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      He sat at his desk, chewing on the stump of a cigarette. He didn’t crave the nicotine anymore, only the action. The phone on his desk broke the silence.

      “Shit,” he muttered and picked up.

      “Mr. Styles, it’s Detective Brown. We have a situation here.”

      Styles sighed. Situation meant another murder. They were gruesome. The first was a young girl, no older than fifteen—stabbed to death. Her case along with three others had gone cold. Nobody could figure out anything. This one…was worse.

      Styles drove his silver Mercedes to the crime scene. Yellow caution tape surrounded the rundown apartment buildings. On the dirty ground near the dumpster was the body of a boy, his face covered with a tattered piece of newspaper.

      “Any I.D.?”

      “Daniel Callahan,” Detective Brown answered. “I called the number found scribbled on a piece of paper in his pocket.”

      “Who’d you get?”

      “Friend of the family,” he answered. “His father had gone to a friend’s house to play some poker and had given Daniel the number to call. He told us his son was going to visit a friend to play some video games.”

      “How old is the victim?”

      “Fourteen.”

      Styles shook his head. “Same as the girl?”

      Brown nodded. “Stabbed to death, jagged edges in the torn flesh, exactly the same as Mary Wallberg.”

      “I’m going to need the name of the person Daniel had seen that day.”

      Brown nodded and handed him a slip of paper.
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      He kept his eyes on the boy as he spoke.

      “I don’t know anything!” he demanded.

      “I doubt that,” Styles answered. “You were the last person to see Daniel alive.”

      “I didn’t do anything to him!”

      “You from around here?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Got a nice place?”

      “I guess. Look, this buddy-buddy crap isn’t going to work for me, okay? He left my house Saturday night around six. He lives a few blocks down, so he walked. Danny was my friend. I would never hurt him!”

      Styles nodded. “Thanks.”
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      Dr. Taylor Mandolin had just finished stitching up the body when Styles came in.

      “What can you tell me?” he asked, trying to hide the sense of anguish he felt for the victim and his family.

      “There are a couple of things I find puzzling,” he answered. “He was almost completely drained of blood.”

      “What?”

      He nodded. “There were two very thin shards of bone in the stab wound. It was definitely the stabbing that killed him.”

      “A bone knife?” Styles asked.

      “It’s possible.”

      “This is a sacrificial killing. I’ve seen this before.”

      Mandolin nodded. “That was my guess as well.”

      “It doesn’t make sense,” he answered. “Why would they dump his body in an alleyway?”

      He shrugged. “That’s your job. There was very little blood on his shirt. Nobody knows what happened to the rest of it.”
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      “Styles, it’s Detective Brown again. I just got a call from the coroner, and there is a huge problem.”

      He moved the phone to his other ear. “What kind of problem?”

      “Well, Mandolin wanted to run some more tests on Daniel Callahan, and well…you’re not going to believe this.”

      “Well?”

      “He’s missing.”

      “Missing?” Styles shouted. “What do you mean he’s missing?”

      “I mean he isn’t here. The freezer is empty.”

      Styles sighed. “Oh, this just keeps getting better.”
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      The crime scene photos were horrific. It was hard for Styles to believe that the pasty, lifeless face had ever been the other boy in the photos—dark hair and perfect blue eyes. Styles opened the file and peered at it, re-reading, checking for anything he might have missed.

      Daniel Callahan, fourteen years old, high school student in Southern California, died of a stabbing in November. Body drained of blood and found in an alleyway by a construction crew. There were no fibers on his clothes, no DNA other than his own. There was no evidence of where he was killed or why he was drained of blood. No ideas why he would be moved to an alleyway. This guy was good. Family and friends were clean. Nobody at his school knew anything, and now his body was missing. Wonderful. Fourteen-year-old Daniel Callahan was going cold.
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      I had never actually thought about the whole reason behind my leaving. Now that I look back, I feel selfish for abandoning my mother the way that I did. The liquor didn’t help anymore, and the house was a constant reminder of what I had lost. It seemed the only alternative was to run away. I was so sure that it would change everything—that everything would get better if I just left. I didn’t know at that time exactly what was waiting for me just around that corner.

      People have always told me that I was eccentric, but eccentric is just a nicer way of saying different, and different is just a nicer way of saying weird. So stop sugarcoating it, and cut the foreplay. I’m weird. Unique, original, whatever you choose to call it—I’m weird.

      Heaven to me was the dozens of liquor bottles hidden in my parents’ pantry—if you could even call them parents. Since my brother’s death, my mother had become very distant. She was so caught up in her son’s tragedy that she only recently started caring about what I did again—just what I needed—and my father just recently stopped hating her. Though they shared the same pain, they were unable to comfort each other.

      I had decided that as long as I don’t let myself get close to people, they can’t hurt me, but that’s just how it works, isn’t it? You can’t help but get close to the people you want to keep as far away from you as possible.
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      I got up hesitantly, dreading what I was about to do, not because I believed it to be the wrong decision but because I was leaving my mother—all by herself. I knew she could take care of herself, but I didn’t want to hurt her.

      I dressed myself in dark wash blue jeans and a casual, feminine, blue blouse.

      “I’m sure, Mom,” I whispered when we arrived at the airport. “I just can’t stay here any longer.”

      “I understand that it’s too much for you, but are you sure this is the right solution?” She was doing a terrible job of not crying, and it was so hard seeing her that way. She had such a gentle-looking face. Even though her hair was beginning to grow a bit of gray, she still had that shiny, lustrous black hair that I thankfully inherited from her. Unfortunately, I didn’t get her dark blue eyes. I got my chestnut eyes from my dad, which I still won’t complain about. I decided I had to say some comforting words to her, at least so I didn’t have to suffer through seeing her so depressed.

      “It’s the only solution I can think of,” I started. “I won’t be all alone, Mom. I will be near a lot of my old summer friends. And I won’t be too far away either. I will see you soon.”

      She nodded and dried her eyes with the back of her hand. I tried to smile. She didn’t seem to notice. She stared at my face and wouldn’t avert her gaze.

      “Please don’t cry,” I pleaded. I was in no mood to cry, but it was difficult when my beautiful mother broke down. I had only seen her cry twice before. The last time was the divorce. She was still pretty torn up about it. My father, Ethan, never showed how much it really affected him, and that’s when he made her cry, when she felt like he truly didn’t care. It had been almost three years, and she was finally able to get up and go to work and live her life without my dad, and now—I was leaving her too. I had second thoughts racing through my head. Should I change my mind and just get back in the car and go home? No, I thought. I had to do this. I sighed, trying to think of something else to say to her.

      “I’ll write you,” I said. “I’ll call. I won’t be on the other side of the world, you know. I’ll come visit you sometime. I promise.”

      I hugged her and forced a smile. I had to leave California, though I wasn’t too excited about where I was headed. It was nice, and I would be near some old friends, but I was used to California and the warm summer sun. I was headed to North Bend, Oregon, a lovely, small town full of woodland and rain.

      Again came the thoughts of changing my mind and just staying in California. I hadn’t even left yet, and I already missed home. I was packed up with three suitcases and a duffel bag, not counting the things that were shipped to Ethan’s a few weeks ago, including my car. It was a very uncomforting feeling, getting up in the morning to an almost completely empty bedroom, the bedroom that had been mine since before I can remember. And it wasn’t only home I would miss. I had a life here, and, though not many friends, I did have a job. My manager, Amber, seemed very displeased by the move. I guess I was her best employee. I hated talking to people, but somehow, I was still able to sell them magazines, soaps, and other things that were sold at half the price at liquor stores or the nearby supermarkets. I was truly hoping I could get a better job in North Bend.

      After a few more hugs and a few more pleads for my mother to stop crying, I got on the plane and rested my eyes. The flight was just long enough to cut blood flow from my thighs and make me feel all tingly and numb. I stumbled off the plane and gathered my bags. When I stepped out into the fog, it was already slightly drizzling. I spotted Ethan climbing out of his silver Honda, the same one I remembered. He walked to me as fast as he could and pulled me into a tight hug.

      “I’m so glad you’re here, Jane.”

      I smiled nervously. “Me too, Dad.”

      “How’s your mother?”

      “She’s fine. A little sad to see me leave.”

      “Come on,” he said. “It’s warmer in the car.”

      He turned on the car heater and drove down the old familiar streets. We didn’t talk much but exchanged a few comments. When I got home, Ethan helped me carry my bags inside. I looked around at the old kitchen and the living room across the way. It made me feel like I was back somewhere from a past life. I hadn’t been out to visit Ethan or my grandparents in a few years, and it seemed like forever. It was all the same—the old wooden cabinets and the round table with the three nicely cushioned chairs, the white tile with pink grout, even the pale pink drapes on the window above the kitchen sink and the beige carpet in the living room and on the staircase. It was exactly how I remembered it. Even the smells were the same.

      I already missed my mom and didn’t feel like concentrating on the old house. It was like my childhood came back to haunt me. Why did I think this house could help me forget the past? I needed to escape somewhere for a while before I tried to get settled in.

      “I’m going to run down to the bookstore,” I called to Ethan.

      He emerged into the kitchen. “Don’t you want to at least see your room first?”

      “It’s okay. I know what it looks like. I won’t be long.”

      “All right. Well, I’m going to the store to pick up some food for dinner. Maybe you can remind me how good of a cook you are.” He smiled.

      I nodded, though I had no intention of doing such a thing. I hated cooking.

      My car was in the driveway like it had been for a few days. This time, I was driving it in the rain and really had no idea where I was going. I tried to map out in my head what I remembered about North Bend and eventually was able to find Books by the Bay. I ignored the spying eyes of the workers. Except for them, the place was empty. I was alone, which was a relief. I walked around to the fiction section and began flipping through books on strange happenings and unlikely romances.

      I tucked my dark hair behind my ears and glanced at the dusty, green binding of a very thick, old-looking book. It was tightly wedged in the center of the shelf, and I tugged at it, frustrated. The entire shelf shook, and in an instant, I saw it leaning toward me. I gasped, feeling the brush of flesh against my own and took in the sight of pale hands readjusting the shelf.

      “You all right there?”

      I looked up to see a pair of lucent green eyes staring into my own. I nodded nervously. “Fine. Thanks.”

      He nodded. “I couldn’t let the shelf topple over on you like that, now could I?” He smiled, his perfect teeth catching my eye.

      His gaze made me nervous. I had never had anybody look at me that way before; it was so solid and emotionless. I moved my stare to the dancing particles of golden dust in the air. He had quick hands and moved the books with ease. He was graceful. He handed me the book I had been tugging at.

      “Sorry for being so impatient,” I started. “I’m feeling a little anxious today.”

      He put his hand up. “No worries,” he answered, still smiling.

      I didn’t like people, I never spoke to people, but something about him aroused my curiosity. I cleared my throat.

      “Well…um…thanks again,” I said and turned away.

      “The name’s Aidan!” he called.

      I turned around and smiled.

      “This is the part where you tell me yours.”

      I giggled silently. “Maybe later.”

      He smiled and dropped his gaze for a moment, then looked back into my brown eyes and nodded formally as if bowing then turned and left.

      I stood up on my toes and placed the book on the top of the shelf, without worrying about dislodging the others. I found that I was no longer interested in it.

      I shouldn’t have, I told myself. I shouldn’t have been so friendly. God…what if he would have asked me out? I shuddered and brushed my hair from my eyes.

      I left the bookstore, still feeling nervous. I concentrated on the misty air and the small beams of sun pushing through the clouds. I stared at the ground, watching the sidewalk lighten and darken when the clouds moved.

      I felt eyes on my back, so I picked up my pace but heard footsteps behind me.

      “Hey,” he breathed, catching up to me.

      Oh God. I halted and sighed, turning around. “Can I help you?”

      He was silent for a moment; he seemed to be searching for the right words. Had he waited for me?

      “I…uh…I just wanted to know if I could get your name?”

      I hesitated before responding, remembering the effect he had on me in the bookstore. Don’t be too friendly. “Actually, I’d much rather not tell you.”

      He stared at me passively. “Why not?”

      I averted my gaze, captivated by his green eyes and responded, “I don’t like humans.”

      I turned around again, pleased that I hadn’t given in to his charm. I replayed my words and laughed silently. That should keep him confused for a while.

      I quickened my pace to the parking lot and fumbled with my keys. I opened the door to my red Aveo and quickly started the engine. I turned up the air conditioner full blast, trying to counter the uncomfortable feelings. I could feel the heat from the blood that had rushed to my cheeks. I took a glance back at Aidan who was still staring at me, almost gawking. I sighed and went straight home.
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      I opened the cupboard automatically without actually thinking about eating anything. I found nothing appetizing. I had to keep my mind busy with something other than home. Walking around the kitchen, I tried to remember why I had declined my mother’s offer to live with her in California. My mind found the path, and I pushed back the memories and choked back tears. The roaring sound of an engine scattered my thoughts.

      Ethan, I thought with a sigh, I am not making dinner tonight.

      “Jane?” he called, walking inside.

      I emerged from the kitchen into the entry.

      “Oh, good,” he said. “You’re home. Already raiding the fridge?”

      “No,” I lied.

      I figured as long as he didn’t know I was hungry, he wouldn’t ask me to cook. Well, if you’re that hungry, why don’t you cook us some dinner? he would say.

      “Well…you look hungry.”

      “No,” I answered dryly, averting my gaze from his dark eyes. “I…uh…picked something up on the way home from the bookstore.”

      “Mm hmm,” he murmured. “Okay. Perhaps I’ll just throw together some twenty-minute pasta.”

      “Sure, Dad. I…uh…have unpacking to do.”

      “I ran into Mark Thompson,” he said quickly before I disappeared up the stairs. “Do you remember him?”

      “Yeah, sort of.”

      “He says ‘hi’ and maybe Rudy will be down later to visit you.”

      I nodded. “Okay,” I answered, trying to sound interested.

      I raced up to my bedroom before he could respond and locked the door. The room was empty except for the bed still with Ethan’s blue cotton sheets. The walls were a light blue that matched the bed sheets. The rest of the room was an empty closet—an empty wooden dresser next to the door and dozens of boxes shoved in the corner, along with a few trash bags filled with some of my dad’s old stuff that he hadn’t cleared out yet. I turned on the stereo Ethan had set on the dresser and drifted away into my mind. I began to feel an unnatural lethargic energy, forcing me to doze off.

      “JANE!”

      My eyes darted open, and I yawned, opening my door.

      “Dinner,” Ethan said.

      I sauntered down the stairs, seemingly half asleep.

      “You all right?” he mused.

      “Fine. Just suddenly feeling hungry.”

      “Hmm, you don’t say.” He chuckled giving me a crooked smile and a playfully accusing look. He tried too hard.

      I stared down at my plate, twirling the noodles over and over.

      “I’m really glad you’re here,” Ethan announced.

      My eyes locked onto his. He was smiling, so I faked a smile back, having no idea how to respond. I was usually so good at this, but with Ethan, with my own father, I didn’t know how to pretend at all. The rest of dinner was silent, which wasn’t unusual.
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      I missed my home in California a lot more than I expected to and was beginning to wonder if I could ever get used to North Bend. California was the place I had considered my home for over seventeen years. Suddenly, I was trapped in my father’s world, a strange, unfamiliar place, with strange, unfamiliar faces. North Bend was beautiful, I won’t deny. Just a small coastal city literally on the north bend of Coos Bay with gorgeous sunsets and beautiful beaches but it wasn’t enough to make me feel content. Ethan didn’t know how to respond to any of the things that involved me in even the slightest way. Clueless was an understatement. I guess I couldn’t blame him; I wasn’t exactly what you would call “normal.”

      The next day, my dad had me help him move some boxes to the attic. It had been a while since I had gone to visit, and my bedroom had become my dad’s storage unit in the past year. I pushed the boxes against the wall and spotted a large redwood chest in the back corner.

      “Dad, what’s in that?”

      He followed my eyes. “Oh, that old thing? I think it’s empty.”

      “Don’t you have a key for it or something?” I asked, eyeing a tiny silver lock.

      He shook his head. “It belonged to my grandfather. I’m pretty sure it’s empty. I had nowhere to put it, so I moved it up here years ago. I had actually forgotten about it.”

      “It’s nice.”

      “Yeah—it’s old. So have you been around the block yet, saying ‘hi’ to all your old friends?” He made the waving motion with his right hand. “The Thompsons were really happy when they heard you were coming to stay with me.”

      I smiled, not really listening to what he was saying. I gathered enough to respond. “Not yet.”

      “Thanks for the help, Jane. Sorry to ask you. You have your own unpacking to do still.”

      “It’s not a problem at all. It is my room we’re clearing out after all.”

      He smiled.

      I climbed down the ladder and headed back to my room.
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      I was planning on locking myself in my room for the remainder of the day, but something inside of me had made me terribly anxious, and I ached to get out. As I headed for the door, I heard a knock. I jumped, startled, and prepared myself to tell someone I wasn’t interested in their product.

      “Oh.” I sighed in relief, opening the door to see familiar gray eyes. “Becky.”

      Becky was like the sister of my soul. I met her one summer when I was out visiting my grandparents, and we instantly clicked. Since my parents’ divorce, Ethan moved here, and I saw her more often than I ever hoped I would. She was the only person I was able to let myself love. Surprisingly enough, it was a relief that she never tried to cheer me up and rarely asked me what was wrong or what she could do to help. She just always knew. I meant to get around to visiting her since I’d moved in but had been preoccupied trying to get settled.

      “Yeah.” She laughed. “Just me.”

      “God, I thought you were selling something,” I said, frowning. “Come in, I guess.”

      “I don’t usually ask you this, but are you all right?”

      “Well…yeah. I’m obviously beside reality, Becky.”

      “I know how reclusive you can be, but as long as you don’t cut me out of your little world, I’ll be okay.” She laughed. I appreciated how she never pushed an issue. She understood that when I wanted to talk about something, I would.

      “I see you’re on your way out?”

      “Yeah.” I sighed. “I have no idea where I was going.”

      She smiled. “You’d end up where you always do.”

      I chuckled. “I guess it’s the only place where I feel like I can actually think.”

      “It’s funny, Jane,” she started, “that you go to the bookstore to think and go to your bedroom to read.”

      “I don’t have room in my mind to realize when things don’t make sense.”

      “You can’t keep beating yourself up.”

      “Oh, but I can.”

      “Jane…” She sighed, shutting the front door, and sat beside me on the stairs. “Nothing was your fault.”

      “I know,” I answered. “I’m very much sure of that, Becky, but to be perfectly honest, that’s what hurts. It hurts more to know that I had absolutely no control over it, to know that I couldn’t protect him. I had to get out of California.”

      She embraced me. It was the only response I wanted, the only one I needed, and she must have known that. She suggested coming with me for a cup of coffee.

      We sat down, and I instantly launched into complaining about Aidan.

      “So this totally annoying guy was harassing me the other day.”

      “What do you mean?” She laughed.

      “Well, I was just minding my own business, trying to find an interesting book, and he felt it necessary to ask me my name about ten times.”

      “Okay, and this is bad how?”

      “I have no idea who he is and made it clear that I wasn’t interested in finding out.”

      “Why not?”

      “There was something about him that struck me as…odd.”

      She laughed. “Yeah, you’re one to judge what’s odd.”

      I smiled, about to respond, when I noticed Aidan across the room, staring at me with those enticing green eyes. I looked away trying to pretend I didn’t notice him. I saw Becky eyeing the guy over by the condiments. She got up, pulling her top down, showing more cleavage than I thought necessary. She flipped her long, brown hair as she added a suggestive sway to her hips. I decided to leave her to it and secluded myself in the New Age section, flipping through books on Santeria and Wicca. It was quiet, and for once, I was able to put myself to rest and actually think. I saw a face in my mind, a face I hadn’t seen in three years, the one with innocent blue eyes I dreamed of every night. I sighed, savoring the vision. My thoughts were instantly shattered by a familiar voice.

      “Reading?” I heard.

      “No,” I answered, placing a book back on the shelf. “No, the book and I were just having a conversation.”

      “All right.” He chuckled. “I asked for that one.”

      I picked up a random book and opened it to a random page, trying to ignore my irritating distraction.

      “So, what’s new with you?”

      “Why?” I asked. “It’s not like you’re actually interested.”

      “Why do you have to be like that?” he demanded, sounding almost angry. “I’m just trying to be nice to you.”

      “Look, Aidan,” I started, slamming the book closed. “I’m not interested in being nice, okay? I just want to be left alone.”

      “Nobody likes to always be alone.”

      “Then does that make me nobody?”

      He opened his mouth to speak, but I put my hand up. “I’m sorry,” I said. “I just—I just want to be left alone.”

      “Well…can I at least get your name?”

      I sighed. “Jane Doe,” I said and turned away.

      I heard him mumble as he followed me. “Oh, yeah—now that one is real original.”

      I smiled at the sarcasm in his voice and heard him pick up his pace as he followed me.

      “Okay, just your first name then?”

      “I just told you.”

      “Jane?” he questioned. “Well, is that—?”

      “Aidan—please!” I announced, turning around sharply.

      “Fine,” he mumbled. “Nice meeting you.”

      I sighed and turned back around. I heard him grumble as he walked away, and I was thinking about saying something to make him feel less offended. After all, my not wanting to talk to him was nothing personal.

      I turned to look at him, but he was already gone. “Well…good,” I muttered. At least I was alone.

      I met back up with Becky and used my mess of packed boxes as an excuse to leave the bookstore and get away from Aidan.
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      I locked myself in my room with a random romance novel I had bought without even reading the title. I was more tired than usual, but something kept me awake. I closed my eyes, simply waiting for sleep to find me. Suddenly, a feeling of dread washed over me and tore me from that trance between sleep and awake. I sprang up in bed as headlights cut across my window.

      Daniel!

      I raced down the stairs and opened the door. I saw him stumbling toward me. His mouth was open like he wanted to speak, but all he was doing was crying. The light from the porch illuminated that sight that would haunt my mind for the rest of my life. His eyebrows were drawn together, pressing thin creases into his forehead. He looked miserable, nothing like himself. There was this frightened look in his eyes, almost angry, in agony. I stood there in the doorway, watching him stumble farther into the light. I wanted to run to him but was paralyzed in my place. He had his hand clutching at his stomach.

      “Danny?” He fell limply into my arms. I could feel panic creeping into my voice.

      “Jane,” he choked out.

      I felt hypnotized at the sight of his hand gripping his stomach and the thin lines of blood running down his fingers. I lost my breath for a moment. I saw that look through my own tears, the one he would give me when we were really young and I would fall off my bike, telling me he was there and everything was going to be all right. I could see the color draining from his face, accenting the blue of his eyes, turning them to a light crystal hue.

      “Oh God, Danny!” I ran my fingers through his hair. “Oh God. Please don’t leave me. Please!”

      I saw him weakly smile at me, and I screamed his name when those gorgeous eyes of his closed. I cradled him in my arms, trying to ignore the blood that was by then covering his hand.

      My mother flew down the stairs in her nightdress and robe.

      “Mom!” I cried. “MOM!”

      She pushed me aside and covered her mouth with her hand when she saw the blood on my shirt. I screamed as loud as I could. I screamed for long moments, letting out the feelings of pure agony.

      I flew up in bed, running my hands through my hair. I sighed heavily and lay back down. “No more nightmares,” I whispered to myself. “Please!” The dreams were always different, but when I awoke, one thing was always the same—Daniel was dead. Every time I dreamed, it was reminding me of all the ways I hadn’t been there for him.

      I tried to shut my eyes again, but the dream just kept replaying. That beautiful boy in my arms, bleeding furiously all over my white shirt. How is it fair that things like that must happen? The pain in the dream was so real, the fear, the torture. I cried, exhausting myself, and finally fell back asleep. The last thing I saw was the digital clock reading 4:17 a.m.

      I woke up to the phone on my nightstand.

      “Hello?”

      “Hey. Did I wake you up?”

      “Uh…no. Don’t worry about it, Becky. What is it?”

      “Wondering about our beach trip today?”

      “Oh!” I cried sitting up. “Of course. I forgot. Gimmie maybe thirty minutes.”

      “Okay. See you then.”

      I hurried myself, but Becky got there sooner than I expected. I grabbed a towel and hurried to Becky’s car after leaving a note for Ethan, telling him where I was.
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      We laid out our brightly colored towels and watched the waves break. It was colder than I had expected being so used to the heat of California, but the sun was out. Though low in the sky, it was still there. It wasn’t a crowded beach like California. We were the only people there. It seemed unnatural for things to be so quiet, but I enjoyed it. Seagulls rode the waves in the distance, and sometimes the clouds would come in and darken the sky for minutes at a time. The water was the color of smoke, but if the light hit it right, you could really see the lovely blue tint reflecting from the patch of sky not covered by the clouds.

      Becky’s perfect figure in her black bikini made me feel so self-conscious, and her dark, round sunglasses seemed completely unnecessary. I pulled my attention back to the breaking waves.

      “So,” she started slyly, “what about Aidan?”

      His name made me jump, and I turned quickly to look at her but suddenly recoiled. “Who?”

      She laughed. “Yeah, he came to talk to me. After you left, the last time we were at the coffee shop.”

      “What? He just won’t give up.”

      “He really wanted to know your name.”

      I groaned and turned my attention back to the horizon. “You didn’t tell him, did you?”

      “Jane…” She sighed. “Come on.”

      “So…?”

      “Well…when I told him, for some reason he got mad at me.”

      I burst into laughter. “Oh God!”

      “What?” she cried.

      “I’m sorry. It’s just…I did tell him my name.” I chuckled. “He didn’t believe me. He thinks I’m messing with him.”

      “I wouldn’t be surprised if you were,” she said dryly.

      “Why do you say that?” I asked, slightly defensive.

      “You don’t like people, Jane. That simple.”

      “Huh,” I mused.

      “But you still like him.”

      “God, Becky. No, not at all!” I broke eye contact, bringing my gaze to the sand as I ran my fingers through it, feeling the unexpected coolness.

      She smiled, not at all convinced by my outburst. “I think you do.”

      “Well, maybe you don’t know as much as you think you do,” I answered, keeping my voice even. “I just like his eyes. I mean, I guess he’s sort of nice looking.”

      She laughed. “Yeah, nice looking. That’s an understatement if there ever was one.”

      “All right,” I admitted. “He’s beautiful, but he’s irritating.”

      She shook her head. “Well, then I guess it would be okay for me to ask him out.”

      “What?”

      “Well…you wouldn’t mind, would you? Since you don’t like him I—”

      “No, go ahead,” I answered, trying to fight back the unexpected sting of jealousy.

      “Uh huh,” she murmured, looking at me suspiciously.

      “Well, honestly, Becky, I can’t say he isn’t intriguing. I mean, nobody has ever been so persistent about knowing my name.”

      She chuckled. “I know.”

      “I need a new one.”

      “A new…name?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Why?”

      “One that fits me better, more original—like me.”

      “Fits you better?” She laughed. “Are you crazy? Jane Callahan fits you perfectly.”

      “Well, you’re biased.”

      “Am I?”

      “Sure. You’ve never known me as anything different.”

      “Still. I think it’s perfect.”

      I thought about it for a moment, trying to keep my expression unreadable. “Maybe.”
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      I felt I didn’t exist. I died that warm night in May. I died the night when Detective Styles knocked on my door, giving my family news of Danny’s death. I clung to everything I could remember about him, let go of everything else. Danny was different—like me in some ways. I’ve stopped trying to make sense of it, to make sense out of the fact that the only person who truly understood me was stolen from me.
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      I couldn’t stop thinking about what Becky had said. She knew me better than I knew myself, and I would not have been entirely honest with myself if I were to say that I wasn’t at least attracted to Aidan—that was a sure fact. He was flawless without a doubt, but I couldn’t let myself think about that. The species of men were as far on my agenda as possible. Summer break was almost over, and I was not yet ready to think about anything but college and how I was going to get there with my math skills where they were. Being the person I am, though, I couldn’t help but feel guilty about that afternoon in the bookstore. Had I just been a little too harsh?

      “A walk sounds nice,” I thought out loud, evaluating my mood. “What is my mood?” As usual, I couldn’t tell. Sometimes, I truly felt insane. I already knew I was weird and clumsy. I had accepted that, embraced it even, but I often wondered if I indulged in weird things for the reasons I did, that may have made it possible that my life was just one delusion after another. The tragedy, however, was that it wasn’t. I would never wake up to the sound of Danny’s voice. I would never again look into those blue eyes contrasted with the clarity of his fair skin. I would never be able to confess my fears to him or tell him my dreams. This was my life—real. It was no bad dream.

      I walked slowly through the woods near the house, not even checking to see if I was on the trail. I tried to think about nothing. Not that I had tried not to think about anything, but I had actually tried to think about nothing. But nothing was—well, something, and it proved more difficult than I thought.

      I sighed, pressing my fingers to my temples. Bad attempt, I thought. Okay, think about something—insignificant. For some reason, no matter what I thought about—a music video I had daydreamed through or a romance novel that almost held my interest—all of my thoughts came back to Aidan. How stupid—or insane was I? I turned my attention to a small rabbit that hopped in front of me and froze. I was caught off guard by the fact that I noticed his fur was the same color as Aidan’s perfect hair. No matter what I did, I couldn’t get him out of my head. I felt guilty. I felt bad for my sarcastic behavior when all he was doing was being nice. Or was he being nice? He was a guy, after all, and most guys aren’t nice to girls just to be nice but to get something in particular from them. Oddly enough, Aidan did seem different somehow.

      My chest continued to burn, and I thought the trees around me had begun to shake. It only took me a moment to realize that I was the one shaking, and the ground appeared to be moving from the heavy rain, attacking the wood and leaves at my feet. I wrapped my arms around my body and headed back the way I had come.

      I focused on the cold, not unhappy to feel miserable physically, because it kept my mind off Aidan and Danny. I realized I could never free my mind of Aidan until I apologized to him. Hopefully that wouldn’t open a door of welcome into the life of Jane. If it did, I would be forced to close it without causing my chest to burn with guilt.

      I continued walking aimlessly until I found a break in the trees and hurried to the house, trying to escape the cold. I secured myself in my bedroom and stripped off my soaking clothes and threw on a pair of gray sweat pants and a black tank. I focused myself on thinking about the rain—the woods, anything but Aidan.

      I put a CD into my stereo. Ethan had made me a mix of—something. Strange as it was, I never listened to music. It usually made me feel sad. Not that I don’t appreciate art; I have notebooks full of lyrics, and I can quote the poetry of music but could never get past the blaring guitar and pounding drums. I couldn’t listen to the CD, but I needed it to tune out so I could more easily think of nothing. The vivid dream of Danny had torn a hole in my stomach. Though I wanted to remember him, I didn’t want to remember him like that. I couldn’t think about Ethan either. I was obviously a terrible daughter, having not seen Ethan in three years and avoiding conversation and concealing myself in my room. I needed to make an effort to let my father know at least a little bit about who I was. It wasn’t easy though. He was too pushy with the questions.

      It was the last day of summer break, and the stress was building up again. I ate breakfast in silence, and Ethan read the paper, occasionally glancing up at me. I avoided eye contact. It was uncomfortable to look at him; it was like he was trying to read my mind.

      “How’s Becky?” he asked. Taking a sip of his coffee, he looked up at me. “I noticed you two went out yesterday.”

      “She’s fine,” I answered soberly.

      “Well…did you have fun?”

      “Sure.”

      “Uh huh. You have school today?”

      “Dad…it’s Sunday.”

      “Right,” he answered. “When you’re like me and don’t get days off, you forget.”

      I nodded, trying to smile. He dropped it there, perhaps realizing I was hopeless.

      Again I escaped to the bookstore. I sat in silence with a cup of coffee. The hole in my stomach was healing as the dream was fading. When I got home, I devoted some time tackling the mess of packed boxes, still not completely moved in. I gathered my schoolbooks and a clean pair of clothes for the next day. Back home, I didn’t mind school—but here, I couldn’t go unnoticed. I felt like a virtual stranger in a small town.

      I slept well that night—no nightmares. I got up slowly. Ethan must have already left for work. I crammed my long limbs into the tiny shower. I didn’t worry with my hair. I threw it up in a ponytail and dressed myself in a simple pair of blue jeans and a T-shirt. I grabbed my school bag and left the house. I ended up early, so I sat in the car, reading until people started flooding the campus. I tried to hide myself in the sea of students, but it still seemed like people were staring. I wished I could have turned invisible or blended in with the walls. I rushed to my first class with my head down. When I opened the classroom door, I felt my breath explode.

      “Thank God!” I mumbled and took the seat next to Becky.

      “Oh, hey,” she said with the biggest smile on her face. “I was hoping we’d end up with at least one class together.”

      I smiled. “I was terrified we wouldn’t.” Considering the fact that math wasn’t exactly my strongest subject, I could probably use some help.

      The day dragged. Every class seemed like a whole day. I knew I couldn’t go unnoticed; people stared at me like I was an alien. They asked me my name or tried to start conversations, but I avoided it as best I could. It was finally lunch, and I dreaded it. Luckily, Becky found me and kept me company. Of course, she insisted as always that she take a thousand unnecessary pictures of me. I tried to hide my face.

      “Oh, come on.” She laughed cheerful as ever. “You look adorable.”

      “Hey,” I heard.

      I turned to see Aidan.

      “Oh, hi,” Becky answered.

      He was talking to her?

      He glared at me but wouldn’t keep eye contact. He didn’t sit with us but chose a table by himself.

      “You know, for somebody who tries so hard to talk to me, he certainly likes to be by himself.”

      “What?”

      I cocked my head toward Aidan.

      “Oh.” She chuckled. “Why don’t you just go talk to him?”

      I didn’t even answer.

      “He’s new here too,” she continued.

      I noticed he wasn’t looking in my direction, so I took a minute to stare at his perfect face. I had honestly never seen anyone so beautiful. His hair hung messily in his face in an intentional kind of disorder. His face was flawless and pale, which contrasted wonderfully with the piercing green of his eyes. He looked up, and I immediately broke my gaze.

      I looked at Becky. She was staring at me, making the blood rush to my cheeks. Her smile told me that she didn’t know what to say and I was meant to read her mind.

      “What?” I whispered.

      She shook her head. “What did you do? He’s glaring at you.”

      “Still?”

      “Yes.”

      I knew it was probably the worst time for me to look in his direction, but it was like my eyes weren’t attached to the rest of me. I looked over, and sure enough, he was staring at me—glowering. He didn’t stop with the death stare, so I looked away.

      I was relieved when I finally got to my last class, realizing that the first dreadful day was almost over. I had walked slowly, so I rushed to the nearest seat I could get to before the bell rang. I cringed and gritted my teeth when I saw Aidan sitting right beside me. That burning guilt started eating away at me, and that mental wound in my stomach began to throb. I decided I should at least try to make conversation and move into an apology.

      “Hey.”

      He stared at me. “Oh, you’re talking to me now?”

      “Well—”

      “Don’t bother.”

      He sat there silently. Sometimes he would clinch his hands into fists or pass me a glare. I was only trying to apologize, but I guess I had asked for it, and he was leaving me alone, which is what I had wanted in the first place. The rest of class, he just sat there, completely ignoring me. I glanced at the clock and realized I had to say something before class ended.

      “I’m sorry,” I whispered. I wasn’t sure if he heard me, but he turned to stare at me.

      “Yeah,” he answered, sarcastically, “I’m sure you care so much more than you did a couple days ago.”

      “Really, Aidan—”

      The bell rang, and he bolted out the door before I could say another word. Oh well. I did apologize at least. My heart was pounding; it irritated me to realize he made me so nervous. He was so cold, but I can’t say I didn’t deserve it.

      The next day was the same. Aidan seemed distant and angry. It made me uneasy. He didn’t have that curious innocence in his face. His eyebrows were pulled together, forcing wrinkles in his ivory skin that seemed permanent. I just kept my eyes on my paper. Sometimes I could feel him staring at me, and my ears would burn, and my heart would race. He made me feel so self-conscious.

      I saw Becky talking to him in the parking lot after class, and as soon as he saw me, he left.

      “What was that about?”

      She shrugged. “Nothing really,” she said, crossing her arms in front of her chest. “He just came to talk to me.”

      “I see,” I answered dryly.

      “He likes you.”

      I laughed loudly once. “Yeah, right.”

      “Really,” she answered. “I explained to him that you wanted to apologize. I let him know that you really are sorry.”

      “Great, Becky.” The tremor in my voice ruined the intended sarcasm.

      Becky talking to him might have done something because the next day in history, he was completely calm again.

      “Hi,” he said cheerfully, passing me a glimpse of his beautiful smile.

      “Hi,” I choked out.

      “I didn’t realize you knew Becky for so long,” he started politely. “She mentioned you were summer pals since the first grade.”

      I nodded. He was making conversation and was perfectly polite. Maybe I had only imagined his harshness the day before. Maybe I was insane.

      “Well…she’s nice.”

      “She is.”

      Sounded like he liked Becky more than he liked me.

      I didn’t make much of an effort to continue conversations with him over the next few days, which shouldn’t have surprised him, but as the days passed, he seemed as if he had actually taken offense. I would often catch him looking at me with a miffed expression on his face. I tried to ignore. When he talked to me, I responded. What more did he expect?
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      I was lying in bed, letting my mind wander. I sank into my memories of home and began missing my mother like crazy. I did promise I’d call, didn’t I? It took a bit of courage to pick up the phone. I was terrified that I would start to cry and miss her so much I’d come running home. I sighed and dialed the number.

      “Hello?”

      “Mom?”

      “Oh, Jane!” I instantly heard the smile in her voice. “How are you?”

      “I’m okay.”

      “Just okay?”

      I smiled. “Well, I miss you, and things here are a bit different than what I’m used to, but Becky is making it easier to adjust.”

      “I’m glad to hear that. I miss you so much. How’s the school?”

      “It’s fine.”

      “Meet any nice boys?”

      Oh God. The question I was dreading. “No,” I fibbed.

      “Are people nice?”

      “Most of them,” I answered. “I haven’t had any problems.” That was the truth, wasn’t it?

      “Of course you haven’t had any problems. You’re nice and beautiful, Jane.”

      Sometimes, I felt like my mom didn’t know me at all, but either way, she made me feel better.

      “Um…yeah, I guess. How have you been?”

      “Lonely.” She chuckled. “It isn’t the same here without you.”

      “Well…maybe Becky and I can take a road trip to come visit you over winter break. I should come home for Christmas anyway, and it isn’t like Becky’s mom would notice.”

      “That sounds great.”

      “I’ll celebrate with Dad early. That way, he doesn’t feel too left out. He’ll be partying with all his work buddies anyway.”

      My mom laughed. I loved to hear her laugh. “Sounds great. I have some things around the house to take care of, so I’ll talk to you later, okay?”

      “Sure. I’ll call you later.”

      She never said bye, which was a relief in some way. Saying goodbye always made things feel so…final.

      I found the next day that going for a walk sounded like a good idea, anything to clear my mind. It was surprisingly relaxing. I almost felt asleep as I wandered aimlessly into the trees—again ignoring the trail. I was hardly even aware that it had started raining. I pulled the hood of my raincoat up and decided to turn back. I noticed that the trees in every direction looked exactly the same. I sighed. This would be interesting.

      I looked behind me and noticed the rain had turned the dirt to mud, washing away any footprints I may have possibly left. I walked like I had last time, looking for that same kind of break in the trees. I moved quickly, searching for a way out. Chances were I was getting myself more lost than I was already. It was starting to get dark, which made me nervous, but I stayed calm, looking for the trail.

      The rain hadn’t stopped, and I was unusually frightened. I had never been afraid of the dark, but as I walked, I could swear I felt eyes on my back. My mother always teased me about my “active imagination,” so I concentrated on that, telling myself that I was alone. I ignored the rustling sounds behind me, but they persisted, becoming louder as they approached. I halted and listened, but the noises stopped. All I heard was the rain hitting the leaves and rocks at my feet.

      I picked up my pace, feeling a nagging tug at my senses. I was definitely being followed. My breathing grew heavy, and panic crept into my chest. The rustling sound in the trees came again. I broke into a terrified sprint, only trying to avoid running into the trees as I scraped my ankles on rocks and branches.

      Something caught my foot, and I fell forward, crying out in pain as I felt the muscles in my ankle tearing loose. The shards of pain overwhelmed me for a moment, and I couldn’t catch my breath. I heard that same rhythmical resonance and squeezed my eyes shut. I could feel that the owner of the sound that was following me was right in front of me.

      “Jane?”

      My eyes darted open to meet a white face and eyes that almost appeared to be glowing. I was mute for a moment, paralyzed, but I’d recognize that voice anywhere.

      “Aidan?” But my voice caught in my throat, and rather than sounding baffled, it came out pleadingly.

      “What are you doing in the woods?” he asked.

      “What are you doing in the woods?”

      “Oh my God, Jane!” he whispered, kneeling down and looking at my ankle.

      “I’m fine.”

      “I’ll carry you.”

      “Ha!” I burst out. “You most certainly will not. I can walk.”

      “Jane, your ankle is broken. You can’t walk.”

      “Watch me!” I scowled at him and stood up. The pain shot up through my leg, causing my stomach to turn with nausea. I tried to pretend I didn’t feel it, but it was causing my breathing to quicken, and the look of agony on my face was impossible to hide.

      “Yeah.” Aidan laughed. “Now don’t complain.” He sighed and lifted me into his arms.

      I gasped. “Put me down!”

      “Don’t be a baby,” he snapped back.

      I growled in my chest. “Put…me…down!” I screamed, but to be honest, I couldn’t mean it. He was strong, and his skin felt comfortably warm and soft, and as strange as it seemed—I almost wanted to be closer. It made me angry that I fell weak to his beauty that way. I was so lost in my thoughts and confusion that I didn’t even realize I was already home. He set me softly on the porch. I tried to glare at him, but he was smiling, and I felt like I had the air stolen from my lungs.

      Ethan opened the door. “OH! Jane, where have you been?”

      “I just went for a walk in the woods,” I said, turning to look at him. “I think I broke my ankle.”

      “All right,” he replied. “I’ll be right back.” My father disappeared inside the house.

      I looked over at Aidan, but he was already gone. I shook my head and pressed my fingers to my temples, trying to make my vision stop spinning. I saw him emerging from the shadows.

      “You don’t have to hide,” I told him.

      He smiled.

      “Um...thanks,” I said, trying to return the smile.

      Aidan quickly disappeared into the shadows again.

      Ethan came back outside with a splint and a wrap. I could see by the light of the porch that my ankle had already begun to swell and turn colors.

      “I don’t think it’s broken,” Ethan said, “but you sprained it something terrible.”

      I winced as he wrapped the splint tightly and helped me wobble inside. That’s what you get for having a doctor for a father. Everything needs special treatment.

      I looked behind my shoulder to see if I could catch one more glance at Aidan, but there was nothing. He was so weird and passive and quiet—unnatural considering the way he had acted in the bookstore.

      That night, I didn’t sleep well. As soon as my ankle stopped hurting, Aidan crowded my mind. That guy who had never been much more than a minor annoyance had carried me home. What was he doing in the woods? And how did he know where I lived? Maybe I was being paranoid. After all, I was in the woods as well, and this town isn’t that big. I’m sure everybody knew everybody; there aren’t many secrets in North Bend.

      That’s the way it works. You can’t help getting close to the people you wish to keep as far away as possible.
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      A few days later, I surprisingly found myself talking to Aaron Raines, the boy who sat next to me in English, history, and science. There was something about the way he was nice—it was pure. He was comforting to talk to. He walked with me to the lunchroom and sat between Becky and me. Aidan walked past me like he did every day, but this time, he didn’t ignore me or glare at me; he smiled and sat across from me.

      “How’s your ankle?” he asked.

      “Fine,” I lied.

      “What did you do to your ankle?” Becky interrupted.

      I just shook my head.

      “Well, you certainly did a number on it.” Aidan chuckled.

      “Really, it’s fine,” I answered, not looking at him. His direct gaze made me nervous. “It only hurt for an hour or so.”

      He probably knew I was lying, but I kept the act up anyway.

      Aaron laughed quietly. “Do things like that happen to you a lot?”

      “You have no idea.” Becky laughed back. “She’s been a tomboy her entire life.”

      “I never had any sisters,” I said, poking at the cold pasta on my plastic tray, “except maybe for you, Becky.” I glanced at her.

      “I know,” she answered. “Still true.”

      I stared at my tray, not making eye contact with anybody.

      The lunch bell rang, and Aaron walked me to English. “Are you okay?” he asked, trying to get me to look at him.

      I averted my gaze from my shoes back to his gold eyes. “I’m fine, Aaron. Why?”

      “You seem…distracted. Is your ankle bothering you?”

      “I’m fine.”

      He nodded as we walked inside and took the seat beside me.

      “Did you read the chapter?” he whispered.

      I giggled. “I read the book.”

      “Seriously?” His eyes widened.

      I smiled and nodded.

      “And?”

      “Well, I hated it actually. Steinbeck was never one of my favorites.”

      “Actually…I was asking what happened in chapter four.”

      I chuckled. “Basically nothing—like most of his work.”

      He sighed.

      “Relax.” I laughed. “Mrs. Webber will go over it.”

      He nodded but didn’t look convinced.

      Mrs. Webber did go over it briefly, and to his relief, didn’t pop a chapter quiz like she often did.

      I was dreading history next. Aaron walked with me, but Becky wasn’t there yet. Sitting next to Aaron was better than the other alternative. Before I had even seen him enter the room, Aidan had stolen the seat beside me. I looked over at Aaron, who looked even more confused than I did. I could tell his feelings were hurt.

      “You can sit here,” I told him, gesturing to the seat at my other side.

      He shook his head. “It’s okay.”

      He moved closer to the front of the room, three rows in front of me. Becky was late for class, so the only empty seat was the one to the left of Aaron. I glared at Aidan briefly then covered my face with my hands. I felt terrible remembering the look Aaron had given me as soon as Aidan sat down.

      “Hi,” he said, shattering my thoughts.

      I wanted to ask him why he did that, being sure he’d know what I meant, but I didn’t say anything.

      “I hope I didn’t upset him.”

      “Aaron.” It wasn’t a question.

      “Yes,” he answered. “Nobody has been very friendly to me, save for maybe Becky.”

      I chuckled.

      “What?”

      “It’s nothing,” I answered but couldn’t help but to laugh again.

      “Really—what?”

      “It’s just funny. Becky is friendly to anybody of the male species.”

      He smiled, revealing his perfect teeth. “Figured you’d say something like that.”

      “Did you?”

      He just smiled. “How’s your ankle?”

      Way to change the subject. “I told you already—it’s fine.”

      “Are you sure?”

      I nodded. Ethan had tried to wrap it up for me again, but I insisted it didn’t hurt anymore.

      “You can tell me if it’s bothering you.”

      “Aidan, please!” He was the only thing bothering me.

      Class dragged. It was purely lecture, and I had my mind set completely somewhere else, somewhere quieter.

      “Are you all right?” Aidan’s musical voice scattered my peaceful daydreams, crashing me back to the reign of terror.

      “If I were to tell you yes, I am guessing you’re going to ask me if I’m sure.”

      He smiled. “I’ll take that as a yes.”

      After class, I bolted out the door faster than Aidan had the day before, but Aaron caught up to me in the parking lot.

      “You know,” he started, slightly out of breath, “people are saying some pretty strange things about that guy.”

      “What guy?” I asked, being sure about whom he was talking.

      “Only the guy who stole my seat in history today.”

      I chuckled at his sarcasm. “Aidan.”

      “Yeah, whatever.”

      “What are they saying?”

      “Ask Rudy Thompson.”

      “Rudy?” I exclaimed, remembering him from years ago. He used to live a few houses down from Ethan. I hadn’t thought about him since Ethan mentioned him when I first moved in.

      “Yeah,” he answered, seeming not to notice my enthusiasm. “He’s got a few people thinking he’s nuts, but there’s something about the Summers kid Rudy actually seems afraid of.”

      I pursed and gave him an awkward stare.

      He laughed quietly. “Don’t look at me that way.” He chuckled. “You make me feel…exposed—like you’re reading my mind or something.”

      “What?”

      “You have a way with your eyes, Jane.”

      I smiled, taking it as a compliment.

      “Really though,” he said, “talk to Rudy, and you may want to steer clear of the new kid. He doesn’t seem to like anybody.”

      “Really?” I asked dryly.

      “Well, he doesn’t seem like he wants to like anybody. He’s pretty reserved.”

      I remembered him in the lunchroom by himself and how Aaron had chosen a seat as far away from him as possible.

      “So?” I said. “I’m reserved too you know.”

      “I know,” he answered. “It’s different, Jane. Just talk to Rudy.”

      “I’ll talk to him soon,” I said. “Becky has a date Friday night and wants me to help her pick out a new outfit, so it looks like I’ll be out shopping.”

      He nodded. “Well…just talk to him when you can.”

      I nodded.

      I was on autopilot the entire drive home, planning my weekend in my head. I really didn’t want to talk to Rudy. I wanted to like Aidan because of how difficult it was for me to get close to people. It’s even more difficult to discover when someone is genuine, and Aidan had rescued me twice—once when the shelf in the bookstore almost collapsed on my five-foot-four body and again in the woods when I sprained the hell out of my ankle. He was so kind and curiously innocent. I didn’t want to think about what Rudy would say. Hiding neighborhood kids gone missing in his garage. I laughed at this thought—the quiet, breathy laugh that escapes when I think something should be funny but actually fails to amuse me. Knowing Rudy, that’s exactly what he would say.

      I didn’t like him much as a kid. He was one of Danny’s friends. My lovely brother never failed to see the good in people. Rudy just seemed a little…weird. I’m sure I have no right to say that but weird in a completely different way than myself—superstitious kind of weird. But at the same time, it was always nice and fun to be around him. He was an upbeat and cheerful kind of company.

      The next day at school, I daydreamed through every class. It took me until history when Aaron sat next to me with a huge grin on his face to realize Aidan wasn’t there. I was somewhat relieved. Aidan was oddly shy but also very determined to talk to me. I couldn’t tell if he actually liked me or was simply intrigued by me as I was by him.

      I heard Aaron mumble something.

      “Huh?”

      He laughed. “You know, you may want to pay closer attention in class. When Mr. Cornally pops a test, you’re going to be in for it.”

      I half smiled. “Probably.”

      When I got home, Ethan was in the living room. I heard a grumble and the familiar sound of a bottle cap hitting the TV—sports.

      “Dad?”

      “Oh, you’re home.”

      “Yeah.” I opened the cupboard. “I’m gunna heat up some lasagna. Sound all right?”

      “Sure, kid. Thanks.”

      I was in a good mood for some reason, perhaps looking forward to the weekend. I didn’t even mind cooking. I brought Ethan his dinner in the living room, not even checking to see what he was watching. Whatever it was, his team was losing.

      I slept well that night. Aidan wasn’t at school that Thursday either, and after school, I changed into my comfortable clothes, prepared for a long day shopping with Becky. Shopping was definitely not my thing, but it couldn’t be all bad. I could do some shopping myself with the money from my mom. A job hadn’t even crossed my mind since I arrived. My job back home selling magazines was slightly less than ideal, considering I hated people—didn’t especially like magazines either.
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      “I’m driving,” I said to Becky.

      She laughed. “I do not think so.”

      “Okay, Becky,” I started. “You’re going shopping and dragging me with you—I’m driving.”

      She sighed but smiled, hopping out of her red truck and into my tiny car.

      “I should be driving,” she said, switching on the radio. “You don’t even know where we’re going.”

      “I will once you tell me.”

      She directed me to Pony Village Mall, right across from school. I tried to avoid the huge sign reading “Used Books” and followed Becky into some clothing store with a name I didn’t even bother to read. She tried on several different outfits, mixing and matching, but after an hour, she still hadn’t found anything that suited her.

      Surprisingly enough, I had a good time and got a little shopping done myself. Becky eventually settled for a pair of dark, tight-fitting blue jeans and a red, strapless evening top that brought out her gray eyes and accented the red highlights in her brown hair.

      “You look great!” I told her, and I meant it. After all, she had a beautifully shaped body.

      We stopped at the little coffee house across from the store. As I expected, Becky flirted with the waiter, trying to get free food. He didn’t seem interested.

      “My name is Rodger,” he said. “I’ll be your server tonight.”

      “Rodger, huh?” Becky sang, looking up at him and cocking her head slightly. “I’m

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  

OEBPS/images/treehuntersarajpg.jpg





OEBPS/images/treehuntersarajpg-2.jpg





This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/image-1515259992.jpg
IQ’iSh

Potichiris






