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1

THE FIRST TIME I SAW Ghost was at my brother’s funeral reception.

The funeral itself was a blur. I sat numbly through the burial, staring ahead at the coffin as it was lowered into the ground. Earlier, at the open-casket service, I had only managed to look at Jack’s body for a few seconds before I had to turn away. I couldn’t handle seeing his still frame just lying there, the blank expression on his motionless, unnervingly pale face. But the image had already impaled itself onto my memory, and even when I stared down at the graveyard’s summer-green grass, there was Jack’s body, overlaid like an afterimage.

I didn’t feel like myself. None of this—Jack’s sudden death, my grief and my parents’ grief, the funeral—felt real. Despite the sunshine, the world seemed to be covered in a fog, everything a little hazy like something was missing, something was off. It was all wrong. My brother was supposed to be alive. I was supposed to start my junior year of high school in August, and Jack would go back to his college campus for his Film Studies program, and he would come home to visit for Thanksgiving, for Christmas, for New Year’s. We were supposed to have so much more time together. He shouldn’t have been buried under the ground, his body already beginning to decompose. This was wrong. This wasn’t—couldn’t be—real.

I was thinking this as I sat in the back of my parents’ car on our way home from the funeral, and I was thinking it as we got to our house and everyone else arrived, as food was served and tearful hugs exchanged, as I escaped the crowd to sit on the back porch alone.

There were two rocking chairs on our porch, handmade gifts from my grandfather. Jack and I used to sit out here and rock in them, talking about nothing. Now, I sat in one and started to rock absentmindedly, staring out at the trees in our backyard. I kept the door open, leaving just a screen between me and the living room, and I could still hear the chatter from inside.

Jack’s funeral had been well attended. Most of our neighbors—including my childhood best friend, Tanya, and her parents, Mr. and Mrs. Gupta—had shown up, along with a lot of my extended family: my grandparents, most of my aunts and uncles, a few first cousins. At the service, I’d seen a group of Jack’s friends, but I’d avoided speaking with them, and none of them seemed to have followed us to the reception, instead slipping out right after the burial. Almost everyone else had chosen to join us, though, and now the house was filled with low murmuring and somber-but-polite conversation. From my spot on the porch looking out at the yard, I heard Tanya speaking with my parents.

“Do you know where Caleb went?” she asked.

“I’m not sure,” I heard my mom say. “Maybe out on the porch?”

I didn’t hear Tanya’s response because something in the distance caught my eye. In the trees, I noticed a small black cat prowling around. My family hadn’t had a pet in a long time—I was told that we used to have a cat when I was really young, although I didn’t remember much—but I’d always loved animals, so I got up and took a few steps closer.

At my movement, the cat looked up. He was still far enough in the distance that I couldn’t see his face well, but I got the feeling that he was looking at me anyway.

I crouched down and held out my hand. “Here, kitty kitty.”

The cat stood completely still, then, after a long moment, began to make his way toward me. He was slender and muscular like a small panther, and his tail swished as he walked. The closer he got to me, the more I noticed that something about him seemed—off.

I’d assumed the distance had made the details of his face blurry, but as he approached, I realized he wasn’t coming any more into focus. Where his eyes, mouth, and nose should have been, there was just darkness.

But it didn’t seem like he didn’t have a face at all—it was more like my brain couldn’t process it, like I’d already forgotten what his face looked like even as I stared directly at him. His form seemed almost smudged out, as if someone had tried to erase him but couldn’t quite get all the way there. I felt the hair on my arms stand up, and even though it was almost a hundred degrees out, I suddenly felt very, very cold.

Behind me, the screen door slid open.

“Caleb?” Tanya said.

I turned to look at Tanya, blinking at her. “Did you see that cat?”

She scanned the porch and backyard, using her hand to shield her eyes from the direct sunlight. She shook her head. “No. Was there a stray running around here?”

I looked back at the trees. The cat, of course, was gone.

“I guess so,” I mumbled. I sat back down in the rocking chair.

Next to me, Tanya shifted her weight from foot to foot. “Do you . . . want company?” she asked gently, almost hesitantly.

We’d been best friends for as long as I could remember, and in all our years of friendship, I didn’t know Tanya to be gentle or hesitant when it came to us. We were always so blunt with each other, never pulling punches or tiptoeing around each other’s feelings. Hearing her sound so unsure was yet another way that things were off now that Jack was dead.

That was when it started to sink in for me—from now on, everything would be different. Nothing could go back to the way it was before.

“I think I just want some alone time right now,” I said quietly.

She nodded. “All right. . . . Well, um . . . I’ll be inside if you need me, okay?”

“Okay. I’ll head inside in a bit.”

She nodded again. I didn’t watch her go back inside, but I heard the screen door open and shut as I stared out at the trees, still scanning for any sign of that black cat.
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FIVE MONTHS AFTER JACK DIED, I went to a house show with Tanya.

“Deck of Fools is having a show to celebrate their one-year anniversary,” she’d said the day before, while I drove us both home from school. “I’m gonna go if you want to join . . . ?”

The question trailed off, almost like she was nervous asking it, and I knew she was expecting me to say no. It had been a long time since I went out with Tanya and her friends. For almost half a year, I’d declined every invitation—roller skating, the movies, yet another concert or house show or party.

But it was November now, fall already starting to come to a close and winter fast on its way. I figured it might do me some good to get out of the house for once. I figured I could—should—be able to handle it. So, to both of our surprise, I said yes.

When we got there, Nathan, one of Tanya’s friends, greeted us at the door. He was a tall white guy with dusty blond hair, and when he saw Tanya, he smiled to reveal straight, pearly white teeth. The two of them had started hanging out last spring semester, but I still wasn’t particularly close with him.

“Hey! You made it!” He beckoned her into a hug, and when they pulled away, she was smiling, too. Even from here, I could smell the liquor on him, and I wondered if he was drunk already.

“Of course,” she said. “Wouldn’t miss it for anything.”

After a moment, his eyes slid to me, and he gave me a polite smile. “Nice to see you, man.”

I nodded back. “Yeah, you too. I’m, uh, glad I could make it.”

“Me too! It’s gonna be one hell of a show.” He grinned, then seemed to realize we’d been standing in the entrance this whole time and gestured behind us. “Do y’all wanna head to the back? The band isn’t starting until nine, but it’s way quieter out on the patio.”

Tanya nodded. “That’d be great.”

Nathan led us through the crowd with more grace and expertise than I would’ve thought possible for a maybe-drunk teen in a room full of very-much-drunk teens. The house was large and crowded, and the air was filled with booming music I’d never heard before.

To be fair, I should’ve expected this; it was a house show, after all. But it wasn’t just any show. It was one for Williams School of the Arts’s own up-and-coming punk rock band, Deck of Fools—aka, Nathan’s best friends, and Tanya’s and my new friends by association. They were somewhat popular at our school for the local, albeit mild, celebrity they’d amassed over the past year from playing a few gigs around Nashville, but I hadn’t seen them perform yet. Tonight would be my first time, although it wouldn’t be Tanya’s. She must have invited me to a dozen Deck of Fools shows over the past few months.

When we finally made it out to the patio, Nathan slid the door shut behind us, and the noise immediately became more bearable.

“I’m gonna check on the band real quick, so I’ll see you two in a few,” Nathan said, giving us one last dazzling smile.

We waved our goodbyes, and then watched him walk over to the group of people trying to set up equipment for the show. Their “stage” was a black tarp on the ground, a handful of amps and speakers, a drum kit, and a mic on a stand. A safe distance away from their makeshift stage was a heated pool, where kids were swimming and drinking and laughing.

Tanya and I found some vinyl patio chairs, and we sat there for a moment, listening to the music bleeding out from inside and the loud chatter from the pool, not saying anything to each other. I leaned back and watched the people around me, bodies moving through the water, a small group in the corner passing around a joint, smoke curling into the sky. All the patio lights were turned on, and the whole area was covered in a fluorescent haze.

Tanya laid a hand on my arm gently. “I think I saw some pizza in the kitchen. Want me to get you a slice if there’s any left?”

“Yes, please.”

She smiled and rose from her seat. “Back in a sec.”

While she went inside, I crossed my arms, then uncrossed them, then checked my phone even though I knew I didn’t have any notifications. I couldn’t get comfortable. No matter how I sat or what I was doing, my body felt wrong. Out of place. We’d only been here for twenty minutes and I already wanted to go home.

There had been a time when I was able to do this—be with people. My sophomore year, I went to parties with Tanya whenever she asked, with only mild discomfort. I talked to friends-of-friends, like Nathan, with relative ease; every now and then, I even drank a few beers or smoked weed with Tanya and whatever acquaintances were offering; I sat in the corner without feeling like I was going to crawl out of my skin. I used to be able to do parties. But it seemed like I just couldn’t anymore.

A loud, shrieking laugh pulled my attention back to the pool, where a girl was slung over a guy’s shoulder.

“I swear to God, if you—”

“In you go!”

She was flung into the water, scream-laughing all the way, and the resulting splash just barely missed my feet. The guy high-fived one of his friends before jumping in, too.

I couldn’t help it; I was irritated by them. Maybe it was petty, but I resented them for having fun, for being loud, for not sharing my discomfort and anger and sadness.

I didn’t want to feel this way. I wanted to disappear into a version of myself that could forget everything that had happened in the past five months—forget Jack’s death, forget the cat-creature I’d been seeing, forget it all.

But I couldn’t.

After the first sighting on the porch, I began noticing that black, faceless cat everywhere, until one day, only a week after Jack’s death, I realized he was following me. He (or she? It was unclear) wasn’t much more than a dark feline form, a smear in the corner of my eye, but I knew he wasn’t going to leave me alone.

The first time he appeared in my room, it was in the middle of the night while I was trying to fall asleep. It was pitch black, no moonlight filtering in through my curtains, so if it hadn’t been for the sudden drop in temperature and the prickling feeling at the back of my neck, I probably wouldn’t have noticed something was wrong at all. But as it was, I blinked my eyes open, and there, on my windowsill, was the faint silhouette of the cat.

Panic bubbled in my throat, but I just stared at him, staying completely still, like I was paralyzed by his presence.

I lay like that for what felt like hours before I eventually fell asleep from exhaustion, and even though he wasn’t there when I woke up the next morning, I knew right away that it was real. There was no way it could have been a dream.

After that, I named him Ghost. That was what he had become to me—a haunting.

His visits became more frequent, more startling, more intense. At first, he’d only visit me when I was alone, but slowly, he started popping up when I was with my parents or friends or out in public. Tanya and I would be hanging out, talking about something innocuous, and I’d look around for just a second, and suddenly Ghost was there on the other side of the room, sitting back on his haunches as if to watch us.

No one else could see him. No one ever mentioned a black cat following me around, let alone a faceless one. I was completely alone in seeing Ghost.

The summer passed me in a haze, the days somehow both dripping by like syrup and steamrolling over me so that I woke up on the first day of junior year wondering where all that time had gone. My days were a blur of sleeping in until late afternoon and avoiding as much contact with my family or friends as I could.

Tanya and I went to the same arts school in Nashville—Williams School of the Arts. Some days, Ghost sat in on classes with me. Other times, I managed to go entire school days without seeing him, and then I’d get in my car to go home, and he would be in the back seat, lying down comfortably.

Even as I tried to anticipate when and where he would show up, I never got comfortable seeing him appear somewhere in public. It always derailed the rest of the day. It didn’t matter how well anything else was going; the moment I saw that smudge of black in the corner of my eye or felt that prickle at my neck, I knew my day was going to be ruined.

And here, at this party, I knew Ghost would make an appearance. I hadn’t felt his presence yet—usually, I could anticipate when he would show up, my body somehow sensing he was nearby—but it was just a matter of time. It always was.

I tried to go back to fiddling with my phone, hoping I looked more comfortable than I felt, when a plate of pizza was set in front of me.

“Nathan said Deck of Fools should be starting in a few minutes,” Tanya said, sitting down next to me, already digging into her slice.

I nodded and picked up my pizza. She’d gotten me two pieces, one pepperoni and one cheese, just how she knew I liked. “Thank you,” I said.

“No problem.” She took a sip from a red Solo cup, no doubt filled with jungle juice. I kind of wished I could get my own drink—maybe it could help calm me down, I thought—but I was our driver for the night.

Things were quiet between us for a moment. Tonight, Tanya was dressed in an orange romper, her eyeliner thick and sharp. Physically, the two of us couldn’t have been more different: Tanya, tall and skinny, her black hair thick and shining, her brown eyes only a few shades deeper than her skin; me, short and round, with dirt-blond hair and brown eyes, my pale skin covered in freckles and acne scars.

I wiped my hands on a napkin and asked, “So, what should I expect for tonight?”

“In terms of music?”

I nodded, and she hmm’d as she thought about it. “Well, sometimes they do a cover or two, but I think it’ll probably be mostly their stuff, since this is for their anniversary.”

“You said they have an EP out or something?” I asked it casually, but I could admit there was a part of me that was . . . well, jealous. I hoped to record and release my own music someday, but I wasn’t sure how or where to start.

“Yeah. I think they’re working on their second one right now, though.”

Tanya looked toward the stage, so I followed her eyes to see Nathan talking to Emmett—another of Tanya’s new friends and the lead singer of Deck of Fools. Emmett and I were both in the music conservatory at WSA and in the same Intro to Songwriting class, along with sitting at the same table at lunch.

I sat with Tanya and her friends every day at school, but I didn’t say much most days. Her friends were nice, but I wasn’t close with them the way I was with Tanya. And I was sure they didn’t feel particularly close with me, either. We were more like friendly acquaintances.

On the stage, Nathan passed Emmett a black electric guitar, and they grinned widely as they took it, saying something I couldn’t make out as they plugged it into the amp. Emmett was white, androgynous, and almost as tall as Nathan. Their bleached blond hair was shoulder-length with dark brown roots grown out, almost as if they’d bleached it once years ago but gave up after that, and they wore ripped black skinny jeans, a gray tank top, and lots of silver jewelry.

The amp buzzed before they strummed a few experimental chords. At the noise, the people smoking in the corner turned their attention toward the stage, and into the now-working mic, Emmett said, “How’s everyone doing tonight? Y’all enjoying the party?”

From the pool, the guy who’d thrown that girl in earlier shouted his agreement.

“Yes! That’s what I wanna hear!” Emmett laughed and ran a hand through their hair. I wondered if they were nervous at all, or if they were really as laid-back as they looked. I wondered how many shows like this they’d done. “Welcome to the one-year anniversary show for Deck of Fools!”

The crowd cheered. Other people were starting to trickle out from inside the house, finally catching on that the show was beginning.

“If you don’t already know us, I’m Emmett—”

A pause for cheers. Tanya cupped her hands around her mouth and hollered her support.

“Logan is on bass—”

Another pause for cheering while Emmett gestured to their right. Logan was a Chinese American boy with a dark undercut, big in both size and stature, and he held a blue bass guitar. He waved for the crowd.

“—and Dima is our badass drummer!”

In the back, Dima—a small Lebanese American girl with wavy brown hair cut in a choppy bob—sat behind a large drum set. She offered her own wave.

I glanced at my phone as the cheering died down: 9:13 p.m.

“Tonight, we’re celebrating the formation of the world’s greatest up-and-coming punk rock band,” Emmett said, flashing a grin, “which, as I’m sure you all know, is us. This first song is something we wrote when we first got together, so without further ado, here’s ‘I Don’t Forgive You.’”

Dima counted them off, and they jumped into it. Tanya watched with her lips turned up in a smile as the music played. I sat back in my chair and ate the rest of my pizza.

The band was pretty good. Emmett sang in that voice that almost all punk or emo artists seemed to have—that half-shout, half-sing, almost-whine-but-not-quite thing—and they stomped their feet too much while they played. They were way more into it than anyone in the audience was, but the melodies were catchy, and the lyrics were interesting. Plus, Emmett wasn’t, you know, bad to look at, so . . . At the very least, there was that.

After their second song faded out, they launched into a spiel about the journey Deck of Fools had been through so far and how excited they were to keep playing, et cetera, et cetera. I turned my attention to the crowd, pulling my knees up to my chest, heels resting against the edge of my chair.

There were a decent number of people still in the pool, but a lot of them had gotten out to dry off or sit on the pool steps as they listened, beer bottles or red Solo cups in hand. When the third song started, this time a cover of “Wonderwall” (I couldn’t tell if the choice was meant to be ironic or sincere or some combination of the two), the crowd sang along loudly.

The group in the corner was still smoking, passing around what must have been their second or third joint by then, and the thick smoke curled around them, lingering in the air. I could smell the weed from here, intense and pungent. The smoke kept accumulating, and the shadows from the patio lights threw everything into half darkness.

As the joint was passed between hands, I stared at the red burning, the small ember in the crowd of bodies, and I had a flash of memory—an image of Jack sneaking home late at night, his messy steps up the staircase, his bloodshot eyes.

The back of my neck prickled, and I felt, suddenly, like I was being watched.

I looked behind me, and just as I expected, there he was—Ghost, sitting at the archway that led from the patio out to the packed driveway, the creature I couldn’t escape from. He was perched at the feet of strangers, his black paws resting in front of him, his twitching tail somehow avoiding contact with anyone even as people drunkenly swayed to the music.

Emmett sang about blinding lights and winding roads and Ghost’s dark frame flickered, and I felt my whole body convulse with a sudden intense heat until my chest was constricting and there was only the creature—only Ghost—and the bass of the song, and the heavy smell of smoke, and that red burning down, and somewhere distantly, Emmett’s voice and Tanya singing along.

Panic built.

I needed to get out of there.

I stood without telling myself to stand, pushed through the crowd and out into the driveway and away from all the noise, and plopped down in the damp grass, my head in my hands.

The panic rolled over me, my hands shaking, and no matter how tightly I shut my eyes, I couldn’t stop the flashes of images—Jack’s slurred speech, his body in the casket—and I let the tears fall, let the tremors move through me, my heartbeat thumping in my ears, my breaths ragged.

When the anxiety attack was finally finished with me, I was exhausted, as if all the energy had been sapped out of me. I looked up; Ghost was sitting only a few feet away. He had followed me out here.

“Of course you did,” I mumbled. There really was no escaping him.

Tanya found me sitting out in the driveway a few minutes later.

“What happened?” she asked, a hand already on my shoulder. I could still hear Deck of Fools playing, the world moving on around me.

“Nothing,” I said. “I just . . . I don’t feel good.”

She frowned, then glanced around us before turning back to me. “Was it . . . Ghost?”

I paused, then nodded. Tanya knew about Ghost. She was the only person I’d ever told about him. Even my parents didn’t know.

She bit her lip. I could already tell she was about to start blaming herself for asking me to come tonight. I knew what she was thinking: I shouldn’t have made you do this. I should’ve known that it wouldn’t be okay. I should’ve known that you weren’t in the headspace for it.

But I had wanted to do this. I had thought I was ready for things like this again. I had thought that Ghost’s presence wouldn’t bother me this much. I had thought I would be okay.

“It’s fine. He’s gone now anyway,” I lied. “I’ll just stay out in the car and rest until you’re ready to go.” I’d driven us here in my car, a hand-me-down from my dad. Tanya, who was a grade below me, had turned sixteen in October, but she didn’t have her license yet.

“Caleb—”

“I don’t want you to miss the show.”

“I’m not gonna make you sit in the car while you’re feeling bad just to listen to the band,” she said. “It’s okay. I’ll tell Nathan that we had to leave early. It’s not a big deal.”

But it was a big deal, because I always managed to mess up her plans, because this was the millionth time I’d kept her from enjoying herself, because this wasn’t the first time I’d been the reason she left early from something, this wasn’t the first time I’d let Ghost get in the way of my life, or even Tanya’s life, because my brother was dead, because I was seeing this thing no one else could see, because I was the world’s most fucked-up person—

But I knew if I said that, she’d just keep insisting. Her mind was made up. I couldn’t convince her of anything else now.

“All right,” I said finally.

She went back to let Nathan know we were leaving. While she was gone, I sat there, feeling someone—something—staring at me. That faceless gaze. The judgment.

I kept my eyes on the ground.
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WHEN I GOT HOME, MOM was in the living room watching a late-night talk show. Dad must have already been in their room asleep.

She turned the volume down when she heard me enter. “Hey, honey. How was the show?”

I’d told her about the Deck of Fools show, not because she was particularly strict or wanted to know everything I was up to—but because I wanted her to worry about me a little less. I wanted her to know I was doing better. Healing. Returning to “normal.”

That was one thing I was slowly realizing I kind of hated, though: the idea of “getting back to normal.” We would never return to life before Jack died—we couldn’t. But it felt like no one around me really understood that. Or at least like they didn’t want to acknowledge it.

“Fine,” I said. “The band was pretty good.”

Mom nodded, and after a moment, I just stood there, watching the TV over her shoulder. The talk show host cracked a few jokes about the state of the economy, and the audience laughed in agreement. For some reason, I thought about those kids in the pool at the show tonight, and I was suddenly irritated by the man on the TV, his canned smile, the studio laughter.

It seemed like everything was grating to me these days. The smallest things could set me off.

“I’m gonna head to bed,” I said, shuffling toward the stairs.

“All right. Love you. Get some sleep.”

“Love you, too.”

In my room, I wriggled out of my binder, threw on some pajamas, and curled up in bed, wrapping myself in my comforter with all the lights turned off.

I got out my laptop and searched through Netflix for a horror movie to watch. I wanted to erase the night’s events from my head for a while, replace them with something theatrical and scary, something with blood and guts and tears, something even worse than what I was going through.

I turned on Scream, one of my all-time favorite movies, but I couldn’t focus on it. My mind would inevitably wander back to the show: Emmett’s grin under the patio lights. Tanya’s voice over the crowd’s chatter. The glowing ember of the joint.

Ghost.

I was barely past the iconic opening with Drew Barrymore’s character before I paused the movie, frustrated, and checked my phone. I had one new message.

Tanya

thanks for coming with me tonight! how r u feeling?

Sent five minutes ago.

Caleb

fine. just tired

Tanya

i’m sorry for making u go. i shouldnt have pushed u

Caleb

its okay. you didnt MAKE me go. i wanted to

and im glad i did. i had fun

She sent a heart emoji—the pink one with the sparkles. It was her favorite.

The two of us had always been close. Tanya’s parents, both from India, moved to the US right after she was born. My parents were some of her parents’ first close friends, so we basically grew up together. I knew her before she was this cool, tall, beautiful girl who got invited to parties by cute guys. I knew kid Tanya and preteen Tanya and every other iteration of Tanya there had ever been, all the good with the bad, the fascinating and beautiful along with the ugly and embarrassing—and she knew me, too.

Three years ago, when I was in eighth grade and she was in seventh, we both realized we were trans within a few months of each other. I thought it was fitting, almost poetic, that we got to go through our transitions together; somehow, it just made sense. And there was something special about having each other’s backs through that, about having my best friend right there with me the whole time. We were never alone through it all.

All of our parents were supportive, thankfully, although mine were slower to accept me than hers were. Some people seemed surprised when they found that out. They assumed that, since Tanya’s parents were Indian, they would automatically be less accepting than my white parents. In reality, it was Mr. and Mrs. Gupta who were there for me when my mom and dad didn’t yet understand how to support me.

Being so close our whole lives, and then supporting each other through our transitions on top of that, meant that we’d opened up to each other about everything. I hadn’t waited long to tell her about Ghost.

I locked my phone and set it on my bedside table. When I turned back around, Ghost was sitting at the foot of my bed.

“What do you want?” I snapped. Like usual, he didn’t respond. I didn’t think he could talk, but sometimes I got the feeling that he understood what I was saying.

Ghost got up, stretched, and jumped down from my bed. I didn’t hear it, but I thought I could feel his weight leaving. I wasn’t sure if he had mass, if he was tangible or just a specter. I didn’t think he’d ever touched me, and sometimes it looked like he just passed through the world like his namesake.

Other times, though, I could feel how he interacted with the space, when he jumped on my desk and managed to just barely crumple a sheet of notebook paper, when he gently batted a sock around my bedroom floor, when he settled on my windowsill and gazed out across the backyard. Sometimes, he would sit in my bedroom as I did homework, lounging on the carpet as if everything was fine and his presence was normal. It was times like those that I forgot he wasn’t just a stray who took a liking to me.

But then he would do something else: disappear from my vision, reappear in the corner of my eye, show up around school, find a space for himself wherever I went, no matter what.

Sometimes his body would become fuzzy, weird, and I couldn’t look at him for too long, otherwise it would start to feel like I was watching something I shouldn’t be, and then there would be a gap in my memory and time would slip away and Ghost wouldn’t be there anymore when I returned to myself, and all that was left was a pounding in my head.

That was when I would remember I didn’t just have an ordinary animal following me around. That was when I remembered that Ghost was more creature than cat.

In songwriting class on Monday, our teacher, Mr. Russak, announced that our final would be a six-week-long project where we’d have to cowrite and record at least four songs with a partner, and I knew immediately that I was fucked.

Guitar and songwriting classes were what I was most excited for when I decided to audition for Williams School of the Arts. I’d been playing guitar since I was ten, banjo since I was twelve, and writing songs since I could remember—but before coming here, everything I knew about music was entirely self-taught. I was excited to learn from an actual teacher, to become a better musician, to write better songs.

And for the first two years here, I was doing good, improving. I wasn’t a prodigy, but I kept at it, practicing consistently, and I had steady As and Bs in almost all my classes.

But that was before Jack died.

These days, I hadn’t written a new song in months. Every Friday in this class, we had a song due, and I managed to get by all of August and September turning in old ones that I’d written in my freshman and sophomore years. But the backlog had ran out, and now I was far behind. I couldn’t even write one song by myself; how was I going to manage writing four with someone else?

He gave the class five minutes to figure out our partners, but I stayed in my seat, staring at my notebook and trying to avoid eye contact with anyone as the people around me migrated to their friends. Emmett was in this class, but I didn’t move to ask them to work with me. They probably had someone else they would rather partner with, I figured.

I felt a prickle at the back of my neck, and when I looked up, I saw Ghost on the other side of the room, sitting under someone’s desk. After a second, I realized it was Emmett’s, and that they hadn’t gotten up to find a partner, either—instead, they just sat there, scribbling something on a sheet of paper. They were completely oblivious to Ghost’s presence.

I stared at Ghost wide-eyed, trying to will him to go away. He didn’t move.

“Caleb?”

I jumped at Mr. Russak’s voice. “Jesus—um, I mean, yes, sir?”

He chuckled a little. Mr. Russak was in his early forties, his brown beard just starting to show gray. He was a songwriter and a guitarist, and taught classes on both. He definitely wasn’t the worst teacher I’d had, and he never called my deadname while taking attendance, which was much better than some of my other teachers.

Even though I had been out as a trans boy for my entire time at WSA, I wouldn’t be able to change my legal name for a while, so I still had to let all my teachers know at the beginning of the year that they should avoid saying my legal name during roll call. Some teachers remembered and respected my request, like Mr. Russak. Others seemed to forget frustratingly often.

“Sorry to sneak up on you,” he said. “Are you having trouble finding a partner?”

I glanced back at Ghost. He had lain down, his chin resting on his inky paws, and, a moment too late, I realized that Mr. Russak had followed my line of sight to Emmett.

“You know, Caleb, if you want to work with Emmett, I’m sure they wouldn’t mind,” he said. “They don’t seem to have found a partner yet, either.”

“Oh no, Mr. Russak, that’s okay—”

But I was too late; he got up and headed over to Emmett’s desk. Ghost still sat there, refusing to move even as Mr. Russak approached. I watched as he said something to Emmett, and when Emmett’s eyes flickered over and briefly met mine, I quickly looked away, hoping my face wasn’t as red as it felt. Shit.

I was still actively refusing to look their way when Mr. Russak came back, a satisfied smile on his face like he’d done me a great favor. He tapped my desk twice. “Why don’t you go and join Emmett?”

I nodded and started gathering my things. Only then did he leave my desk to talk with another pair about their project.

Ghost was still sitting under the desk when I looked over, and this time, I didn’t avert my eyes quick enough to avoid meeting Emmett’s. They offered a smile, but it seemed a little uncomfortable, maybe even forced. I doubted they actually wanted to work with me on this; Emmett probably only agreed because they felt obligated.

I sighed and headed over to their desk.

When I got home from school that afternoon, Mom was crying in the living room, Dad holding her.

“I’ve got you,” I heard him say, rocking her as her tears kept coming. “Shh . . . I know . . . I’ve got you.”

For a moment, I stood in the doorway, listening to my mom’s quiet grieving. Sometimes I had dreams about her crying—the loud, shaking sobs she would let out those first few weeks after Jack’s death. It was the only sound I’d never been able to get out of my head. I had a feeling I would remember it for the rest of my life.

I slid past my parents and up the stairs to my room, trying to go by unnoticed. When things like this happened, I always ended up feeling useless and inadequate, unsure how to give comfort. A month ago, the sight of them breaking down would’ve made me burst into tears, too, and join them on the couch. But I just didn’t know what to do anymore.

I cried constantly the first few months after Jack died. Up until the three-month mark, it felt like there was a blanket of despair covering everything, and I couldn’t go a day without tearing up. Then, something changed, and I got angry instead. It wasn’t like I hadn’t felt any anger about Jack’s death before this—but it had been buried under sadness and confusion and just trying to find my footing again.

Now it was like I’d started poking my head out of that despair, and what I found instead was raw anger and frustration and a low, constant thrum of hurt. I felt prickly and exposed all the time. Everything seemed to set me on edge.

It was early November. Soon, it would be six months since my brother died. Six months since Ghost first appeared. Six months since everything in my life had fallen apart.

In my room, I quietly closed the door and tossed my backpack on the floor before changing from my school clothes into an oversize T-shirt and sweatpants. I left my binder on, even though I was getting close to having it on for the recommended maximum of eight hours. If I was worried about binding safely and not accidentally hurting myself, I should’ve changed out of it and given my lungs and ribs a break. But to be honest, I usually wore my binder for way longer than I was supposed to.

Tanya often fussed at me about it, and in return, I fussed at her for tucking for too long, and too frequently. But neither of us really listened most of the time. I think, for us, it felt worth the physical risk if it meant we had a few more hours of comfort in our bodies each day.

My phone buzzed, and I flopped down on my bed before seeing it was a text from Emmett. We already had each other’s numbers from the group chat that Tanya had made between us, her, Nathan, Logan, and Dima—but this was the first time Emmett and I had texted one-on-one.

Emmett

hey caleb, it’s emmett!

i know we didn’t have much time to talk about it in class, but have you thought any more about what to do for our project?

Caleb

not really. you?

Emmett

idk, kind of

i came up with a few ideas but i dont know if theyre any good lol

Caleb

better than no ideas at all

Emmett

lol fair

well i was thinking that, since we have to do at least 4 songs, we could have them relate to each other in some way

like maybe they all have the same themes or they tell a story

or they represent a group of 4 (like seasons, elements, etc)

Caleb

i like the idea of having them relate in some way

so maybe we should come up with themes/groups of 4 that we could do and decide from there

Emmett

sounds good :) i’ll start brainstorming!

I wasn’t sure what to say after that, so I just “liked” the message. I locked my phone and lay back on the bed, staring at the ceiling.

There was a knock at my door, and my dad appeared. “Hey, kiddo.”

I sat up. “Uh, hey. What’s up?”

His glasses had slid down his nose, and he pushed them up now. Jack had been almost a carbon copy of Dad, with the same blue eyes, long face, and pointed nose. It was hard, sometimes, seeing Dad these days, because the resemblance was so close. Sometimes I looked at him and just saw the outline of Jack.

If I was honest, I had been sort of avoiding my parents the past couple of months. I wasn’t sure why, except that every time I talked to them for longer than a few minutes, we always found a way to return the conversation to Jack. And I got it—I knew that they were grieving, too, I knew they just wanted to keep his memory alive—but I thought about Jack so much already that I just wanted one place where I didn’t have to think about him.

So, it felt easier, sometimes, to just . . . not talk to them. To stay in my room all day. To come home late enough that they were already heading to bed.

“Just wanted to see how your day at school was,” he said. He pushed the door a little farther open but didn’t move into the room.

“Fine,” I said. “It was . . . you know. School.”

He nodded. “Did you learn anything interesting?”

“Not really.”

I saw the way he deflated, and I realized I was shooting him down. Leaving no room for an actual conversation.

I felt guilty, but I also didn’t know what else to say. I didn’t want to talk about the songwriting project; I didn’t want to talk about Ghost following Emmett around and distracting me during class; and I definitely didn’t want to talk about the moment Mom and Dad were having when I got home. So, I was at a loss.

“Was there something you wanted to talk about?” I asked instead.

“Yeah, actually.” He shifted his weight from one foot to the other—a nervous habit that I remembered Jack also having















OEBPS/images/9780063091771_Cover.jpg





OEBPS/images/Titlepage.jpg





