bitch-get-away-from-my-boy timbre.

When I don’t say anything, she adds, “Because I won’t be. Upset.”

Okay, that takes me a few seconds to digest. “What do you mean?”

“Carter’s so nice…”

“Hayden,” I say. “He wants to be called Hayden now.”

She nods. “Hayden’s great, but I think he feels a little fragile right now. And I’m afraid if I break up with him, he’ll think it’s because he can’t walk.”

Break up with him? “He is walking. Perfectly,” I say, feeling defensive. “He just needs to strengthen his muscles.”

“Yeah, but even so, I’m afraid he’d interpret it that way. You know how guys can be.”

Do I? “What are you saying?”

“He’s a great guy. He’s hot. He’s sweet. Conscientious. But even at the start, I kind of knew, I mean, I didn’t… I had…” She wrings her hands again.

This sounds a little like what I told Jacob. “You like someone else?”

She nods.

I remember my suspicions. “You like Jacob.”

Her fair skin goes fairer, and her freckles appear darker. She looks poised to deny it.

“I know you do,” I say. “That night at Jacob’s party…”

Her cheeks suddenly match her red hair. “Jacob told you about that?”

I’m trying to grasp what she said when she continues, “We’d both had a few drinks, and he was kind of upset because you had broken up with him. It happened, and when we woke up the next morning—”

“Together?” My mouth falls open.

Her eyes round. “It wasn’t supposed to happen. Just like the first time, he was all upset. Carter and I had met, but we hadn’t really gone out yet.”

Oh, shit!

Her shoulders drop. “Jacob came over, and he was having problems with Jamie, and one thing led to another, and…” She closes her eyes. “It was wrong, yet…”

“You like him,” I say.

She brushes a few tears off her cheeks. “I’ve liked Jacob since I was in fifth grade. He never seemed to look at me like…a girl. After he broke up with Jamie this last time, I thought…maybe things would be different. But he met you.” She exhales. “Then Carter woke up, and Jacob will hardly talk to me now, and I know it’s because he feels guilty. And I thought maybe. I mean, if you like Carter—”

“Hayden,” I say.

“If you like Hayden, then all of this could work out and no one would have to feel guilty. I could pull away from Hayden, and Jacob wouldn’t feel upset anymore. We might even…” She blinks and stares at me as if she’s trying to understand what I’m feeling and thinking. Good luck with that, because I’m not even sure. I’m mad at Hayden. I’m mad for Hayden. I wish my fingernails weren’t dirty. I want the damn rose.

She gives me a piercing look. “You’re angry at me. Wow, you still like Jacob.”

“No. I… Look, you need to talk to Hayden.”

She frowns. “I was thinking of breaking up with him, but…”

I kind of grasp an inkling of what she wants. “You want me to be the reason you break up with him?”

“No. Well… Yes. Wouldn’t it be better for him if he thought that was the reason? I mean, I think he’s into you, too. Since you came up to the hospital, he won’t even hold my hand. He doesn’t return my calls.”

I shouldn’t be happy about that, but I am.

“If I said I’d seen you two hug and I knew you had feelings for him, it’d be a good reason for me to call things off.”

A scratchy, slightly unsophisticated noise escapes my throat. “No, I refuse to be a pawn in this. You need to pull your big girl panties up and be honest.”

She shakes her head. “I can’t tell him about Jacob. And you can’t, either! It would tear their friendship apart. That wouldn’t be right.”

I’m not sure if she’s wrong about that, but… “Then don’t tell him about Jacob, but find another break-up reason, because you aren’t using me.”

 


[image: ]



 

Brandy leaves. As I’m sitting there, I get another text. I look down. It’s not from Hayden this time.

Dad: Got a meeting. Don’t wait up.

Emotion bubbles up inside me, and I let out the sound of a caged hyena. I stare at my phone as if it’s the culprit instead of my father. Then I start texting back.

Me: Why do you keep lying?

Turning off my phone, I storm up the stairs to have the pity party I’d planned and postponed.

But when I walk into the room, I see the painting, the one I was sure symbolized my mom’s love for me. Now, knowing she still hasn’t called, I feel as if it’s mocking me. I hate that I have her DNA in me. I hate that I care. Hate that it hurts. Hate that there’s still a part of me needing her to love me.

Suddenly, I’m feeling less pathetic and more pissed-off. At Mom for abandoning me. At Dad for drinking. At Hayden for spending time with Brandy while comatose. At Jacob and Brandy for having sex and being disloyal to Hayden. And let’s not forget I’m pissed at the creep out there who thinks it’s okay to kill someone.

I walk over to the painting, heart throbbing, fury thriving, feeling forsaken. I punch the canvas. It falls. Then the easel itself hits the floor. Good, because it belonged to Mom.

I snatch up the painting, grab the scissors from my desk drawer, and I stab it. Like a psycho in a bad horror movie, I stab it over and over again. Only when it’s shredded do I stop. Then I go to my bed, fall back, and sob.
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I think I fell asleep around seven, but something wakes me up, and I roll over and listen. Dad coming home? Glancing at the clock, I see it’s 2 a.m.

I bounce up and go to the window. There’s a car out in front of our house, lights on, but it’s not Dad’s car. I continue to stare down and finally realize it’s a yellow cab.

Dad gets out of the car and staggers up the sidewalk. He’s drunk. But I guess I should be glad he didn’t drive.

I go back to bed and close my eyes, but my mind rejects the idea of sleep. I hear the door opening, slamming, and heavy, uneven footsteps downstairs. It hurts.

Rolling over, I see my phone on the bedside table. I pick it up and turn it back on, only to see I have ten new texts, eight missed calls, and five unheard voicemails.

Eight of the texts are from Hayden. Two from Kelsey. Missed calls are from Hayden, Kelsey, and…another number I don’t recognize. I swipe over to the voicemails. Three are from Hayden, one from Kelsey and…one…the anonymous number.

My breath hitches. Mom. I somehow instinctively know it.

I sit up. With one swipe I could hear my mom’s voice. I don’t swipe. Considering I was so angry the earlier call wasn’t from her; it baffles me that I hesitate.

Tears fill my eyes. I blink them away, then I put my finger on the screen and shift it to the right. Insides shaking, I press the phone to my ear.

“Hi… Riley, this is your mom.” Air catches in my throat, and I make a sad sound. She’s alive. I’ve known it, but now I feel it. She continues, “God, this is so hard. I’ve been trying to do this for days. I…know you have questions, and I want to see you more than anything. Can we meet? I…love you. I never stopped loving you. Call me back. Please.”

The recording cuts off. The hurt keeps flowing. I turn my phone back off.
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I thought I’d wake up in a better mood. Didn’t happen. I lay there, Pumpkin at my side, watching the fan go round and round.

Somehow, I manage to get ready for school, ignoring the bed that begs me to crawl back in. Two more days until the weekend, I tell myself. As I brush my hair, I listen to see if Dad’s up. There’s not a peep of noise. Once downstairs, I move to his door and listen. Nothing. I almost knock, wake him up so he won’t be late for work, but I decide he’s gotta learn the hard way.

I’m almost to Kelsey’s when I realize the hard way might land him back in the unemployment line. Freaking great!

I still don’t turn around.

When I pick up Kelsey, she’s giving me a strange look. My guess is that Hayden has been calling her. Three seconds after she’s seated in my car, I know I’m right. “You want to talk about it? Or are you cutting yourself off like you did your phone?”

Cutting myself off. Funny how accurate that sounds. “Nothing to say.”

“Okay.”

I back out of her driveway. My gut says her “okay” isn’t the last word. She’s kind of pushy like that.

I’m still on her street when she says, “Hayden called me eight times yesterday. And twice today.”

“Then tell him to stop,” I say.

“Don’t you think you should hear him out?”

“Not now.” I blink away the sting in my eyes. “I can’t deal with this and deal with my dad and deal with my mom and deal with a killer.” I slam on my brakes when I see I’m about to run a red light.

“Your mom?” Kelsey asks.

I swallow a frog-sized lump of hurt. “She called.”

“You spoke with her?”

“No. She left a message.”

“And?”

“She wants to see me.” My chest hurts.

“And?”

“And what?” I say a little bit too loud, then add, “And Dad didn’t even wake up this morning. And he didn’t get home until after two. And he took a taxi home. And I went psycho and ripped my painting to shreds. And my mom abandoned me at four years old, and she has the nerve to say she loves me! And Hayden was seeing Brandy when he was seeing me during his coma. He’s just like dad, he wasn’t honest!”

“He swears it’s not how you think—”

I turn and stare daggers at her.

She lets out a deep gulp of air. “Okay, I get it. That’s between you two.”

Looking away from her, I focus on my hands white-knuckling the steering wheel. She doesn’t say anything else. I don’t say anything. All I do is listen to the sound of my motor.

“Riley?” she finally says in almost a whisper.

“I don’t want to hear it!” I say.

“I’m not… The light’s green. And there are six cars behind you.”

I look up, release my foot off the brake, and drive to school.

Kelsey hugs me before we get out of the car. I mutter, “I’m sorry. I’m not mad at you. In fact, you’re the one person I’m not mad at. I just need some time to deal with all this. I’m overwhelmed.”

“I know,” she says. “You want to skip school? We could go out for pancakes.”

“No. I’ve already missed two days this week.”

She nods. “Not to piss you off, but you do need to know one thing. A good thing. Hayden said Barbara deleted her profile and all pictures from the website. He thinks she believed you guys.”

I let myself have one second of relief. Then I get out and head to the front entrance.

At least I don’t have auto tech today, so I don’t have to face Jacob or his band of buddies, but right before I walk into my first-period class I recall why I need to see him. I do an about-face and hurry down the hall to his locker.

He’s there, surrounded by a group of popular kids who probably don’t know my name. But I don’t care. I shoulder my way through the group. He’s giving everyone an update on Dex. When he sees me, he shuts his locker and stops talking. I deepen my frown and glare up at him. “Hayden will need a ride to his physical therapy this afternoon. And you’re doing it.”

I expect him to say something arrogant, something ugly, to reaffirm my pissy attitude. Instead he just nods and says, “Okay.”

I swing around. When I hear him call my name, I hotfoot back to my class.
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When the last bell on Friday afternoon rings, I’m the first one out of class. Kelsey drove her mom’s car to school this morning because she had to leave early to take her mom to the doctor, so I grab a few books from my locker and head out. I get to my car and see someone standing there looking into my windows.

As I get closer, he straightens, and I recognize him. Coach Ericson.

“Hey,” he says and smiles too wide. “Just admiring your car.”

“Yeah,” I say, remembering him asking me where I live the other day at the donut shop.

“How does it drive?”

“Good. Uh, I gotta go.” I know I’m being rude, but I don’t really give a damn.

I’m not halfway home when the car goes ice-cold.

“Are you going to meet her? Tell her I’m dead because of her?” Shane’s voice, pure hate, spills from the back seat, and I feel it roll over me.

I look in my rearview mirror. “No. I’m going home.”

“She called you. I know because I heard her.”

“Yes, she did. But…I’m not ready to see her.”

“You promised!”

“And I’ll keep that promise. Just not now.”

Her bitterness seeps into my pores.

“Don’t you get it?” My voice raises. “She abandoned me when I was four. It’s going to be hard to see her. And my dad lied to me. Don’t push me!” Air locks in my rib cage. I know it’s her emotions driving me to yell, and I try to push it back down. Pulling in air, I continue to stare at her in my rearview mirror. “Let me do this in my own time. Please.”

Her lips thin. Her pupils become snakelike.

She pushes back against the seat. In that tiny rectangular reflection, I can see the knife sticking out of her chest. Blood oozes down the front of her dress. The delicate lace neckline soaks up the sticky red source of life.

She leans forward. “She’s a terrible person. She deserves to hurt! If she hadn’t broken Samuel and me up, I would never have tried to sell the dress, and I’d be alive. It’s her fault. All of it.”

I stop short at a red light, put it in park, and twist around to face her. “Did you have a mom? Can you imagine how you’d feel if she abandoned you at four? Look, I promise I’ll talk to her later about you and Samuel. But give me time.” I stare right at her snake eyes, right at her fury, and attempt to tamp down mine.

She hesitates, blinks, her pupils round, and I swear I spot a shadow of understanding in her silver eyes.

“Promise?” She places a hand on the back of my seat. “You’ll still call her out for what she did to me? Even if you decide to forgive her?”

“I promise.” But I’m not sure I’ll ever forgive my mom.

Shane sits there as if thinking. “I saw him check his messages the other night. He got angry. I got the feeling it was about the girl he was supposed to meet. It sounded like she cancelled their meeting. Did you do that?”

“Hayden did,” I say, and just saying his name has me putting up emotional roadblocks to stop the boy hurt. I stop by the grocery store and pick up snacks and multiple quarts of ice cream.
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The next twenty-four hours, my phone stays off, and so do I. Kelsey dropped by unannounced on Friday night, and we chatted for a while, but she finally got the message that I wasn’t in the mood for company and left.

I don’t brush my teeth. I don’t shower or comb my hair. I stay up most of the night binging on a Netflix series, knocking down my to-be-read list, eating junk food, and telling myself I shouldn’t feel guilty about shutting everyone out. And I don’t, but I do feel sick.

Of course, that could be a side effect from eating four quarts of ice cream and a ten-count box of marshmallow treats.

Saturday night at nine-thirty, I’m in bed, giving Pumpkin a chin rub, when I hear a phone ring. Not my cell—it’s still off—but the home phone.

I shut my eyes, cover my ears, and swear I’m not going to answer it. But a very real, painful thought hits. Dad?

I jump up, tear down the stairs, and snatch up the phone, already feeling panic. “Hello,” I say, unable to get air to my lungs.

“Riley?”

It’s a female voice, and I flinch, thinking it’s Mom.

“Who is this?”

“It’s Ms. Duarte. From the funeral home.”

Another wave of fear washes over me. I drop to the floor, and I know this isn’t good. Tears fill my eyes as I wait to hear it. Wait for one of my biggest fears to come true.

I hear her breathing, then she says, “There’s been an accident.”
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I drive to the funeral home as fast as I can, park, and bolt out of my Mustang. The door’s locked. I bang on it. In only takes a few seconds for Ms. Duarte to open it. She has blood down the front of her shirt.

“I’m sorry,” she blurts out and heads to the back. I follow her. “I can’t get him to go to the hospital. And the gash is bad. I can’t get it to stop bleeding.”

I follow her to Dad’s office. He’s sitting at his desk. Blood oozes down his face. His eyes are as red as his blood, and there’s a bottle of vodka on his desk.

“No.” He looks at Ms. Duarte. “Why the hell did you call her?”

“Because you won’t listen to me! You need stiches.”

“It’s not that bad. But damn, I just fell and hit my head.”

“It is that bad, Frank!” she says. “You can be mad at me. But I care about you, and I’m not going to let you do this to yourself anymore. You need to go to the ER.”

Her tone has me thinking that these two might be more than just boss and employee. Not that it matters. I move in. “Come on,” I say to Dad. “I’m taking you to the hospital.”

He blinks. “You shouldn’t have to deal with this.”

“You’re right. I shouldn’t. But we’re going. So get your ass up and let’s go.” Anger is pumping through my veins and coloring my voice.

“I’m fine. I don’t—”

“Get up!” I order him.

His shoulders drop. “Make me some coffee first,” he says. “I don’t want to go…like this.”

“I’ll make it.” Ms. Duarte walks out of the room.

I follow her, not because I have something to say to her, but because I don’t want to stay there and see my dad bleeding and drunk.

I stand in the small kitchen and watch her start the coffee. She looks back. “I can usually reason with him. But these last few days…” She inhales. “He’s hurting so bad, Riley.”

“He told you?” I ask.

She nods.

“Well, I’m hurting, too.”

“I know. And what he did was wrong. But losing you would kill him.”

“Drinking will kill him.” I wipe tears off my cheeks that I didn’t know I’d cried. “But he won’t stop.”

“He can.”

The coffee maker gurgles, and the robust smell that reminds me of morning fills the air. “How long have you two been dating?”

She looks down, then up. “Since not long after he started here. I wanted to tell you, but…”

“I wouldn’t have disapproved.”

“I didn’t think so, but he wanted to wait until things got better between you two.” She reaches for a cup from the cabinet. “Do you drink coffee?”

“Not now,” I say.

She sets two cups down. “Have you seen your mom yet?”

I’m not sure I like answering to her, but then, I don’t see a reason not to. “Not yet.”

“He’s certain she’s going to turn you against him. I wish you and your father would talk.”

“I’ve been home every night, and he hasn’t spoken to me. If he wanted to talk, I was there.”

“He said you were so angry at him.”

“I have a right to be angry!” I fight to keep my voice from shaking, but it trembles anyway.

She comes at me as if to hug me, and I step back.

She stops. “Yes, you do have that right. You have the right to know your mother, too. To be a part of her life if you choose. But don’t think he doesn’t love you.”

“He loves what’s in that bottle on his desk more,” I say.

“No. Alcohol helps him forget, but he doesn’t love it. You are the most important thing in the world to him.”

“He won’t even admit he has a problem,” I bite out.

“I know. He’s got some work to do.” She turns around and pours the steaming brew into the cups.

Thirty minutes later, I’m driving Dad to the hospital. He doesn’t say a word on the drive. I join him in the silence.

The ER is eerily quiet and empty. Not even a spirit. A nurse takes us back immediately. I drop into a chair. Dad sits on the edge of the hospital bed, staring at his folded hands. Five minutes later, waiting for the doctor to come in and without even looking up, Dad says, “I don’t need you here. I can grab an Uber.”

I look at him and remember his own words to me when I was here with Dex. “Maybe you don’t need me, but I need to be here.” I don’t say I love him, because I’m still so mad, but I do love him. And it hurts so damn much.

He looks up and doesn’t say anything, but emotion fills his gaze.

Two hours and ten stitches later, we walk back into the house. I watch him head right for his bedroom.

“You can’t keep doing this, Dad,” I say.

He opens his door but turns around and looks at me. “Maybe you’d be better off living with her.”

I didn’t know a broken heart could keep breaking, but it can.

 


[image: ]



 

I slept maybe an hour. I roll out of bed at three a.m. Monday morning, starving, actually craving something green. I guess the body really can’t live on carbs and sugar alone. I sneak downstairs, open a can of vegetable soup, and return to my room. Not wanting to think, I turn on the television. Moonstruck is on. I watched it with Dad years ago. Cher’s arguing with a guy, and she draws her hand back and slaps him. Not once, but twice. I laugh. She yells at him: “Snap out of it.”

The words play again and again in my head. It’s like a message from the universe. I gotta snap out of this.

Falling back on the bed, I stare at the ceiling fan. It’s like a switch is flipped. I’m turned back on. I recall Brandy saying she thinks Hayden likes me. About him not holding her hand since I came to the hospital that night. Isn’t that evidence who he really cares about? But damn, I might have overreacted a little.

Or a lot.

Then I think about Mom. Dad. And the killer who could right now be planning another murder. Burying my head in the sand can’t fix any of it.

Yup. I’m back on. Head’s out, and if I can just get the freaking sand from my eyes, I’ll come up with a plan to deal with things.
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Before six, I pull up at Delicious Donuts. Semi-darkness holds the day hostage. I stare out at the building across the street. There are no lights, no visible car parked out front. No sign that says evil took place here, but I still shiver. I don’t know what I’m hoping to learn by coming here, but I’m done doing nothing.

I get out of my car. The sweet smells of donuts and coffee fill my senses the second I walk into the store. I move to the counter and order. J.T. the manager steps over. “You know, if you’re going to be up at this time, you might as well work here.”

I’m able to grin and say thank you when he hands me my order. The same table I claimed the other day—the one facing the street—is free, and I park myself there. I haven’t pulled one donut out before I see Coach Ericson’s car pulling into the drive-through. I turn away before he has a chance to see me.

Only after I’ve downed one donut do I pick up my phone. Now that I’m on, maybe it’s time I turn my phone back on, too. Nope, I haven’t even listened to or read any of my messages from the last few days.

Taking a deep breath, I hear the last thing Hayden said to me Wednesday before I raced off. Riley, let me explain.

Since the thought of never seeing him again hurts all the way down to my toenails, I’m going to hear him explain and I’m going to apologize for behaving like a twit these last few days.

I start with the first voice message. From him.

“Riley, turn around and come back right now. You’ve got it all wrong.”

This must be the message he sent right after I drove off Wednesday.

He continues, “After I met you, I only saw her twice. Once at Jacob’s party that night, and the next day I was looking for Jacob and I went to her house. I was so angry, but I can’t even remember why.”

Ouch. Did Hayden see Jacob and Brandy doing the deed?

“Please turn around! I didn’t mean to make you feel as if I was debating between you two. Even before I remembered us, I knew I cared about you. It felt crazy. Then the second time you came to see me in the hospital, when you walked in, I’d never felt so many emotions in all my life. Please come back.”

His plea sends guilt spilling into my conscience.

I swipe to hear the second voicemail. This one came in around nine Wednesday night.

“Hey… I guess you’re still not talking to me. I just… I could really use a friend. And while I don’t get the reason, my gut says I’m pissed at Jacob, so I can’t call him.”

He pauses. “My sorry-ass stepdad came over. Mom told me to stay in my room, but I couldn’t. I had it out with him. Then he and Mom got into it. It got ugly. I know you have more than enough problems. I just thought if we could talk, I could listen to your problems and you could listen to mine. I’m sorry that I made you feel bad. I really miss you.”

I grip the phone. The hurt in his voice makes me feel like crap. “I miss you, too.”

The allotted time for a recording shuts him off. The dial tone goes dead. He needed me, but I was too busy feeling sorry for myself to help him.

Next is a voicemail from Brandy that came in Thursday morning.

“Please don’t tell Hayden or Jacob about anything I said.”

A question hits. Did Hayden remember why he was so mad at Jacob? Has he confronted him? Do Jacob and Brandy think I’m the one who told Hayden? They would, wouldn’t they? Oddly, I don’t know if I care what they believe.

I swipe another voicemail from Hayden, Friday night. “I called Brandy and told her we’re over. Can we talk, Riley? Call me, please.”

He broke up with her. I smile. It’s my first for the last few days.

I go through my other voice messages and texts. There’s nothing from my mom. I think I’m more relieved than disappointed. I have tons more messages and voicemails from Hayden, just asking me to call him, and an equal amount from Kelsey. I’ve really been a bitch.

I set my phone down on the table beside my coffee and look back up across the street. And what I see has my lungs drawing in a sharp breath. It’s the creepy sweatshirt guy. He’s squeezing through the gate that leads to the building where Shane had been kept. Where she was probably killed. Where her body might still be.

I recall clearly reading that murderers like to return to the scene of the crime. It gives them a rush. A dirty, filthy rush. So mad I’m shaking, I pull my phone up and take a few pictures. I keep taking them. He’s now walking down the street. “Shit.”

“Something wrong?” The manager is standing there.

“Do you know him?” I point out the glass front.

“Who?” he asks.

“Him.” I tap the corner of my phone against the glass wall. “The guy walking on the sidewalk across the street.”

He glances up. “No.” He looks back at me. “Is he the one who gave you that black eye? Should I call the police?”

“No,” I say. “You’ve never seen that guy before?”

His gaze lifts again. “Not that I remember. But down the street is a halfway house for ex-cons. He might be part of that group.”

“How far down is the halfway house? Do you know the name of it?”

“I don’t think it has a name. But it’s the older house. About a block down on that side. It’s painted light green with red shutters. You can’t miss it.”

“Thank you.” My gut says this is important. But how am I going to get this information to the cops?

“You sure he didn’t give you that black eye? If he did—”

“I’m positive. And just so you’ll quit asking, the guy who did this is in jail, and he’s not getting out anytime soon.”

“Well, that does make me feel better.” He barely gets away from the table before my phone dings with a new text.

Hayden: Call me. Please! I got another message from Weddings For Less.

My finger is poised to call him. But suddenly the need to speak to him in person hits. I want to tell him about the guy squeezing through the gate. Then I remember Hayden’s voice message and him saying he needed a friend. I think of my dad problems and my mom problems. Oh, yes, I need a friend, too. Sure, I have Kelsey, but I need Hayden.

I look down at my phone and swipe over to see the photographs again. There’s one that actually shows sweatshirt man’s face. It’s not completely clear, but almost. Am I overreacting? Maybe. But I have the image of him coming out of that gate. Just knowing I’m probably looking at a murderer makes the donut I ate feel like extra-heavy pound cake in my stomach.
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It’s six-thirty when I pull up in front of Hayden’s house. I’ll have to leave here in thirty minutes to pick up Kelsey and not be late to school. I look up at the garage and text him. Has your mom left for work?

Hayden: Yes. Why?

I explain I’m outside, grab the bag containing two donuts, and before I get to the door, it opens.

He’s wearing jeans that fit better, as if he’s getting back to his normal weight. A navy T-shirt spreads across his wide chest. His hair is a touch mussed and curls up on the ends. But mostly what I see is his face. A smile widens his mouth and tightens his eyes. He’s happy I’m here. I’m thrilled I’m here. Why the hell have I stayed away?

“Hey.”

“Hi.” I lean in completely, find my spot on his chest, hear the hypnotic thrum of his heart, and breathe in his familiar scent. He’s surprised but wastes no time wrapping his arms around me. I’m suddenly washed in a wave of sweet sensations.

“This feels so good.” His words, echoing my own thoughts, whisper against my temple.

“I know.” Slowly, I pull back. His hands brush up and down my arms as if he’s not ready to let me go.

“I only have thirty minutes,” I say.

“You could skip school.” The hope in his voice makes me consider it.

Then reality hits. “I missed so much last week that they’d probably call my dad, and then all hell would break loose.”

“But you’re coming over after school to take me to physical therapy? Not sending anyone else to do it?”

I know he’s referring to me telling Jacob to take him to his therapy session. Hayden moves inside, and I follow him. After shutting the door, he faces me. Reaching out, he runs a finger down my cheek.

“You okay?”

I hesitate and then blurt out, “My mom called.”

His soft sigh says he knows how hard it was. “You talked to her?”

“No. She left a message.”

“Are you going to call her?” He drops down on the sofa.

My chest grows heavy with unwanted emotions, and I plop down beside him. “Yeah, but… It feels crazy. I feel crazy. I was pissed she hadn’t called, and then when she did, I wasn’t sure I was ready to talk to her. I’m still not sure. Just thinking about it twists my insides.”

“Then wait until you’re ready.” He reaches for my hand and squeezes it.

“And Dad fell while drinking at the funeral home. Ms. Duarte called me to take him to get stitches. When I got there to take him, I realized they’ve been dating and he didn’t even tell me. Why is he doing this?”

The way he’s looking at me, as if he gets everything I’m feeling, has me wanting to lean against him again. Then I remember another reason I came. “Here.” I hand him the bag with two donuts.

“What’s this?”

“Forgive-me donuts.” I inhale. “Don’t get me wrong, I think I had a right to be a little upset. I care about you so much that the thought that you had to debate whether it was me or Brandy you wanted to be with, that hurt. But between my mom and Dad and Dex getting shot, I was in knots. I totally blew things out of proportion. Then I buried my head in the sand. It was wrong.”

“Yes, not to call me was wrong, but…I need to apologize, too. And I have some forgive-me Pop-Tarts if that’s what it takes.” His eyes sparkle with humor.

I chuckle.

“Seriously,” he continues. “I never meant to give you the impression that my figuring-out time was about choosing between you or Brandy. Yes, I had to figure out how to break it off, but it wasn’t about what I felt. When you pulled away after I tried to kiss you, I thought you needed time. And I swear I didn’t ever crawl in Brandy’s bed or see her naked. I wouldn’t do that… I didn’t mean to pop in on you naked. But because you could see me, it didn’t feel perverted. It felt like an accident that was really good.”

I listen and believe him. He continues, “I admit, part of the reason I hesitated about us in the very beginning was because of Jacob. I didn’t want to take his girl.” The smile lingering in his eyes vanishes. “I think I mentioned it on your voicemail, but I was mad at him and didn’t understand why. But last night I remembered. Remembered a lot of shit. And I do mean shit. I think I told you I read something in Brandy’s diary. And to clarify, this was before I met you.”

I nod.

“And I know it was wrong to read someone’s diary, but it had my name in it, and I thought it was going to be good. At that time, I’d only been in the coma a few days and I really needed to feel something positive. But it wasn’t good. She wrote she was in love with Jacob. And now that I was in a coma, she felt like she couldn’t break up with me.

“It hurt, but not that much. Even then, I knew my feelings for her weren’t…that deep, either. But that night at the lake house, the night I saw you and Jacob kiss, well, later, I saw them together. Really together, if you know what I mean.”

Yup, I’m afraid I know exactly what he means.

Before I can say anything, he continues, “That hurts. Not because of Brandy, but Jacob. And from what they said to each other, it wasn’t even the first time. Jacob was my best friend. Or I thought he was. I’m so pissed I don’t know what to say to him.”

He stops talking, but I can still hear his pain.

I try to figure out how to put this, but when I can’t think of a nice way, I just spit it out. “Brandy came to see me Wednesday afternoon when I left here.”

“Why?”

“She saw us hug the day before and—”

“Like she has a right to call me out for hugging you.”

“She wasn’t calling you or me out. She was…hoping I liked you and maybe you liked me so she wouldn’t feel guilty about breaking up with you. And she wanted to kind of use it as the reason to call things off between you two.”

“Instead of being honest about the fact that she slept with Jacob.” Anger laces his words.

“Look, she ended up telling me about her and Jacob. I mean, she thought I already knew because of something I said.”

“You knew and you didn’t tell me?” Now he sounds hurt at me.

“Maybe I should have, but I was upset with you.”

He drops back on the sofa. “You should have told me.”

“I’m sorry.” I wait until I see a hint of forgiveness in his expression before I continue. “She said the first time it happened was before you two dated. You’d met, but you two hadn’t gone out.”

His brows come together. “Now you’re defending her?”

“I’m not. I’m just repeating what she said. But I will say I don’t think this should be the end of your friendship with Jacob. I know I didn’t want to be the reason you two stopped being friends, and I think Brandy feels the same way.”

“Well, maybe Jacob should’ve thought about that before he slept with my girlfriend.”

“Technically, the first time she wasn’t your girlfriend, and the second time you told me you didn’t consider her your girlfriend. Plus, you were seeing me, so you can’t—”

“Yeah, but we didn’t…” His eyes round. “Did we?”

“No.” I try to pull it back, but a grin peeks through.

“I thought I’d remember that.” A half smile pulls at his lips. Our eyes meet, and I feel the sizzle of attraction. I’d love to revel in it right now, but I don’t have time.

“My point is that your friendship with Jacob means more than what you had with Brandy.”

“But the second time Jacob or Brandy didn’t know we weren’t together.”

“True, but…”

“But what?” His shoulders tighten again, and he drops my hand.

“No one believed…” I swallow. “You were going to wake up. Except your mom.” That was hard to say.

“And you,” he says, not taking it badly.

“And me.” I smile.

“You’re right, but it was still wrong. Friends don’t do that.”

“I know, but…”

“And I’m so pissed.” He inhales. “Or maybe what I feel about the piece-of-shit stepdad for cheating is rubbing off on Jacob. You should have heard my stepdad. He acted like his sleeping around was my mom’s fault. Said she was more devoted to me than she was him. I wanted to hit him. God, I wanted to hit him.”

I see his anger in his posture again. “That would have only made it worse.”

“I know. It’s just so hard. And feeling this makes me… I start remembering my dad, and it’s almost as if I start grieving for him all over again.”

I reach for his hand and squeeze. “I’m sorry.”

He looks at me, and his frown lessens. “Why does just telling you about it make me feel better?”

“I don’t know, but I feel the same.”

He looks down at our hands, fingers laced, palms touching, and I remember that he stopped holding Brandy’s hand. That feels so good. “Thank you for coming here this morning.”

I smile, then remember what else brought me here. “So you got another message from Weddings For Less? What did it say? Was it from an Eric?”

“No. His name was Scott. But he claimed the dress was for his sister and he wanted to see it himself and wanted to take pictures. He also asked if it was me in the dress. It felt a little…creepy.”

“Yeah. Creepy.”

He exhales. “You did get the message that Barbara deleted her post and everything from the site. This has to mean she believes us. Don’t you think?”

“It seems like it. I also saw Shane, and she told me she was pretty sure their meeting got cancelled. Said he was pissed.”

“Good,” he says. “She wasn’t threatening you, was she?”

“No.” I pull my phone from my pocket and find the image of the guy squeezing through the gate. “Look what I got this morning. It’s the guy I told you about who I think is Shane’s killer. He was coming out of the gate in front of the building I’m almost positive she was being held at.”

He looks at the picture, and his shoulders stiffen again. “You went back there?”

“I was at the donut shop across the street. I took this picture through the window.

“If you can see him, he can see you.”

“He didn’t. And I also learned that there’s a halfway house for ex-cons right down the street. This guy could have done this before and just gotten out of jail.”

“How did you find that out?”

“The manager. I asked him if he’d ever seen the guy. He said he hadn’t, but it could be someone from the halfway house. I know this isn’t proof he did anything, but it feels big.”

“It does.” He glances down at the image again, and his frown deepens. “Can you please not go back alone? I’ll go with you.”

“I’m not sure your mom will want you leaving that early in the morning.”

“Actually, she’s afraid I’m getting depressed these last few days. She wanted to call you, and I told her I’d get pissed if she did. So I bet she’d say it’s okay.”

“Then I’ll pick you up.”

“Thank you.”

I look back at my phone, at the guy’s face, and an eight-legged shiver climbs my spine. “Is there any way we could send it to the reporter without him knowing who sent it? I know we didn’t even mention Delicious Donuts in the letter we wrote. But I’m wondering if we should have.”

He nods. “Send it to me, and I’ll try to figure something out. But you know if we mention Delicious Donuts, the reporter will probably go there. And if the manager remembers you asking him about this guy, he might tell him.”

He’s right, and that scares me. But I remember the vision of being in the back of his car. Of being locked in a room. The fear of knowing what was to come. I can’t let him do that to someone else. Glancing back at my phone, I say, “It’s a risk I’ll take.”

“Okay.”

I check my time. I have two minutes. I shoot Kelsey a quick text to say I’m on my way. I set my phone down. “Did you go see the doctor last Friday?”

“Yeah.”

“What did he say?”

“That I’m a miracle. He wants me to wait a couple more weeks before going back to school. He’s worried it’ll be too overwhelming, and I’ll push myself too hard.”

“He knows you well,” I say.

He grins. “But he says I’ll make a full recovery. And he says he’ll be talking about my case for years.”

When I look at him, the memory of how good it felt to be held by him tiptoes through my mind. My gaze falls to his lips. I lean over and press my mouth to his. He kisses me back. And it is everything Hayden’s kiss was before, but better. Our lips slide across each other’s. His hands are around my waist. My hands are on his chest.

My whole body is humming, and I can’t seem to get close enough. His tongue slips into my mouth, and I don’t know if I’m breathing anymore. Not that breathing is important at this moment. All that matters is Hayden. His kiss. Us. And the fact that there’s going to be an us.

I finally pull away. “I’ve got to…”

“Go.” He frowns. We stand up. He walks me to the door.

I lift up on my toes and press my lips against his again.

When I pull back, he runs his finger over my lips, which are still moist from his kiss. “If it took almost dying to find you, then it was worth it.”
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I’m feeling so good, I really want to ignore the temperature drop when I’m driving to Kelsey’s. But in my head I hear Cher telling me again to “snap out of it.”

“Everything okay?” I ask and look at Shane in my rearview mirror.

“When are you going to see your mom?”

“I don’t know,” I say.

She doesn’t say anything for a few seconds. “He’s trying to connect with other women.”

I remember Hayden saying he got the message from Scott. “How?”

“He’s on his laptop a lot. Last night he even drove around as if he was looking to find someone.”

My heart skips a beat, then stops completely. “He didn’t grab anyone, did he?”

“No. But I think if he’d seen someone he would have. It’s like I see it in him. The evilness. The need to hurt someone else. What makes people like that?”

“I don’t know.” I stop at a red light. “Can you tell me anything else about him? Where does he live? Where does he work? What color is his car? Anything?”

“No.” She gets quiet. “He goes back there. Where he kept me. And when I showed up and he was in his car, I was too scared to notice anything.”

“When you say where he kept you, you mean where you showed me? In that room that was boarded up?”

She nods.

“What time does he show up? And when does he leave?”

She blinks and sits sullen and silent before finally answering. “When…when I was there, he’d come early, real early, then leave and return in the afternoon, not too late. Like early afternoon.”

I try to figure out what type of job would bring someone in early and let out early afternoon. Then I realize—it’s about the same as my schedule at high school. So maybe a high school teacher.

That creeps me out.

I grab my phone, find the best picture, and check to see if the light’s still red. When it is, I hold my phone back for her to see. “Is this him?”

She appears almost afraid to look, but she leans forward and studies my screen. “I can’t tell. It’s not a good picture.” She glances up. “I’m sorry. I can’t remember enough. It’s like it’s there but I can’t see it. I see little things and then they’re gone. And then I can’t breathe.” She frowns. “You have to stop him.”

“We’re trying,” I say.

“Try harder.” She fades, and I fight the feelings of sadness and loss that invade my car, that invade me.

“It’s okay,” I say hoping she can still hear me. “Most all the ghosts have a hard time remembering things.”

I catch every light heading to Kelsey’s, but by the time I pull up in front of her house, she’s waiting outside on her porch. She hurries to the car and climbs into the passenger seat. “Did you and your father get into it again?”

I know she thinks this because I’m late and I’m generally the early bird waiting on the worm.

“No. I went to Delicious Donuts, then to see Hayden.”

She lifts a brow. “Thank God,” she sighs. “And?”

A smile I can’t stop pulls at my lips. “He broke up with Brandy. We—”

She holds up a hand. “Which you would’ve known days ago if you hadn’t shut yourself off from the world.”

“Sorry,” I say. “I didn’t—”

“Wait. Stop.” Sitting completely still, she turns her eyes left, then right. “It’s cold in here. Is there…?”

“She’s gone.”

“My grandmother?”

“No. Shane.”

“But she’s…gone. You’re not just saying that?” Fear gives her tone spookiness.

“Yes,” I assure her, and I start driving to school.

“You haven’t seen my grandmother?”

“No.”

Disappointment flashes in her eyes. “You sure she’ll come say goodbye?”

“I really think so,” I say.

“Okay. Finish what you were saying about Hayden.”

I sense something is off with her. “You okay?”

“Yeah. I just want to revel in your boy issues, so I don’t have to think about…”

“Dex?” I ask when she swallows the rest of her sentence.

“Yeah.”

“Did he get out of the hospital?” I pull out of her neighborhood.

“They’re releasing him today.”

“Did you go see him this weekend?”

“Only after he called me yesterday. He wanted a chocolate shake and reminded me that he’d gotten shot because he was trying to save me.”

“He just wanted to see you.”

“Yeah. But it got worse from there. He asked me to go to prom with him.”

I come to a stop sign and glance at her.

She grips her hands into fists. “Why are you smiling? I don’t want to do this, Riley.”

I give her my don’t-bullshit-me look. “I think you do. You’ve been crushing on him since you moved here.” I wait a second and then ask, “What did you say to him about prom?”

“I agreed, because how can I say no when he nearly died?”

I manage to keep from squealing and maintain my line of vision with the road. “I think there’s more to it than that.”

She slams back against her seat. “Okay, maybe there is, but it’s happening too fast.”

“Prom’s not for a couple of months.” I pull into the school parking lot. It’s so late there are only a few people outside.

“Yeah, but he asked me out for next weekend. If he’s feeling up to it. If not, he wants me to come to his house. He’ll probably kiss me or something.”

I chuckle and park the Mustang. “Can’t you just be happy about it?”

“He’s probably a terrible kisser. You know, a dry kisser, whose lips feel like sandpaper. Or a sloppy one, the kind who leaves drool all over your face. Or the kind who sticks his tongue all the way down your throat and plays ping-pong with your tonsils. Ugh.”

A laugh falls out of me, and I realize how much I needed it. “Or maybe he’s an awesome kisser. The kind who makes you feel as if you’ve left your body. You are just floating in that warm, beautiful place. And you feel all tingly. The kind whose lips are just moist enough, and there’s not an awkward second to it. It feels as if kissing him is what you were born to do.”

“Oh, hell. That would be even worse!”

We both laugh again. Before we sober, the late bell rings. I start to get out.

“Wait,” Kelsey says. “Did you get anything at Delicious Donuts? Did Shane give you anything else to go on when she was here?”

I open the car door. “Let’s talk as we walk.” I tell her about the picture and the message Hayden got from a Scott.

As we hurry through the parking lot, I spot Coach Ericson’s Chevy Impala. Before I get past the passenger door, I’m stopped in my tracks with a piece of info I should’ve pieced together a long time ago. An Impala has about the same trunk size as a Malibu and a BMW. And I saw the coach at Delicious Donuts. Multiple times.

“Shit!” I stare at the car.

“What?” Kelsey asks.

“Coach Ericson’s car.” Another realization hits. Eric…son. “Crap. And he has brown hair.”

“Shit, crap what? And…who has brown hair?”

Chills run down my spine. “I saw Coach Ericson at the donut place.”

“Yeah.”

“A Chevy Impala has a similar trunk space as a Malibu and a BMW. I don’t know why I ruled the Impala out. Except. I don’t think they came in a V8 engine then, but it was a V6, and I’m not sure I could tell the difference… And the guy who killed Shane called himself Eric.”

“Mother cracker! You don’t think…?”

“I don’t want to think it, but… He always gives me the creepy vibe.”

“Duh. Last year’s gossip was he bumped into Marissa Canton and copped a feel. She said she didn’t report it because she knew he would say it was an accident, but she didn’t think it was.”

“Oh, hell!”
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I walk into auto tech, so wrapped up in Coach Ericson possibly being a murderer that I completely forget about having to face Jacob. And after him getting bent out of shape when I said no to going to prom, it’s bound to be unpleasant. Add that I know he slept with Brandy and I don’t know if he knows that I know, and, well, this feels like it could be a shit storm.

The moment I walk into the room, I see him and he sees me. I think he’s going to cold-shoulder me, but nope. Not that he appears happy to be in my presence. I get a flinch, a frown, then a forward step right toward me.

I do a sharp turn to the clothes rack, hoping to avoid a head-on collision. While pulling a pair of coveralls off the hanger, I feel someone step beside me.

“Can we talk for a few minutes?” A touch of frustration rings in his tone.

“Not if you want to cause another scene,” I say without looking at him.

“I’m not. Look, I know I’ve been an asswipe.”

He sounds sincere, well, like a sincere asswipe, but I still glance up. “Yeah, you kind of were.”

“I know. I think with Hayden and Dex and some other stuff I took my bad mood out on you.”

I can’t help but wonder if Brandy told him about our talk. Is that why he’s playing nice? Then I feel bad for thinking it. Jacob really isn’t a bad guy. Yeah, he screwed up sleeping with Brandy, but I believe his friendship with Hayden is stronger than that. Or I hope so. “Apology accepted.”

He cuts me a smile, but not his flirty one. “I’d like to be friends. And I mean just friends.”

“I’d like that.”

“Have you spoken with Hayden lately?” he asks.

“Why?”

“I don’t know. He’s been acting weird.”

While knocking around what to say to that, I unzip the coveralls and step into them. I’m still knocking when I hear a voice from the front of the room.

“Everyone take a seat. Mr. Ash is out today, and I’m taking his place.”

The voice is familiar, and I swing around, praying I’m wrong. I’m not wrong.

Coach Ericson is standing at the front of the room.
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After third period, phone to my ear, I dart into the bathroom to finish my conversation with Hayden.

“Why didn’t you just leave?” he asks.

“For what reason?” I look under the stalls to make sure no one is in the restroom with me. They aren’t. “Because I suspect he’s a murderer? I don’t think that would get me a hall pass.”

“I never liked the guy,” Hayden says. “But I wouldn’t have thought… You really think it’s him?”

“Yes. No. I don’t know,” I admit and slump against the wall. “This morning I was sure it was the guy squeezing through that fence. But Shane popped up in my car when I left your house. She said she thinks he’s getting ready to grab someone. I showed her the picture. She said she couldn’t tell. Now I don’t think we should send the picture to the reporter. But maybe we still should say something about Delicious Donuts. I’m starting to get worried.”

“Wow. Shit!” Hayden blurts out.

“What?” I ask, even though it sounded like a wow-good shit, not a wow-bad shit.

“He did it. The reporter. I’m at my computer, and I just checked. He wrote an article about Shane.” He pauses as if reading. “He even wrote about the website. The police are going to have to start looking into this.”

“Send me a link,” I say. The bathroom door swings open. It’s Jamie and one of her cronies. They both look at me as if I’m something nasty stuck on the bottom of their shoes.

“I will,” Hayden says.

“Gotta go,” I say to Hayden. Then, just to piss Jamie off, I smile extra big and give her a little wave.

As I leave, I hear the words “crazy bitch” and “another black eye” tossed out. But my phone dings with the link from Hayden, and I forget all about Jamie.

I go to my locker and spend the next few minutes glued to my phone, reading. Hayden was right. The article sounds convincing. The reporter even spoke to Shane’s sister, who confirmed that the wedding dress is also missing. The police are going to have to look into the website.

I try to tell myself it’s almost over, that this is going to work out, but I can’t help hearing Shane’s words from this morning. It’s like I see it in him. The evilness. The need to hurt someone else.

And if he’s Coach Ericson, that someone could be from the school.
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Kelsey and I are walking out of school, almost to my Mustang, talking about the article, when I see someone, their back to me, standing by my car. I reach over and grab Kelsey’s arm.

“What?” Then she follows my gaze. “Oh, damn. Is that your mom?”

The woman turns around, and the breath I almost choked on rebounds in a sigh of relief. “No,” I manage to say, “it’s my aunt.”

“You want me to give you a few minutes, or do you need me here?”

“Just stay,” I say and walk toward her.

She sees me and starts toward me. I stop, and Kelsey stands beside me, kind of close, as if I might need her protection. I don’t think I will, but if I did, I know she’d step up to the plate.

“Yes?” I say when the woman stops a few feet in front of me.

“Can you give us a minute?” she asks Kelsey.

“No, she can stay,” I say. “She knows everything.”

My aunt nods. “Your mom called me. She said she called you and now she’s worried because you haven’t responded.”

“I’m not ready yet,” I say.

She nods. “She’s really eager to—”

“She waited thirteen years before she took the initiative to call me.” I can’t keep the pain from my voice. “I think she can wait.”

My aunt sighs. “Riley?”

“I’m sorry, but you can’t push me on this.” I move around her and open my door. Then I lean over and unlock Kelsey’s door. When I back out, my aunt is still standing there frowning.

“You handled that with finesse,” Kelsey says.

“Yeah,” I say, but I can’t stop shaking.
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“What do you really want? Do you not want to see her?” Hayden asks after I get to his house and tell him about my aunt showing up.

“I do and I don’t. I just… I think it’s going to hurt my dad really bad.”

“Whoa. You can’t not do this because of him. Riley, he’s the reason you haven’t known she’s alive.”

“I know, and it’s not only that. I just… I don’t know what I want. Where my mom’s concerned, I’m all screwed up. I’m furious at her, and I blame her. Then I blame my dad, and then I want to punish her for leaving us. Did I tell you she took all their savings when she left? And then I want to think…” Tears fill my eyes. “I want to believe she’s sorry and that she really loves me.”

We’re on his sofa, and he puts his arm around me and draws me closer. I start to cry on his shoulder.

Then I regret it. “I’m sorry.” I pull away and try to shake it off.

“For what?” he asks.

“For falling apart. I gotta stop that.”

“Hey.” He tips my chin up and looks at me. “You can fall apart on me anytime. And I mean that.”

I smile. “Thank you,” I say, but what I’d like to say is, I love you. The words hang on the tip of my tongue. While we talked about saying it to each other earlier, it somehow feels too soon now.

“I’m serious.” He grabs my hand. “I’m here for you.”

“I know.”

He leans in and kisses me again. It’s soft and it’s sweet, but in a few minutes, it’s more. We end up stretched out on the sofa. When we pull apart, we’re both breathing a little heavy. I know where kissing like this leads, and I want it, but another part of me says we don’t need to rush that. When it happens, I want it to be right. I don’t want to worry about his mom coming home early. Or one of his friends stopping by.

He sits up as if he can almost read my mind. I push up and look at my phone. “What time is your therapy session?”

“It got cancelled. They called about an hour ago and said my therapist had some emergency. But I got an idea of how we can get the information to the reporter about the donut place.”

“How?” I ask.

He leans over and picks up a telephone that’s in a bag. “We’re going to text him.”

I stare at the phone, confused. “But can’t they trace that?”

“Yup. But…this isn’t my phone.”

“Whose is it?”

“It’s my stepdad’s.” He smiles. “I was checking the mail this morning, and I saw it on the ground. He must have dropped it when he left in a huff the other day. He’s called it like ten times. But he hasn’t turned it off. And it’s still working. We should go somewhere so the call can’t be traced back to this neighborhood. Then we’ll drop the phone in the middle of the freeway and watch some eighteen-wheeler smash it.”

“You sure you shouldn’t return it?”

“Hell no! You should have heard how he spoke to my mom. Destroying his phone is the least of what I want to do to that man.”

I’m not convinced. “What if they think your stepdad sent the text?”

“They won’t. He’ll say he lost it. And it’ll be the truth.” He frowns when he sees my hesitation. “If it’ll make you feel any better, we’ll drop the phone off close to the apartment he’s renting. Someone might find it and return it.”

“Better,” I say. “But do you know the reporter’s number?”

“Yeah. He posted it on an article last week and asked for any leads on another case.”

We drive to Post Street, an eight-mile drive close to where his stepdad is renting an apartment. Through the plastic, so he doesn’t leave prints, Hayden sends a text to the reporter. Then he drops the phone off in front of a library across the street from the apartments.

When we get back in the car, he says, “It would have felt better if I dropped it in the street.”

I frown at him. “Be nice.”

“He doesn’t deserve nice,” he says.

Then we head over to Delicious Donuts. It’s closed, but we park facing the building across the street, the way I’ve done many times. “Shane says he still goes there. But I’ve never seen any cars or lights on, except that one night when Kelsey was with me and I thought someone pulled in there. But it was dark and maybe I just thought that’s where they turned.”

Hayden looks around. “That is the gate into the property, right?”

“Yeah.”

“And that’s where you photographed the guy squeezing through?”

I nod.

He exhales. “That’s pretty incriminating. Seriously, I think if the police saw someone visiting a crime scene where a murder took place, it’d land them on the suspect list.”

“I know,” I say.

“What’s on the other side of that building?”

I gaze at him. “I don’t know.”

“Why don’t we see if we can find what street backs up to the building. Maybe there’s a back entrance.”

“I don’t know why I didn’t think of that.” I start the car.

We drive around until we think we’re on the street that backs up to the building. There doesn’t appear to be a back entrance. But because the street is lined with houses and we can’t see into their backyards, we can’t be sure.

“Well, that didn’t help,” I say, practically stopped in the middle of the road.

Hayden suddenly turns to me. “Let’s get out of here. Drive. Go.”

I push on the gas a little fast, reacting to his tone. “Why? Did you see something?”

“Just a curtain fluttering closed, but I shouldn’t have suggested we do this.”

“Why?” I slow down.

“Because it’s not as if your car isn’t memorable. What if the guy lives at one of these houses and he spots you driving by real slow? He may have already seen your car at the donut shop. And God forbid it’s Coach Ericson. Because he’s probably seen your car at school.”

A cold chill runs down my spine. “I caught him looking at it in the parking lot the other day.”

“Damn it! I hate thinking something might happen to you.”



[image: ]



I get home around six. Dad’s car is parked in the driveway. I sit in my Mustang in the garage, rubbing my hands on my jeans and breathing too fast before going inside.

When I walk into the kitchen, Pumpkin greets me. I pick him up, look into the living room, but I don’t see Dad. I take a few more steps into the kitchen and stop short when I see him sitting at the breakfast table.

He’s staring at me. I set Pumpkin down and take a few steps closer.

“You didn’t text me that you were leaving the house,” he says.

A sassy retort starts to form, but I push it back. “Sorry. I forgot.”

He passes a hand over his face. I study his eyes. It’s the first time in a while that I’ve seen him not looking drunk or hungover.

“Were you with your mom?”

I sit down across from him. “No. I was with Hayden.”

He studies me almost as if he’s trying to see if I’m lying.

“You haven’t met with her yet?”

“No. Not yet.”

“Why not?” he asks.

I sink my front teeth into my bottom lip and shrug. Not really feeling up to explaining that I’m scared and that maybe I don’t want to hurt him.

“Have you not spoken with her at all?”

“She left a message on my phone.”

He looks puzzled. “How did she get your number?”

“Her half sister works part-time at the school.”

“Uh, how long have…? Did she tell you about your mom?”

No, a ghost did. “No. I found the painting and went to the gallery before she told me who she was.”

He slumps back into the chair, looking like a man who’s lost everything. A man at rock bottom. I’d hurt more if I didn’t think he needed to be there before he asks for help.

“Why don’t you go see her already? Are you drawing this whole thing out just to punish me?”

His question is like a kick in the gut with steel-toed shoes. Any sentiment of empathy is shattered.

“No. I’m not trying to punish you.”

“You’re so angry with me. When you look at me, I see it in your eyes.”

“Yeah, I’m angry. What you did was so wrong, but what you see in my eyes isn’t all about Mom. It’s about you. About your drinking.”

“She hates me. She’s going to turn you against me.”

I’m sure she can’t do as good of a job as you’re doing. “What are you so afraid of her telling me? Is there something else?”

“No,” he says, but I’m not sure I believe him. “I ordered Chinese food. It should be here soon.”
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The next week, I spend my days at school looking out for Coach Ericson. Before driving away from school each afternoon, I send Dad a text and say I’m going to Hayden’s. Dad never texts me back. Then I drop off Kelsey and go see Hayden. He only goes to physical therapy one day a week now, so we mostly just hang out at his place or go to the donut shop.

When we’re not trying to chase down a murderer, we’re making out. It’s wonderful, it’s awesome, but I always pull back before the clothes-off stage. Hayden finally told me that he doesn’t want to rush me. That when I’m ready, he’s ready.

Thing is, I don’t know why I’m not ready. I mean, it’s not my first time. I slept with my ex, Carl, and he didn’t mean nearly what Hayden does.

Then I realize neither of us have said those three little words to each other. Yes, we talked about saying them to each other in the past, but why not now? Equally disturbing is that I don’t blame him. It’s me.

On Thursday night he, his mom, and I went out to eat, and then we all went car shopping for Hayden. He got a brand-new gray Toyota Corolla.

When Hayden went to the bathroom at the dealership, she turned to me and said, “Thank you. I knew you’d be what saved him. The way you saved me when he was in the coma.”

She hugs me, and I hug her back. I think she knows that Hayden and I are more than friends, but no one has come out and said it.

Right after we get back to Hayden’s house, she tries to hand me a check for getting Hayden to therapy and helping him study. I hand it right back. She argues, but I put my foot down.

As Hayden walks me to his car that night, he says, “You should have taken the money. You really were here for me.”

“It wasn’t a big deal. Plus, any of your friends would have been happy to do it. They care about you.” And yeah, I’m talking about Jacob. While he’s finally stopped bugging me about why Hayden won’t see him, I haven’t stopped bugging Hayden to make amends or to at least talk to Jacob. “It’s not going to go away,” I tell him. “And I know it’s eating at you.”

He looks me right in the eyes and says, “You can’t push me to take this step until you take it with your mom.”

“That’s not fair,” I say, but I can’t get angry. He’s right. It’s time. Past time I face this. I just gotta find my nerve, because I lost it. I’ve looked under my bed, in my closet, even in the floorboards of my Mustang. It’s nowhere to be found.

Friday night, Hayden and I are going on our first official date. And Kelsey is spending the evening with Dex at his house. She comes over after school, and we crash on my bed and pretend both of us aren’t boy nervous.

“Why can’t you guys come over to Dex’s? Make it less awkward for me.”

“I think Hayden picked out a movie,” I say. After a few minutes of talking about school, I’m the first one to admit I’m panicking. “I don’t know what’s wrong with me!” I flop back on my mattress. “We get to that point where things should happen, and then…I shut down.”

Kelsey sits up, crosses her legs, and stares at me. “Maybe you’re not as attracted to the real Hayden as you were the spirit Hayden. The whole ghost thing could have been what turned you on to him! Like bad boy versus good boy. Dead versus alive.”

“Are you crazy?” I pop up. “No. I look at him and I melt. At night, when I’m alone, he’s all I can think about. And he’s ten times more attractive now than he was!”

She holds up a hand. “Chill. I was just putting the worst-case scenario out there first. I have a few other possibilities.”

I exhale and drop back on my headboard. “Okay. What are they?”

“Maybe you’re scared.” She bites down on her bottom lip. “Like I am.” Her words come out sincere. “I know you were hurt when Carl started dating only a few weeks after you left. Maybe that scared you more than you know and now you’re afraid to love someone. Afraid they’ll walk out on you or yank your heart out and feed it to a Rottweiler.”

I let that reasoning crawl around my head and heart a second. “That’s not it, either,” I say. “Yeah, Carl hurt me, but even then I knew it wasn’t true love. I was more upset with Shala, my ex-best friend, than I was with him.”

“So that’s why you won’t sleep with me,” Kelsey says in humor.

We both laugh, but the humor fades quickly.

Kelsey holds up three fingers. “Okay, third and last possibility. You need to close a few doors before you open up another one.”

“Huh?” I ask.

“Metaphorically. You’ve got a lot of open issues. Your mom. Hunting down a murderer. Things with your dad. That’s a lot of crap in your litter box. Maybe you need to scoop some out.” She sighs. “Which is another metaphor. A bad one, I know. What I mean is you need to solve something before you begin something.”

While her analogy feels a little off, it’s like I just heard the hammer hit the nail. I know she’s right. And her number-two reason isn’t that wrong, either. Though it’s not about Carl or Shala. This is about being abandoned and done wrong by the people I should have been able to trust. It even kind of explains why I went bonkers with the whole Brandy issue. His needing time made me feel as if he was about to abandon me. Then when I thought he’d been seeing Brandy the same time as me, I felt like another person I loved hadn’t been honest with me.

I let out a deep breath of angst. I need to meet Mom. I need to find my nerve. I need to scoop the poop out of my litter box.

I look at Kelsey. “You make a damn good shrink.” I hug her. “Now about you and Dex.”

“I’m okay,” she lies.

“No, you’re not.” I grab her hand. “Promise me that you won’t shut Dex out again. If he tries to kiss you, kiss him back. Take a chance. You know, if I’ve learned anything dealing with spirits, it’s that life is short. And I think we end up regretting more of the things we don’t do than the things we do. Give Dex a chance. He may not end up being the one. But he really likes you.”

Right then, the temperature in the room goes cold. Kelsey gets her wide-eyed there’s-a-ghost-here look. And she’s right.

Bessie appears, standing by the door. My next breath comes with her herbal scent.

Kelsey then turns to me. “It’s my grandmother, isn’t it?”

I nod.

Bessie takes one little step forward. “Tell her I said you’re right about that boy.”

I smile. “She says I’m right about Dex.”

Bessie continues, “Tell her I love her and I’m so proud of her.”

My heart tightens with emotion. “She says she loves you and is so proud of you.”

“I love you, too.” Kelsey’s green eyes get a teary shine. “You were always there for me. My safety net. You were my home even when I didn’t live with you. The place I felt the safest. I miss my home.” Her voice shakes.

“You are going to be fine,” Bessie says. “You are strong, have a good heart, and are smart. You are going to be there for your mom. She’s a work in progress, but it’s going to be a lot smoother from here on out. And you’ll be there for your sister. She’s going to be so enamored of you.”

I tell her what Bessie says.

“It’s a girl?” Kelsey asks and smiles.

“Yes.” Bessie’s smile is big and bright, and she looks at me. “Tell her to close her eyes and see me. See me pouring her lemonade. See me hugging her. See me tucking her into bed.”

I translate. Kelsey does it, and a smile as big as Bessie’s appears on her face.

“Any time you need me. I’m right there,” Bessie says. “I’ll always be right there.”
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That afternoon, I’m coming down the stairs to go to Hayden’s for our big date when Dad walks in. “Hey,” he says.

I’ve barely seen him, but I’ve texted him every day to tell him when I’d be out of the house. I even called Ms. Duarte to make sure he was going to work. She assured me he was. That made me feel a little better.

“Where are you going?” he asks as if he notices I’m more dressed up. I even put on makeup.

“To Hayden’s. I was about to text you.”

“You’re seeing a lot of him,” he says. “Is he your boyfriend?”

“Yeah,” I say. For one second I’m concerned he’s going to disapprove, but that second passes.

“Is he a good guy?” I see a bit of my old dad for the first time. I want so badly to grasp hope, but I’m scared.

“Yeah.”

“He respects you?”

“Completely.”

He nods. I swallow, and while I’m scared this might upset him, I feel as if he deserves to know.

“I’m going to see Mom tomorrow.”

His eyes widen with what looks like fear. “Do you…want me to go with you?”

“No,” I say. “I think it should be just us.”

He nods. I nod. Then I pick up my keys and purse from the counter and walk out. I haven’t shut the door when I hear him. “I love you, Riley.”

I want so badly to turn around and say it back, but just like I can’t say it to Hayden, I can’t say it to Dad. I just pray tomorrow fixes this.
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“Dinner is on me!” Mrs. Parker says as Hayden and I are about to leave.

“I can pay for myself,” I say.

“No,” she says. “You won’t take payment for driving him to therapy sessions or helping him with his schoolwork. This is the least I can do.”

“Just say thank you,” Hayden says to me and takes the money his mom is holding out. From his tone, he appears eager to get out of the house. As if he has something to tell me.

“Go somewhere nice,” she says.

I grin. “Thank you, Mrs. Parker.”

“You are welcome. And by the way, just in case my son doesn’t say it, you look amazing tonight.”

I look down at the blue blouse and new jeans. “Thank you.”

“I was going to tell her,” Hayden says, “but you pretty much ruined it for me.”

We laugh. As the door closes behind us, Hayden pulls out his phone.

“Right before you got here, I found another article. It states they have several suspects in the case. One of them has a record. I think it’s the guy you saw. You nailed it, Riley.”

I take his phone, reading as I head to my car.

“This way,” Hayden says. “You’re driving my car.”

“You got it already?” I ask.

“Yeah. Mom got off early today and picked it up.” He grins. “It’s in the garage.”

“Don’t you want to be the first to drive it?”

“No. I’d rather it be you.”

I lift up and kiss him. Then we walk into the garage. Before I get in, I stop and finish the article. “I wonder who the other suspects are.”

“I don’t know,” he says.

I nip at my lip. “I kind of feel bad for thinking Coach Ericson did it.”

“Hey, he may not be a murderer, but I’m pretty sure the creepy vibe you get from him is right on.”

We head out to an Indian restaurant. I tell him how great his car runs. Over three different kinds of hummus, lamb, and fried redfish, we laugh and eat, and while I can’t say it, I know I’m in love with him.

As we’re waiting for the bill, I tell him my plans. “I’m going to see my mom tomorrow.”

He sets his water down. “You spoke with her?”

“No, I texted her, and she replied that she’d be waiting for me. I’m going to go to her art gallery.”

“Why isn’t she coming here?”

“I suggested it,” I say. “I thought I could use the drive up there to work up my courage.”

He nods. “I figure this is a no, but if you need company—”

“Thanks, but I need to do this alone.”

He puts his hand on mine. “I’m proud of you.”

I turn my water glass in my other hand. “Wait and see how I deal with it first.”

“It doesn’t matter how you deal with it. It’s the fact that you’re doing it that matters.”

“I hope so,” I say.

After we pile back in the car, I say, “You know, Kelsey asked if we could go over to Dex’s and visit. You want to do that?”

“Yeah,” he says. “I’ve spoken to him every day, but I’d like to see him.”

I call Kelsey and give the heads-up about coming over. Dex asks us to bring him a shake.

Five minutes later, I park at Whataburger. As we get close to the door, it opens. I step back, and when I see who just walked out, I stop. Hayden looks up, and his expression hardens.

Jacob drops his hand from Brandy’s waist. The air becomes thick with tension.

“Anything you want to tell me?” Hayden’s tone is short but shy of being completely pissed off.

Jacob’s gaze shoots to me. “You told him?”

I’m searching for the right thing to say when Hayden jumps in. “She didn’t tell me anything until I told her I suspected you two were going behind my back. You think I didn’t notice how you acted when Brandy came up to the hospital?”

It isn’t the whole truth, but almost.

“I wasn’t dating you when we first hooked up,” Brandy jumps in.

Jacob drops his chin. When he looks up, there’s an apology in his eyes. “Look, it was the weekend before you told me you liked her. I had an argument with Jamie. Brandy and her parents came over to the lake house, then our parents left to go out and have a drink. I’d brought some beer, and Brandy and I… It just happened. Then that Monday you told me you were asking her out. I felt like shit. Then Jamie and I got back together. I told Brandy it was a mistake and that she should go out with you.”

Hayden looks at Brandy. “Why didn’t you just say no?”

“I should have.”

We’re standing in the middle of a parking lot, but silence falls around us. “I’m sorry.” Jacob runs his hand over his head all the way back and squeezes his neck. “Look, you and I have been friends for over ten years. I don’t want…”

I ease a little closer to Hayden and brush the back of my hand against his.

He glances at me, then at Jacob. “I think Brandy and I both knew we weren’t right for each other, but it was still wrong of you.”

“I know,” Jacob said. “And I’m sorry, but I don’t want to lose our friendship.”

Hayden doesn’t say anything right away. Seconds tick by, then: “It…it might take some time.”

They nod at each other. Brandy offers me a look that says thank you. “We’ll see you later,” Jacob says, and they leave.

I smile at Hayden. “You did good.”

“I’m still kind of pissed,” he says.

“I know,” I say. “They made a mistake. It doesn’t mean they don’t deserve to be forgiven.”

As we walk up to the counter, I wonder if I’ll be able to remember my words of wisdom when I see Mom tomorrow.
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Saturday at ten a.m., I sit in my car and stare at the front of the gallery. My hair’s wet at the base of my neck. My hands are slick with nerves, and I dry them on my jeans. Reaching for the keys in my ignition, I’m not sure if it’s to pull them out or to start my car and drive as far and as fast as I can.

Then I remember what Hayden told me this morning when I stopped by for a pep talk. “This isn’t a test, Riley. Your mom and dad are the ones who screwed up. They should be the ones nervous, not you. Whatever you feel is justified. However you react is justified.”

I breathe in deep, pull the keys out, and exit my Mustang. Then I stop and stare at the car. It dawns on me that I own it because I saw a picture of my mom standing beside one. Just like that, I realize something. All my life, I’ve tried to stay close to her by all the little choices I’ve made. What I drive. The colors I wear. The style of clothes I choose. Keeping my hair long like she did. Even by eating marshmallow treats because she used to make them for me. Because, damn it, they tasted like love.

Do I even know who I am, without her memories? Would I be who I am if I’d known she hadn’t died?

I walk to the entrance. A sign that reads “closed” hangs on the door, but I give it a push and it opens.

My gaze goes right to her. She’s standing behind the counter. Her hair is a bit darker, her face a little older, but in her I see me. When she moves from behind the counter, I’m aware of her height, her gait, her weight, the way her long hair shifts over her shoulders as she walks, the way it brushes against her cheek.

Do I recognize her, or am I recognizing myself?

It hits me then: Dad has seen the woman who broke his heart every day. He’s had to look at her when he looked at me. I have to swallow, once, twice, to keep the onslaught of tears at bay. Inside me I’m yelling at her, You left me. You left me. You left me.

“Let’s lock the door,” she says, “so we won’t be disturbed.”

She turns the lock, then faces me. Our eyes meet. She takes one step closer, almost as if to hug me. I take one step back.

She reaches up and twists her hair. “I’m so glad you came.”

Unable to speak, I nod. Then, over her shoulder, I see it. The picture. The one of the porch, with flip-flops and a cat in a rocking chair. The one I painted and butchered with scissors.

My gaze shifts from that painting to the one hanging next to it. The air is suddenly too thick to breathe. All of the paintings, each and every one, tell a story. A story of us. There’s one of our feet together with painted toenails. I have that photograph at home. I even sketched it.

There’s another of us on a beach. I don’t have that photograph, but I lived it. I’m pulled into a memory I didn’t know I had.

I’m there, on that shore, on my knees. She’s beside me, and the ocean is behind us. I can hear the waves. Smell the fish, taste the salty air. The sand is gritty on my skin. She’s holding a seashell to my ear.

Forget trying not to cry. The tears fall hot on my cheeks. I swipe them off, hating how they make me feel weak.

She looks at me, then moves her gaze to the paintings. “I thought you might like to see them. I painted one every year for your birthday.”

“You should have come to see me instead.” I don’t know where I found my voice. Under the questions I have locked inside me? Under the resentments, the abandonment?

She ducks her chin, then her eyes, exactly like mine, light blue with dark blue rings around them, fill with tears. “You’re right. I mean, I did try the last four years. But I know it’s not enough.”

Now she’s the one batting a few tears off her cheeks. “I screwed up,” she says. “And I can’t even begin to tell you how sorry I am. But I’m hoping, praying that it’s not too late to be a part of your life.”

She inhales sharply. The scent of turpentine fills the space, and the silence finally becomes uncomfortable.

“I made some tea,” she says. “I thought we could sit in my office.” She motions the way. I follow. The office is big. A small kitchenette is in the corner, along with a desk and some chairs around it.

I sit, and she grabs glasses of ice from the small fridge. A pitcher of tea waits on the counter, and she fills them. She places the two glasses on the side of the desk. Looking as nervous as I am, she pulls one of the chairs over to face me, then sits down. I can’t help but notice we sit the same. Ours shoulders a little curved, our hands locked in our laps.

She doesn’t start talking. Finally I force myself to start. “Why? How could you just leave?”

She wrings her hands. “I… Nothing I’m going to say is an excuse. But they are the reasons. I wasn’t in a good place, Riley. I was…” She hesitates. “My sister told me that you suffer from the same affliction that my family does.”

“Spirits,” I say. Oddly, I almost take offense to the affliction word.

“She told me you can see them. I can’t. But I hear them.” She rubs her hands. “I’ve always heard them, but at the time, the city was digging up some property. There was an old graveyard, and it must have set some of the spirits free, because I started hearing them.”

“Is that a good enough reason?” I ask, my tone thin.

“Like I said, I know it’s not an excuse. I just couldn’t deal with that and everything else. Your father’s and my marriage was shaky. I’d been depressed. I thought if I could just get away for a while, find myself, then I’d get better. I was going to come back. Be your mom again.”

She reaches for her tea with a shaky hand and takes a sip. “But he kept calling and calling. I couldn’t handle it.”

“He loved you. He wanted you to come back.”

“I know.” She nods. “He did love me.”

Her words startle me.

“And at one time, I loved him. But with the voices and then…” She hesitates.

“Then what?”

She sets the tea back on the desk and doesn’t answer.

“Don’t keep anything from me. I came to get answers, not to have you pick and choose what to say.”

She nods. “With the voices and his drinking, it got hard.”

“I thought he’d stopped drinking then,” I say.

“He did, but… There was one relapse, and then…” She studies me. “Is he drinking now?” She sits up straighter. “When I called four years ago, he told me he’d stopped. That he hadn’t touched it.”

“He had,” I say.

“Had?” she asks as if reading me. Reading me too well. “Oh, Riley. That’s terrible. For him. For you.”

Her words hang in the silence for several seconds. I instantly feel the cold. Shane’s cold. I can’t deal with you now.

Determined to ignore her, I continue, “You knew he told me you were dead?”

Mom nods. “He told me when I called him on your thirteenth birthday. He said I couldn’t just walk back into your life.”

“And you just said okay? You didn’t try to see me?” I swallow. “Did I mean so little to you that I wasn’t worth fighting for?”

“You meant the world to me. But I was struggling. I didn’t have the money to hire an attorney. I felt so guilty for walking away from you that I told myself it was too late. That you’d always hate me.”

“I kind of do,” I say honestly.

She flinches but then rebounds. “I know, and I deserve it. But I don’t think it’s too late. We can get to know each other again. I want to hear everything about you. I want to be a part of your life.” Her voice lowers, then shakes. “I want to hold you again.”

Her eyes grow bright with tears. “I used to hold you, and we’d dance around. Your dad, too. We’d put on music and jump around the living room. You’d laugh and laugh. We were so happy. You loved me. I know you did.”

“Then what happened? How did our family go from that to…you being depressed and leaving? I don’t understand. You said you loved him once. What happened to change that?”

She gets that look on her face again, as if there’s something she’s hiding. Secrets.

I’ve had it with secrets. “What is it? I deserve to know.”

Her eyes meet mine. I see her throat bob when she swallows. She looks down, then up. “You were three and a half. I got pregnant.” She blinks. “Money was so tight. Between the doctor bills and vitamins. Things got stressful. We were late paying bills. I was four months pregnant. They cut the power off. I’d called him at work. I was hot, I was angry. When he came home that night, I could smell it on his breath.”

She reaches up and touches her tea glass, then runs her finger down the condensation. “He wasn’t drunk, but he’d had a few drinks. I lost it. I didn’t want to go back to that.” Her voice shakes. “You were asleep. We were on the back porch, arguing. I stepped back and didn’t realize I was so close to the edge.”

My eyes sting. “You lost the baby?”

She nods. “I was so upset. Not thinking straight. I blamed him. And I know that was wrong.” She shifts in the chair. “It wasn’t his fault, Riley. Things got so hard. I told him later that I didn’t mean it about it being his fault, yet he needed me to convince him of that.” She shakes her head. “I didn’t have it inside me to do it. I was still angry at life. The voices. Even angry at my own father.”

She reaches over and takes my hand. Her touch hurts, and I pull away. All I can think about is Dad blaming himself for the death of his second child.

“But that’s in the past, Riley.”

But it isn’t. Not for Dad. “You took the savings from him?”

She drops her head as if ashamed. “I know. I did send him a check when you were thirteen, but he didn’t cash it.” She lifts her eyes. “I made mistakes. Your dad made mistakes. But you and me—I’m still your mother. I want to be a part of your life.”

She brushes the hair off her cheek. “I’ve been asked to join a bigger gallery that hosts four other painters in San Marcos. It’s a great career opportunity for me. I’m going to rent an apartment next week. I want to make it a two bedroom. There’s a great college there. I have some savings now, and I could pay for your school. We could get to know each other.”

She hasn’t seen me in thirteen years and she thinks I’ll just move in with her. I want to laugh. No, I still want to cry. “I have to go.” It’s abrupt. It’s cold. But I can’t do it anymore.

She jumps up. “Please, Riley. At least come for the summer. Forgive me. Let me in your life.”

I look at her. The woman who gave birth to me. The woman I remember loving me. The woman I want to love me, but my heart says go. My heart says no.

“Will I see you again?” Desperation sounds in her voice and echoes inside of me as she follows me into the main room of the gallery.

I stop, turn around, and, with a big knot in my chest, I tell her the truth. “I don’t know.” I unlock the door, but right before I walk out, I remember another reason I needed to talk to her. I turn around. “How did you get him to stop drinking the first time?”

“I told him he had to choose. Me or the bottle. He knew I meant it.”

I leave her. When I get into my Mustang, I can’t help but look back. She’s standing at the glass door, staring out. This feels like an end to a very sad movie.

I drive off. Keep driving. I hear and rehear everything she said. Part of me questions if coming wasn’t a mistake. Another part says I had to do this, and I’m glad I did. Then I remember her answer to my last question. I told him he had to choose.

Ten minutes into the ride, the temperature in the car goes cold.

I glance up in the rearview mirror and see Shane in the back seat. Her gaze finds mine in the reflection. In her silver eyes is anger, pain, but somewhere in her lost gaze is understanding. “I’m sorry,” she says. She doesn’t say anything else, and neither do I.
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I drive straight to the funeral home. Ms. Duarte comes out of her office when I walk in. “He’s in his office.” And something about her tone tells me I need to brace myself.

I don’t knock. I just walk in. Dad’s sitting at his desk. An open bottle and a half-filled glass of vodka sits in front of him.

He flinches when he sees me, as if his drinking is still a secret. Or maybe he’s just not drunk enough to lose shame.

I walk over and drop down in the chair across from his desk.

He blinks, and I see nothing but pain in his eyes. While I can tell he’s already had a few drinks, he’s on this side of being drunk.

“You saw her?” His voice sounds liquor raw.

I nod.

“She told you, didn’t she?” He shifts in his chair, and right then he looks older than he ever has. His shoulders are curved, lines of despair age his face. He looks worn, hurt, guilty.

Tears blur my vision. “She said she blamed you at first, but then she told you it wasn’t your fault.”

“I went out and drank that night. I yelled at her. If I hadn’t…”

“She fell off that porch. You didn’t push her. It wasn’t your fault.” As much as I hurt for him, I force myself to do what I came to do.

I reach over and grab the bottle and hold it out. “But this is your fault, Dad. Mom said you stopped drinking when she told you it was either her or the bottle.”

I swallow. “I can’t do this anymore.” My voice cracks. “I can’t stand by and watch you kill yourself. So now I’m telling you. It’s me or the bottle, Dad. It’s time you prove that you love me as much as you loved her.” I keep my shoulders square. I don’t look away. I need him to know I’m serious. “I don’t have a plan, where I’ll go, how I’ll support myself, but I’ll get a job if I have to.”

I set the bottle back down. “I checked my phone before I came in here. There’s an AA meeting Monday night, seven o’clock, only a mile from our house. I’ll have dinner ready at six, and we can eat, then go. I’ll be there for you, Dad. I’ll hold your hand. I’ll stay up late talking you out of drinking. I’ll support you in any and every way I can. But you either go with me to that meeting or I won’t be there in the morning.”
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I spend the rest of the day with Hayden. He holds me, lets me cry, makes me laugh, kisses me silly, and even in the flux of all this hurt and pain, he makes me happy. We check to see if the reporter has posted anything else about Shane’s case. He hasn’t.

I leave his place at eight that night, and I go to Kelsey’s. We lay in her bed, and I tell her everything, just like I told Hayden. I cry again, too.

And like Hayden, she listens, she cares. But Kelsey always is a little more of a devil’s advocate. “When are you seeing her again?”

“I don’t know if I am,” I say. “But if Dad chooses the bottle instead of me, I might have to.”

“You could stay here, but you should see her again. I know today probably hurt more than it healed anything, but I think it’ll get easier.”

“You don’t understand,” I say. “Nothing she told me changes things.”

“You’re right. It doesn’t change anything. But she’s right, too. She’s still your mom. And I’ve heard you talk about her all this time. You loved her, or at least a version of her. It’s partly because of what I knew you felt for her that I didn’t give up on my mom. I think you owe it to yourself to get to know her. Maybe you won’t be able to forgive her, but I don’t think you can judge that by one visit.”
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At seven the next morning, I’m woken up by the dead cold. Bolting up, I gasp for air, but it’s so cold my lungs reject it. Shane sits on the edge of my bed. Has she lost her patience? Is she here to push me to confront my mom? Is she back to the throwing-knives stage?

But one look at Shane’s expression and I sense I’m wrong. She’s almost smiling. “What is it?”

“They’re there. They’re looking for my body.”

“Who? What?”

“The police. Two detectives.”

“Seriously?” I ask.

She nods.

“Have they caught him?”

“I don’t think so. But they’re looking for me, so they must know who he is, right?”

I grab my phone and text both Hayden and Kelsey the news.

Thirty minutes later, we’re pulling up at Delicious Donuts. There are only two cars in front of the building. Neither are cop cars. There’s no sign of an emergency. No flashing lights or police tape, nothing one would expect if there was a body being found.

We go into the donut shop, and the usual girl at the counter greets me and takes our order.

Parking ourselves at the table I’ve dubbed mine, we sit, drink our coffees, but none of us eat our donuts. We stare, we wait, and I pray this means it’s over.

Twenty minutes later, nothing has happened.

“Do you think they can’t find the body?” Kelsey asks.

“I don’t know. All Shane said was they were looking for her.”

Suddenly, the sound of sirens starts blaring. A police car, lights flashing, races down the street, but it doesn’t stop at the building. We all look at one another.

The sirens fade, then get stronger. Then stop. Five minutes later, Hayden runs to the restroom.

Kelsey and I sit there, our gazes locked across the street, when suddenly I hear a helicopter flying nearby.

“There’s my donut buddy. And with company,” a male voice says behind me.

I turn. Coach Ericson, a coffee and a bag of donuts in his hand, is standing there.

He smiles, and I swear he’s looking at Kelsey’s breasts. “Two of the sexiest girls in our school.”

Kelsey glares up at him. “I wonder if Principal Hall will find that comment appropriate when I share it with her.”

Leave it to her to lay the cards on the table.

“I didn’t mean it like that.” He walks off.

Hayden comes back out. “What happened?” he asks, then looks out the glass front at the helicopter hovering low in the sky.

Before either Kelsey or I can answer, shouting echoes from the back of the store. We look around, but whatever is going down must be happening in the back rooms. More sirens start blaring out front. All of us gasp when a police car comes to a squealing stop in Delicious Donuts’ parking lot.

Their car doors swing open. Two officers get out, duck behind the doors, and point their guns toward us, toward the shop.

“What the hell?” Coach Ericson’s voice sounds behind us.

Then bam, I think I know what’s happening. I’m pretty sure the cops are after a killer. And unfortunately, he’s in here with us.

“Get down,” one of the officers yells.

The sound of chairs scraping, clattering to the floor, fills the donut shop as all three of us do as we’re told. At the same time, two more police cars squeal into the parking lot. Then a loud popping sound echoes behind us. And it sounds like gun.

Kelsey screams, and Hayden wraps his arms around both of us. I look back, expecting to see Coach Ericson with a gun. Praying he’s not intent on shooting anyone.

My eyes widen when the man standing in the middle of the shop, gun in hand, isn’t the coach.

It’s the manager, J.T. His eyes are round, wide, and crazy-looking. Appearing desperate, his gaze shifts, left, right, then down. Down at us. Down at me.

“You,” he seethes. “You’re behind this, aren’t you? You were snooping.”

He lowers his gun, points it right at me. It’s the second time I’ve had a gun pointed at me in my life, and this time is as unpleasant as the first.

One second, I feel paralyzed. The next, I’m tearing across the room, getting away from Hayden, away from Kelsey. Because if he shoots me, he might…

“No!” I hear Hayden yell, but I don’t listen.

“You don’t have to do this,” I say to J.T.

He snarls. “You bitch.”

Everything goes in slow motion, and I’m aware of every nuance of what’s happening around me. I see it all. The cops outside the window, their guns pointed. Coach Ericson hiding under a table. More cops rushing through the front door.

But can they get here fast enough?

J.T. lifts his gun, puts his finger on the trigger.

“Nooo!” Hayden comes flying across the room. Kelsey follows. But before they reach J.T., the gun explodes.
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I stand there, the pop ringing in my ears, waiting to feel something.

Am I hit?

Not hit?

Am I dead?

I see J.T. being tackled by Hayden. The gun becomes dislodged from his grip and hits the tile. My gaze follows the weapon as it skids across the floor.

When I look back, Hayden has the man down, and Kelsey, on her knees beside him, is punching J.T. Voices bounce around the shop. The police are suddenly surrounding us.

“You okay?” a police officer’s voice sounds right in my ear. “Are you hit? Look at me. Look at me!’

I don’t do as he says. Instead I look down at my pale blue shirt. My mom’s favorite color. There’s no blood. There’s no pain. Snap out of it!

“Not hit,” I say.

One officer grabs the gun from the floor. Two more officers go to where Hayden is holding J.T. down. Kelsey continues to hit the man, in his face, on his arm. Wherever she can land a punch.

“Enough,” another officer says to Kelsey in a calm voice.

“He tried to shoot my friend,” Kelsey screams.

“I know.” The officer carefully pulls Kelsey up from the floor. “But he missed. And we’ve got him now.”

I’m still feeling pretty numb when I’m aware Hayden is standing beside me. “You’re okay. God, I thought…”

I nod. And I think I breathe for the first time.

He pulls me into a hug that goes on for twenty seconds.

“You coward,” I hear Kelsey yell.

Hayden and I pull out of the embrace. Kelsey is standing there glaring at Coach Ericson, who’s still hiding under the table.

“You had to have seen him first, and you did nothing.”

Coach crawls out. “I…I didn’t see him. I didn’t.”

Hayden looks down at him still on the floor. “So why were you curled up in a fetal position under the table?”

Kelsey takes a defensive step forward. The cop who pulled her off the manager jumps in front of her.

In her eyes, I see it. She’s not completely thinking straight. I grab her arm and pull her in for a hug. “It’s okay,” I say.

She falls against me and starts crying. “I thought he was going to kill you.”

“He didn’t,” I say, but suddenly I’m crying, too.

Hayden puts one hand on Kelsey’s shoulder and one on mine. It almost becomes a group hug.
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Like the night at Kelsey’s, when the police learn we’re underage, our parents get called. I hate being seventeen.

We all get questioned. I hate being questioned. But at least none of us have to go to the hospital. It’s that thought that keeps me grounded.

Somehow both Kelsey and Hayden know to keep the manager’s “snooping” comment to themselves. Coach Ericson doesn’t mention it, either. I think he was too busy trying to save his own ass to even hear what happened.

Mrs. Parker, Kelsey’s mom, and my dad all sit in a booth, listening as the police finish asking us questions. I can tell Dad’s sober, much to my relief. I had imagined him showing up drunk and getting arrested for driving under the influence.

One of the officers looks familiar. I think he showed up when Dex was shot, but he doesn’t seem to recognize me or Kelsey.

It’s still an hour before we’re free to leave. Mrs. Parker suggests we all go out somewhere to eat. While she was the most panicked of the parents, she recovered the quickest.

“Just a hamburger,” Mrs. Parker says. “There’s a Whataburger next door.”

“I did skip breakfast,” Kelsey’s mom says.

I think Dad’s going to turn the invite down, but Mrs. Parker is persuasive, and I watch Dad cave. He even picks up the bill for everyone’s lunch.

As we leave Whataburger, Kelsey insists on driving her mom home, scolding her that she hasn’t been cleared to drive.

“Well, stop getting shot at, and I won’t have to,” Mrs. Macon counters.

I insist I’m going to spend the afternoon with Hayden.

Dad frowns in disapproval. Mrs. Parker’s face stays neutral.

Dad gives in but motions for me to walk him to his car. “You sure you can drive?”

“I’m fine.” I hold my hands out to show him I’m not shaking.

He frowns. “No, you’re not.” He lets out a big gasp of air. “I cannot understand how in less than four months, you’ve been stalked by a rapist, almost shot by a drug dealer, and now shot at by a man who may be a serial killer. How can you explain this?”

“Bad luck? At least I didn’t get hit this time,” I say with humorous undertones.

“I’m serious, Riley. What am I supposed to think?”

I drop the humor defense. But I can’t seem to find another one. It’s not as if I can tell him the dead got me into two of those jams. Then an answer, an honest one, rolls off my tongue. “You should think I need someone to watch out for me.” I lift my chin. “And that someone should be my father, if he can stay sober.”

He exhales. I exhale. Then I take the initiative and I hug him. He’s warm and smells like his aftershave, Old Spice. For one second I’m transported back in time to being young and believing he was a superhero.

“I love you. Please be home tomorrow afternoon.”

He hugs me back but remains silent.

Hayden and I spend a blissful day together. First we go to the park and lay on a blanket and talk. Talk about everything, my mom, my dad, his stepdad, Shane, and then we talk about nothing. Because just being with each other is like giving our souls a pep talk or a hug.

Then we go back to his house and Mrs. Parker hugs us. “Mom,” Hayden says, “you’re getting as bad as your grandmother.”

She laughs and lets us go. Then she leaves to go to dinner with a girlfriend. Hayden and I end up in his bed. We don’t take things too far, but it’s far enough that it holds a promise that it’ll happen soon.

The sound of a car passing brings us up for air. He looks at me and suddenly starts laughing.

“What’s funny?” I ask.

“I just remembered something else.”

“What?”

He drops his forehead against mine but keeps his weight on his elbows. “You promised you’d be bad with me if I’d wake up from my coma.”

I grin. “Duh. Isn’t getting shot at bad enough?”

He rolls me on top of him. “I love you, Riley Smith.”

I don’t hesitate. I wrap my hands around his neck. As crazy as things still are in my life, this… Hayden and me, it’s right. I’m a better me with him. “I love you, too.”
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Monday morning when I wake up, Dad’s already gone. He’d been in bed when I got home last night, too, so I don’t know if he was drinking or not. As I fix myself some breakfast, my phone dings with a text. I pick it up, thinking it’s Hayden or Kelsey. It’s not.

Mom: Is there any way I can see you today? I have something I want to give you. It belonged to your grandmother.

I stare at it for several seconds. I hear Kelsey telling me “She’s still your mom.” I also remember my promise to Shane.

I type in Meet me at the Daily Diner on Main Street at ten.

Mom: Thank you. 

Thank you. 

I’m at the diner at nine-thirty. I spend the time searching online and reading all the news about the arrest and the evidence. I’m shocked to learn three bodies were found. Shane is one of them. One of the bodies was found in the man’s house—in his freezer—that backed up to the commercial building. Because Shane’s always so cold, I suspect that might have been her. Two other females were buried in the back of the property. They haven’t released their names, but one of them is believed to be the suspect’s mother.

Mom shows up ten minutes early. I turn off my phone when she scoots into the booth across from me.

“Hi.” A smile brightens her face.

“Hi,” I say, not nearly as emotional this time as I was before. It offers me a little hope that one day I’ll visit her and get to know her without feeling hurt and abandoned.

She smiles. “You look beautiful.”

“Thank you.”

“I found this and thought you might like it.” She pushes a small box over to me. “It belonged to your grandmother.”

I open the box and pick up the necklace. It dangles from my fingers. The chain is gold, as is the pendant. I drop it in my hand and pull it up closer to see what’s on it.

“It’s a Saint Benedict emblem. It is believed to keep the evil spirits away. My mom believed in it. She said she wore it because my father had spirits always hanging around. She gave it to me when she found out I was hearing voices.”

“Is she still alive?” I ask, curious about my grandmother.

“No, she…” Her voice catches just a bit. “She passed away a couple of months ago.”

I look at her, and I can see the grief still in her eyes. “I’m sorry.” Sorry that she’s hurting.

“Me, too.”

“Did I ever meet her?” I ask.

“No. When I met your father, I was estranged from my family. My father was…a drunk. A mean drunk. Mom was the typical wife of her generation. She stuck by her man, even when he was wrong. I didn’t see my mom again until after he died, but we’d gotten close those last five years.” She paused. “She talked about you. I showed her a picture. If you’d like, I can bring you some pictures of her.”

“Yeah,” I say. Why I want to see a picture of someone I never knew is puzzling, but I do. Maybe it’s the need to know where I came from. The need to know what I missed out on. Maybe even the need to know the woman sitting across from me.

I look back at the necklace, then up. “Thank you.”

“You’re welcome.”

I remember the other reason I’m here. “You have a brother as well,” I say. “Samuel?”

“Yes. On top of being a mean drunk, my father was a womanizer.

I hesitate to find the way to say this. “You know, the woman Samuel was engaged to, Shane Casey, she—”

“You know her?” My mom frowns.

“Yeah.” There’s a beat of silence, then I say, “She’s dead.”

Mom leans in. “Really? How? I…”

“She was trying to sell the wedding dress she bought for her and Samuel’s wedding when she met the killer.”

“Wait.” Mom holds up a hand. Fear rounds her eyes. “Did you know her before, or only when…”

“Only after she died. She’s sort of how I found you.”

“I don’t understand. Why would she…come to you about me?”

“She’s angry with you. Said you broke her and Samuel up. She said you lied to Samuel.”

Mom’s gaze shifts around the diner. “She’s not here now, is she?”

“No.”

She shakes her head, then her shoulders drop. “I didn’t lie. But I did encourage him to call off the wedding. Shane didn’t know him, and he was just infatuated with her, putting on a good show. He’d already racked up four credit cards trying to impress her. Then he started asking me for money. He lied to her and told her he had all this money in the bank. He didn’t have a dime. Honestly, I was trying to do her a favor.”

The waitress brings Mom a water and pours her a cup of coffee. Dropping creamer on the table, she leaves, and Mom continues. “Samuel. He drinks. While he’s not a mean drunk and he has a good heart, he’s not reliable. I even had to let him go two weeks ago because he came to work drunk. Seriously, I did Shane a favor. That’s not the kind of life anyone should live. My father taught me that.”

I just stare at her. Her words replay in my head. That’s not the kind of life anyone should live.

Then I remember what Kelsey said. She’s still your mom.

“I’m sorry this happened to her,” Mom says. She cuts her eyes around and leans in. “Is she the one who’s been at the gallery?”

I nod and watch the steam lift from my cup. Shane’s here now. Somewhere. Listening. I’m glad, because I want her to know I’m keeping my promise.

Mom sits there as if lost in thought. “Can you tell her I’m sorry? I didn’t mean to hurt her. I swear. He’d have married her, and he’d have gone through all her money. She would’ve ended up leaving him, hurt, and broke.” Mom hugged herself. “She’s here. I feel the cold.”

I nod.

Mom continues to stare at me. “This doesn’t scare you. How do you cope?”

“I’ve learned they really don’t want to hurt me. They just need help.” I pick up the necklace. “And now I have this.”

“Right.” She sips her coffee.

I look at my purse at the end of the table.

As if she knows I’m ready to leave, she says, “Have you thought about what I asked? If you’d like to come stay with me and go to college?”

“Yes,” I say. “I’ve thought about it.”

“And?” She leans in, smiling, hopeful.

“It’s not going to happen,” I say, hoping I don’t sound mean. “Don’t misunderstand. I would love to come visit. I would like to get to know you better, but I won’t live with you.” Her words replay in my head again, and I repeat them aloud. “That’s not the kind of life anyone should live.”

“What?” she asks.

“That’s what you said when talking about Shane. But…you left me with my father, not knowing for sure if he’d start drinking again.”

“I… Riley, I was in a bad place. I told you I was wrong. I know that.”

“I believe you,” I say.

“So he was drinking then. I’m sorry if that ruined your childhood.”

“No. Dad never drank until recently. He was there for all the skinned knees. Stomach viruses. Braces. God, he hated having to deal with my periods and bras, but he did it. He was there every single time I needed him.”

I sit up straighter, feeling a surge of confidence. “And now he needs me.” Emotion tightens my chest. “You know, after I left your gallery, I went straight to see him.” I breathe in a shaky breath. “I did what you said you had done. I told him I’d leave him if he didn’t give up drinking. I…even thought I meant it.” I bite down on my lip. “But I was wrong. I’m not going to leave him. I can’t.”

I swallow. “I’ve always known he carried some kind of pain inside him. I thought it was from losing you. Now I know it’s not just you. But the horrible guilt about losing the baby. Even with that terrible guilt eating away at him, he didn’t turn to alcohol at first. He was always there for me. And you know what, he’s a damn good father.”

She wipes a tear from her cheek. “I always knew he was a good man. And…he’s stronger than I am.” Her words come out so earnest.

I put my hand over hers. The touch hurts, but I keep it there for three, maybe four seconds. “I’m serious. I do want to see you. To get to know you again. I’ll call you when the time’s right.”

She nods.

I pull the necklace up to my chest. “And thank you for the gift.”

I leave her sitting in that booth. Alone. Before I walk out, I glance back. As sad as it is, seeing her alone with tears in her eyes, I know I did the right thing.

I don’t hate her, and maybe somewhere inside of me, I still love her. And I’m going to work on forgiving her.

When I get into my car, Shane is waiting for me in my back seat. She’s in her wedding dress, but there’s no knife. “Thank you,” she says.

I look at her and smile through my tears. “I don’t think she was as bad of a person as I thought she was.”

I hope not.

“You’re a good person, Riley Smith.”

“Thank you,” I say.

Then she disappears, and the colors left in her wake are so beautiful, so healing, the lump of hurt in my chest lightens. The warmth, the hope I feel from her passing even helps me stop worrying about tonight. About if Dad will show up to go to the AA meeting.
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The good feeling wanes as I fill the Crock-Pot with one of Dad’s favorite meals. Beef stew with carrots, potatoes, and pearl onions. I even picked up some frozen rolls to sop up the gravy. Dad likes to sop.

Scared my heart is about to be broken again and not wanting to dwell on it, I do something I’ve let go these last few weeks. I vacuum, do laundry, and give the downstairs a good cleaning. When I finish, the meaty aroma of beef stew fills the house. I check the clock. It’s five-thirty. Is he coming?

Not coming?

How the hell am I going to deal with it if he doesn’t show?

No, I tell myself. Dad loves me. He’ll be here.

I run upstairs to put on a little makeup and try to figure out the appropriate attire to wear to an AA meeting. Is it like church? I choose plain black pants and a light green blouse. Again, a color I remember Mom wearing. I keep moving, pretending Dad will walk in any minute. Pumpkin follows me around the house, happy that I’m here.

At five-fifty, I go back downstairs. Put the rolls in. Then I lean against the counter. I could set the table. Fix some tea. I could call Hayden just to chat. Text Kelsey and see what she’s doing. I could.

I don’t.

Instead I stare at the clock on the wall. Watch the minute hand tick, tick, tick.

I don’t move. I just breathe.

The timer for the oven dings. The rolls are ready. But I’m not.

I’m not ready to face that Dad’s not coming.

I pull the rolls out. They are golden brown. The smell of fresh-baked bread rises from the pan. Glancing at the time, I see it’s six. I drop the pan on the top of the stove. The rolls could be burnt for all I care.

The pang of disappointment is about to settle in my gut when I hear a car. I bat the tears off my cheek and listen as the garage door groans open. A minute later, Dad walks in.

His gaze finds me. “Something smells good.”

“I know.” I realize just because he’s here doesn’t mean he plans on going to the meeting.

“You need me to set the table?” he asks.

“Yeah. I just pulled the rolls out.”

“Good, they’ll be hot.” He pulls two plates out of the cabinet, then looks at me. “I’ve missed your cooking.”

“I’ve missed you,” I say.

He places the dishes down, then studies me standing on the other side of the kitchen. “We’d better eat so we aren’t late.”

A rush of hope, of happiness, fills my chest. “Yeah.” I run across the room and into his arms. He hugs me so tight. I’m surrounded by his warmth, his scent of Old Spice. And right then I realize he really is a superhero. Alcohol is just his kryptonite.

“I love you,” I say.

“I know.” He pulls back and blinks the shine from his eyes. “I’m going to get through this.”

“No,” I say. “We’re going to get through this, Dad.” And I believe it.
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Prom Night

I’m in the bathroom with Mary—Ms. Duarte—and she’s trying to pin the back of my bra so it won’t show.

“I think I got it,” she says, smiling, and steps back and looks at the mirror. Our gazes meet in the reflection. “You look beautiful.”

“Thanks.” I smile. “I’m glad you’re in my dad’s life.”

“I’m glad, too.”

I hear the doorbell, followed by a chorus of voices. Kelsey, Hayden, and Dex.

“Where’s Riley?” Kelsey’s voice carries.

“In the bathroom,” my father answers. “Mary’s helping her with a girl crisis. Don’t ask me what it is, but I think it pertains to underwear.”

Laughter flows down the hall as I walk out.

“Crisis abated?” Kelsey asks.

“Yeah,” I say, and I see Hayden wearing a dark gray jacket, matching slacks, and a pale blue Oxford shirt. He looks older, somehow. And hot. My heart does a tumble. The good kind.

Then I realize he’s looking at me, mouth slightly agape, eyes wide, while taking in my blue, off-the-shoulder dress.

“Wow,” he says. “You look—”

“Nope,” Dad blurts out. “Keep your appreciation to yourself.”

Everyone laughs, except Hayden, who isn’t sure if Dad’s joking. Honestly, I’m not sure he is, either, but he’s accepting me growing up pretty well. And he’s doing well. Going to AA four nights a week. I go with him at least half the time. He hasn’t had a drink in over a month. I’m so proud of him.

“All of you look ‘wow,’” Mary says. “Let me grab the camera.”

We pose in the living room, we pose on the front porch, we pose standing by the limo. Picture-taking reminds me of the new photos Mom texted me yesterday. Some of her at her prom. It still freaks me out a little how much we look alike. We haven’t seen each other since we met at the diner, but we’ve talked and texted several times. It’s getting easier. I even sent her an invitation to my graduation. Dad agreed it was okay.

We’re about to climb into the limo when I remember my suitcase. “Wait.” I run back in and grab it. After prom, we’re all going to Galveston. Hayden’s grandmother has a time-share there, and she’s letting us use the beach house for three days.

Not that it’s the first time we’ve visited. We spent two nights up there a few weeks ago. Just Hayden and me and a big bed. It was great. It was…a dashing good time. Yes, while still in Galveston, I looked up the definition. According to Google, dashing means dazzling, romantic, exuberant, daring, and dynamic. It also gave a few synonyms that were iffy. And when I read them aloud to Hayden while in bed, he frowned upon me describing having sex with him as plucky or peppy. But I teased him about it all day.

Like I said, everything in my life is pretty good. I’ve only dealt with one spirit since Shane. He was a ninety-year-old man. His case was easy: to make sure his grandson got his Purple Heart he’d been honored with in the Army. I do, however, wish the sweet elderly man hadn’t died in the shower. Seriously, I saw things I can’t unsee. I mean, I know women get sag issues, but I just discovered men have dangling part…iciples.

“Have a good time. Be safe,” Dad says. I hug Dad and Mary goodbye. We all pile into the limo, leaving space for Brandy and Jacob, who we’re picking up next. Hayden and his best friend have mended fences.

As the driver pulls away, Kelsey says, “Stop that.” Then she bumps shoulders with Dex.

“Stop what?” Dex asks.

“Staring at me,” she says.

“Well, that’s not my fault. You should have worn an ugly dress.”

We all laugh. Then Dex kisses her. The two of them have come a long way.

Hayden takes my hand and leans closer. His cheek presses against mine, and he whispers, “You look…dashing.”

“As do you,” I say.

He kisses me. I savor the kiss, savor the moment. That’s the thing about dealing with the dead: it makes you appreciate life. The big things, the small things. You kind of realize what’s important, too.

Relationships. The people we surround ourselves with. The people we love. The people we lean on, the people we let lean on us. Everyone needs a tribe. And here in Catwalk, Texas, I found mine.
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