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Chapter One

 


“I’ll
be right back,” Karen said over her shoulder as she stepped out
into the cold night. She set the bulging bag of trash down long
enough to close the door behind her and then hefted it again in
both hands and began walking awkwardly with it down the stairs. Her
sandals slapped loudly against the bottoms of her feet and the
unwelcome odor of chicken bones and baby diapers wafted upwards
with each waddling step.

At the bottom of the stairs, she
stopped and looked around self-consciously, but the apartment complex was
strangely quiet this late in the evening, with most of the windows
around her already dark and not another person in sight. She
tightened her grip on the neck of the garbage bag and started
walking again. The dumpsters were just around the back of her
building at the end of the parking lot, but in the dim light of the
yellow security lamps they looked much farther. It was colder
outside than she expected and Karen regretted not putting on a
sweater before leaving the apartment.

A brick wall surrounded the
trash bins with
large metal gates in the front that were kept locked, but there was
a smaller walk-in opening around the back. What if someone was in
there, she
thought, or
something … doing who knows what? Rather than step a foot inside, Karen was
tempted to just heave the bag over the wall and hope the lids were
up. But the thought of her nephew’s shitty diapers strewn across
the parking lot, along with the junk mail and old homework with her
name on it, stopped her, and she took a breath and walked
inside.

She was relieved to find the lid on the nearest bin
was already thrown back, which meant she wouldn’t have to touch
anything. She lifted with one hand at the top and the other pushing
from below until the weight of the bag rested on the dumpster’s
edge, then she pushed it over and let it fall with a muffled
splat.

When she turned to
leave, a
figure was standing in the opening, blocking her way.

“Who’s there?” she shouted, taking a step
back.

“Hey, hey,” the figure quickly
reassured, slowly moving forward and lowering his raspy voice as he
spoke. “Don’t be ascared, girl. We’re not gonna hurt you.”

“Spider?” Karen recognized his
bug-eyed, boney face, but she hadn’t seen him at school in over a
year. She
heard he was locked up.

“Orale!” he said, looking back. “See, Creeper? I told you
this heina was down.”

A second figure stepped out of the
shadows behind Spider, filling the entryway and smiling nervously at
Karen.

“Hey, Creeper,” Karen said, smiling and suddenly
walking past Spider toward him. “Why you up so late?” she asked, as
if they were old friends. “Don’t you have homework or
something?”

Most likely confused by the friendliness of her
greeting, he shuffled back a step, clearing the doorway just as
Karen hoped he would, and she bolted for the opening.

Spider was faster and grabbed her from behind. She
tried to scream, but his hand was already covering her mouth.

****

Evelyn woke gasping for air.

The horrifying clarity of her dream, the cold
night air, the dumpster stench, the clammy, calloused hands on her
face and body continued to vibrate terror in the surrounding
darkness, until finally, she summoned the courage to reach up and
turn on the small reading lamp next to her bed. For a while, all
she did was lie there, eyes wide open and heart pounding,
reassuring herself that she was home, safe, and only having a
nightmare. Still, when she turned toward the mirrored doors of her
closet, she half expected to see Karen looking back at
her.

Oh my God, she thought, Karen!

She grabbed her phone and dialed. It
rang several times, and just when she was about to end the call
and dial
again, someone answered.

“Karen, it’s
Evelyn,” she
almost shouted.

Her friend was slow to respond.
“Ev …
lyn?”

“Yes. Are you okay?”

“I’m … sleeping.”

“Is everything all right?”

“It was. What time is it?”

“Okay, sorry.” Evelyn thought to lower her voice.
“Go back to sleep.”

“What? Why are you calling me? What’s wrong?”

“Nothing, I’m sorry,
it’s just that I …
I had a bad dream.”

“A bad dream? What the hell, Evelyn? Why didn’t
you call Sammy or something? Guys love that shit.”

Evelyn was somewhat reassured by her friend’s
temper. “Yeah, okay, sorry.”

“Hey,” Karen took a deep breath and exhaled.
“Do you need to talk about it, or whatever?”

“No.”

“Okay, good. Go back to sleep. It was just a
dream.”

Evelyn put the phone down and climbed
out of bed. That was one thing she wouldn’t be doing,
she thought,
going back to sleep
anytime soon.

On the floor nearby, she found her
backpack and withdrew from it the two sketchbooks she kept there,
one black and one white, and set both on the desk before her.
Neither had
left her bag in weeks.

She bent back the worn cover of the
first—the
black one—and began slowly turning the pages. Each captured a
specific moment of her life over the last few months of the school
year.

Whether the image was of a person, an
object, a place, or a patchwork of details, she could remember
where and when it happened and what she was feeling as she made
each sketch. There was a drawing of the pleated edge of a skirt
over knee-knocked legs that ended in a pair of round-toed leather
shoes. Evelyn had sat on the edge of her bed and sketched her
reflection in the closet mirror on the morning of the day she first
wore a dress she’d sewn herself to school. She was so proud of her
creation,
and so terrified someone would know it was homemade.

There was a drawing of the empty
lunch tables along the backside of the art rooms where Theo had
said he would meet her afterschool that day, but never showed. And
then, three pages later, there was Theo sitting awkwardly on the
bench across from her the afternoon he finally did. There were
several sketches of Denise and Karen, including a two-page study of
Denise’s ears and another very detailed rendering of
the bottom
of Karen’s left foot.

“If you’re serious about your art,
get yourself a journal and draw in it every day,” Ms.
Shipley had
recommended, and Evelyn had.

Only Garvey Valenzuela had changed
all that.

When she turned to Garvey’s portrait,
with his mischievous half-smile and its single dimple,
she knew she was
getting close.

“You’re drawing me, aren’t you?” he had
asked.

“No,” she had lied.

On the next page was the drawing that
started everything, that had turned this sketchbook from a
record … to
a weapon. There was the picture of Garvey's hand, palm up and
fingers slightly curled. She clearly remembered the intimacy of the
moment she had sketched it that day in English, and how content and
carefree she had felt all that afternoon. And just as clearly, she
remembered the hurt and anger that had later caused her to draw a
number-two pencil pierced completely through its center. She
remembered how Garvey had held out his hand and how the blood—not
black, like in the drawing, but red and real—had begun to roll down
the bottom half of the pencil, gather at the pointy end, and drip
messily onto the floor.

She hesitated before turning the next
page. Did she really need to see the rest: Vanessa’s battered face,
Kevin’s mangled tire, Brianna’s phantom house, and
Sammy—Sammy
without her? She carefully closed the journal instead. That was all
behind her now. "You're supposed to keep your diary under your bed,
stupid," Kevin had said, "not run around school with it." Maybe he
was right. From the top of her sewing table she found a piece of
red ribbon. Wrapping it around the journal twice, she tied it
firmly with a knot and then slid the book between the mattress and
box spring of her bed.

Returning to her desk, she opened the
white journal for the very first time. The cover unfolded with an
enticing crackle of the binding and the faint bleach-smell of new
paper and glue. Inside, she discovered a hand-written quote: “Trust
thyself: every heart vibrates to that iron string.” It was credited
to Ralph Waldo Emerson and written in Mr. Schwartz’s careful
hand.

Evelyn turned to the first blank
page. The problem was, she didn’t trust herself, not as far as her drawings were
concerned. Not at the risk of manipulating or hurting others,
intentionally or not. But what if she didn’t try to draw her daily
reality? What if she documented her dreams instead? This one had
left her too anxious to sleep anyway. Maybe by drawing it, by
capturing the terrible details of the nightmare on paper, she could
exorcise them from her mind.

Evelyn selected a pencil from the mug on her desk,
touched the paper with the point, and began to draw.


Chapter Two

 


“You look tired.”

“Good morning to you too,
Mom,” Evelyn said
between sips of her orange juice.

“Did you not get much sleep last night?”

Evelyn avoided answering by taking
longer than necessary to finish drinking her breakfast. Then she rinsed
the empty glass before setting it in the sink. Her mother stood
with her arms crossed in the open doorway until Evelyn hurried past
her to the car.

“You know,” her mother said, as soon as they were on
their way, “I understand you two wanting to talk on the phone all
night, but don’t you think one in the morning is a little
late?”

Evelyn pulled down the sun visor to
check her eyes in the mirror. “How do you know we were talking on
the phone, Mom?” she asked, flipping the visor up with a pronounced
thump. “How do you know he wasn’t actually up in my room last
night?”

“You think that thought didn’t cross my mind?”

“Why didn’t you come check then?”

“Because, daughter…” Her mother gave her an almost
amused, sideways look. “I think your Samuel is a nice boy. I don’t
think he would do something like that.”

“Wha—?” Evelyn turned to her with a wounded
expression. “But you think I would?”

“That’s not what I meant, Evelyn, and you know
it.”

Evelyn tried to remain indignant, but
she always softened when her mother referred to her boyfriend by
his proper name. “Dad says even the good boys will
do bad things if
you let them.”

“Your father said that?”

“Well.” She felt as if she had foolishly
wandered into a minefield. “Or something like that.”

“Hum.” Her mother was smiling to herself. “I
guess he would know, wouldn’t he?”

Evelyn thought it best to change the subject.
“Anyway,” she said, “I wasn’t talking to Sammy. It was Karen.”

“Karen? Why, was something wrong?”

“No, not really. She just needed to talk.”

Neither said anything for the next few minutes
and Evelyn’s mind wandered, eventually returning to the disturbing
events of her dream last night. Drawing had helped. When she
thought about it now, she could recall the details as pictures in
her journal and not actual experiences in her memory.

“Is that a new skirt?” her mother
asked, rescuing Evelyn from her dark thoughts. Spider and Creeper slunk back
into the shadows.

****

Evelyn walked into her first period to find the
classroom completely rearranged. The chairs had been moved away
from their tables and pushed together in the far corner of the
room. Lining the wall on the opposite side of the room were the
paintings the class had completed two weeks earlier, each set on
its own easel. Ms. Shipley had not immediately displayed the
portraits as she usually did with their work, and now it seemed
they were about to find out why.

As soon as the bell rang, Ms. Shipley
herded the class into the corner and had them take a seat.

“Today is phase one of our next art
project,” she began. “Only this will be very different from any
we’ve done so far this year. In this assignment, you will act as
a professional artist for hire.”

“We’re going to get paid?” someone asked.

“No, not exactly, Mara,” she said.
“But this assignment is set up to recreate a real-world, contracted job, in which a
client hires you to complete a large scale art project.”

“Large scale?”

“Yes.”

“Like a mural?”

“Well, sort of.”

Some senior girls near Evelyn were
leaning their heads together and whispering to each other.

“Okay,” Ms. Shipley said, looking over at the
excited girls. “Maybe some of you have already guessed where this
is going.”

“Is it Living Pages?” one of them
blurted, as if in answer to a Jeopardy question.

“Yes,” Ms. Shipley confirmed, and the
girls practically shook with excitement.

“What’s that?” a boy in the back asked.

Jeopardy-girl spun around in her seat
to explain. “It’s where you pick a scene from a famous book, and
you act it out in like, a three-minute play, but with like, costumes and
scenery and everything.”

“Thank you, Diana for the—” Ms. Shipley began, but
was quickly interrupted.

“We have to act?”

“No. They act, we paint. You see—”

“Diana!” snapped Ms. Shipley. “I got this.”

“Sorry,” Diana squeaked, slapping her hand over her
mouth.

Ms. Shipley smiled patiently, but waited until she
had everyone’s attention before speaking. “As Diana explained,
senior English students choose a brief scene from a classic piece
of literature and act it out. They are responsible for selecting
the literature and for memorizing and performing it. You will be
responsible for creating the sets, mostly painting the backdrops,
but also helping with props and costumes.”

“Do we get to pick our senior?” Mara asked, and the
senior girls glared at her.

“As I said, I want you to experience art as a
career. Not every artist sells paintings, just like not every
writer sells novels. Some do, and some become wealthy doing just
that, but the art profession is extremely diverse and there are
many ways to make a living at it.”

“So we can pick our own partners?”

“No, Giovanni,” Ms. Shipley said, “you can’t.
You don’t always get to pick your clients, but your clients should
get to pick you. That’s the importance of a strong portfolio. Your
work speaks for you.”

“What portfolio?” Evelyn asked, although she had
already guessed.

Ms. Shipley smiled and in answer turned and
gestured grandly toward their paintings on the other side of the
room. “In another minute or so, a classroom of first period senior
English students will be here. Each student will be looking to hire
an artist to work with. Not because they know you, or because they
think you’re cute, but because they like your work.”

Evelyn could see now why these
paintings would be useful, each was a self-portrait
“mask”, a
disguise that was supposed to reveal the true essence of the person
underneath. It would not be obvious who the artist of each painting
was.

“Whose class is it?” a senior girl asked, just as it
occurred to Evelyn to wonder the same thing.

“That’s not important,” said Ms.
Shipley. “When our clients get here, you will all stay seated and none of you
will say a word.”

The door on the far side of the room
opened and a man leaned his head in. “Good morning, Ms. Shipley,”
he said. “Are you ready for us?”

She smiled and nodded.

“It’s Mendoza,” someone whispered.

Oh no, thought Evelyn, that’s Sammy’s teacher.

Ms. Shipley turned back to face her
class. “And remember, not a word,” she continued. “Our clients will
choose the artist they want to work with based on what they see,
not on what they hear, understood?”

The door opened again and Mendoza’s students began
to enter. Evelyn searched the incoming figures for a pair of
thick-framed glasses and a closely cropped head of hair.

“If I see a phone,” Mendoza threatened, “I will
not only take it, I will keep it. I’m sure Ms. Shipley has already
told her students the same.”

She turned and gave her class a stern look.

Evelyn’s anxiety began to grow as
more and more seniors entered the room. But then, there he was, tall and
confident in his blue argyle sweater and favorite pair of skinny
jeans, Evelyn’s boyfriend.

He looked immediately in her direction and smiled as
if they were the only two people in the room. She smiled back, her
face growing warm.

“Okay, okay, quiet down,” Mr. Mendoza said. “And
eyes to the front, Soto.”

Evelyn looked down, suddenly embarrassed, but
happier than she’d been all morning.

“I will give you all a few minutes to examine the
artwork in front of you,” Mendoza instructed. “Then I will ask you
to make your decisions.”

Evelyn looked up.

“But remember to have some back-up choices,” he
continued, “in case someone else takes your first choice.”

Her euphoria quickly turned to panic.
What if Sammy didn’t pick her painting? Or worse, what if he picked someone
else’s? What if someone chose Evelyn to be their partner before
Sammy could? She was sure he had never seen this painting. She
couldn’t remember if she had even talked to him about it. How would
he know which one was hers?

Evelyn looked at the self-portraits
along the far wall. If she were Sammy, which one would she choose?
Suddenly,
her classmates became her competition. Except it wasn’t about whose
was the best, Evelyn reminded herself, it was which painting would
Sammy think was hers.

She quickly narrowed it down to about
four. In one painting, a Jane Austin looking character with a
delicate neck and flowing curls was sitting for a formal portrait
wearing a red lucha libre mask. In another, a dark haired girl in a white robe was
pressing the Greek mask of tragedy to her face with one hand and
holding the mask of comedy in the other. One of Evelyn’s favorites
was Mara’s painting of Batman’s chiseled head and muscular chest
and shoulders, but with a woman’s delicate jaw and full red lips
exposed below the mask line.

The portrait that worried Evelyn the
most though, belonged to Ms. Jeopardy herself, Diana
Chavez. Not
because it was necessarily creative—for a mask, she had simply
painted her long brown hair combed forward to hide her face—but
because the girl in the image, wearing a short dress and standing
cutely with her toes touching, looked a lot like Evelyn. Sammy had
better not choose that one.

One of Mendoza’s students raised his hand. “I’ve
made my choice,” he said, stepping forward.

“Sorry, Bazua, but it doesn’t work that way. I will
call your names based on your current grade in my class, and right
now…” Mendoza checked his clipboard, “that would be Ms. Vega.”

“Comedy-tragedy girl!” she shouted.

“Okay, Delores,” Mendoza said, with a finger to his
ear. “It’s all yours. Please walk over and stand by the painting,
so we know which ones are taken.”

Someone behind Evelyn let out a disappointed
sigh.

“And the second highest grade belongs
to …
Lopez.”

“Which one?” a boy asked, taking a step forward and
getting a laugh from the rest of the class.

“Sorry, Ernie, but that would
be … the
other Lopez,” said Mendoza, getting a bigger laugh.

The Lopez girl strutted across the room and stood
next to a painting of a graffiti artist wearing a breathing mask
with only his eyes peeking out from beneath the hood of his
sweatshirt.

“That’s the one I wanted,” someone said.

Each time Mendoza called a
name, it was
like watching a roulette wheel spin and praying to lose. After the
sixth person had gone, Evelyn couldn’t decide if she was relieved
no one had chosen her painting or disappointed that she’d been
snubbed so many times. So far the Lucha Libre Jane and Mara’s Batman were both taken, so
Evelyn didn’t have to worry about Sammy falling for those, but
Diana’s Hair Face was still up there to distract her
boyfriend.

“Soto,” Mendoza called, and Sammy
walked straight over to Evelyn’s portrait of a girl wearing a lion
mask and stood proudly in front of it as if he had painted it
himself.

Evelyn let out a slow sigh of relief and slumped
back in her chair.

It took what was left of the period to match
the rest of Mendoza’s English students with Ms. Shipley’s artists.
When the bell rang, Evelyn joined Sammy at the front of the
room.

“But how could you be so sure?” she demanded.

He shrugged. “You make it sound as if my life
depended on it.”

“You know it did,” she said, her eyes on the
self-portrait next to him.

In the painting, the little girl’s arms were raised
in the air and her tiny fists curled like cat paws. In the grass
behind her was the gutted corpse of a boy with a zebra’s head.
There was blood on the lion's face and more on the little girl's
hands, and where she seemed to have wiped it on her dress.

“Beautiful, but deadly,” he said, having turned to
look at it with her.

She took his hand and pulled him with her toward the
door. “Then why didn’t anyone else choose me?”

“Like I said, beautiful
… but
deadly.”

****

In the dream, Christian stood at the
dark end of the hallway staring at the man sitting in his dad’s
recliner and watching his dad’s television. From time to
time, his
hand would lift a beer to his face. Occasionally, he would laugh,
suddenly and loud like a cough. Even though they faced each other,
Christian knew the man couldn’t see him with the light of the
television in his eyes. Right now the light was dim, the music
tense, and the actors whispering. But soon, there would be action,
loud noises, and bright lights, and that was when Christian would
make his move, unnoticed, up the hall and into the
kitchen.

Then there were gunshots, someone
screamed, and Christian was at the refrigerator
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