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      Scrunching up my face, I puffed out my cheeks in my best impression of a blowfish. Then, I let the air out slowly for emphasis. "Old Crab Queen looked something like that." A piece of popcorn hit me square on the nose, and I giggled.

      “That’s a perfect imitation! I can’t believe you drew a clothed model—in the nude. That wasn't even the assignment."

      My best friend Shaz shot more popcorn at me. I ducked so that the kernels sailed over my head. “I used my imagination!” I brushed the kernels off of my flowered messenger bag.

      Shaz examined my drawing from where it sat on the table between us. A big, red F decorated the upper-right corner of the page. “Have you seen his parts? I mean, this seems pretty realistic. What aren't you telling me?"

      “Nothing and no. As if! I was inspired after my last trip to the Museum of Fine Art. That’s all. I swear!” I drained the rest of my pumpkin latte and rubbed my hands together. With only three weeks until Thanksgiving, Chicago was already freezing, and winter hadn't even begun. “I wish I had a little more money saved for the class at the Art Institute. I bet they wouldn't censor me.”

      "I don't think Crab Queen’s censoring you." Shaz reached into a purse adorned with a Union Jack so large it covered the entire bag. She had a fascination with everything British. We even had to stop calling her Sharon last year and switch to Shaz—which, she informed us, was a trend in the UK. Pulling out a tube of pink gloss, she applied it, avoiding the piercings on her lips. "No, it had more to do with being a high school assignment."

      "So what?” I drained my cup, flipping my long, dark brown bangs, with a single blue stripe, out of my face.

      "So what will all the parents, including yours, have to say when they show up for an open house and see this? It looks totally anatomically correct, by the way. Nice job.” She winked.

      "Thanks. About the parents, though...it's art. They should be cultured enough to know that." I moved to drink more of my latte but pulled a face when I remembered it was empty.

      "Really? So you think Milford Schefflebein's parents will act cultured when they spot a likeness of his junk hanging on the gymnasium wall at a school open house? I mean, would you want your kid's package on display? And I’m not talking about the kind you get from FedEx.”

      I rolled my eyes, guilt already starting to nag me. "Point taken."

      Shaz laughed and chucked an entire handful of popcorn at me. I jerked to the side, laughing. “Ha! Missed me."

      "Yeah, well, she didn't miss me." A young, torqued-off voice sliced through my laughter, and I looked up.

      A guy about our age stood there, his hair cropped short, with a few brownish-blond pieces spiked at the front. His features hardened as he picked stray bits of popcorn from his hair. Then, his ice-blue eyes met mine, and recognition punched me in the gut. It was him.

      "How did you find me?" My voice turned raspy.

      The boy frowned, a crease forming and his scowl deepened as he looked at Shaz. "Does your friend always sit with her mouth open and ask inane questions?"

      "Only on Tuesdays." Shaz glanced at the calendar on her phone. "Oh, good, you're in luck."

      "You don't recognize me? You have to remember.” I bit my lower lip. Tension coiled inside me, a spring about to release, as I waited for his answer.

      But instead of a response, the stranger rolled his eyes and got to his feet. Before I realized what was happening, he was halfway to the door.

      "Oh, no.” I jumped and rushed after him before I could rethink my life choices, but Shaz grabbed my elbow and yanked me back.

      "Jemma, what’s going on? Your parents are expecting you home in about ten minutes. You want to tell me why you're running after some guy you think you know but who clearly doesn't know you?"

      Shaz was right. My parents would expect me home, and they’ve always been funny about my curfews. I had so many questions, and this might be my only chance to ask them. “Look, I'll be right back. Wait for me, okay? Two minutes—tops."

      "Fine, but if it's one minute over, I'm coming after you. Got it?"

      "Yeah." But I was already at the door, rushing outside so quickly that my head and heart were pounding. I checked the street in both directions, searching for a patch of blond hair, but there was no sign of him. It was like he’d vanished.

      "Argh!" I shouted, frustrated. I had no idea what direction he’d gone in. The cold sunk in, and I wrapped my arms around myself. I wouldn’t be able to search for long without a coat. Answers would have to wait.

      I grabbed a nearby tree branch for support. “Ouch!” I jerked my hand away just as a bright spot of blood formed on my palm. I surveyed the tree. Long, sharp thorns jutted from every branch. It was a hawthorn tree—my parents used to have one at our old house.

      I was about to go back inside when my breath caught in my throat. A pair of blue eyes stared back at me from inside the tree’s trunk—blue eyes—his eyes.

      My lower lip trembled. I blinked again, and it was just me, standing in the street, wondering if I was losing my mind.
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      The instant I turned the handle on the front door, yummy smells slammed into me. Dad had been cooking pot roast, and if the scent of fresh bread was any indication, he’d been baking too. Anticipating that first warm bite sent my stomach into a growl-fest.

      As I stepped inside, Mom glanced up from her desk in the living room and smiled. "Hey, Jem." She’d piled neat stacks of papers on either side of her—probably grading another class assignment for her brood of middle schoolers. "How was Beans & Bravado?”

      “Cool.” I hung my coat on the hook by the door and returned to face her. "They had pumpkin lattes today."

      "I'm jealous." Mom grinned. “Not that I need one more ounce of caffeine. Otherwise, I would have texted with a to-go order.”

      I sent her a smile over my shoulder as I headed into the hall bathroom and flipped the light switch. I inspected my palm in the bright light. From what I could tell, there were no splinters, but some antiseptic and a Band-Aid were in order. I cleaned and bandaged my hand and returned the supplies to the medicine cabinet. I’d never been a great liar. If Mom asked me how I’d cut myself, I would feel compelled to share my story about the eyes in the tree trunk and the boy in the coffee shop. Those two things would worry her, and she already did that enough, at least where I was concerned. I shoved my damaged hand into my pocket before returning to the living room.

      "How was school?" Mom asked. This time, her eyes stayed glued to the monitor.

      “Brutal." Sighing, I reached into my bag, pulled out Milford’s likeness, and then dropped the sketch on her desk. “You're going to get an email about this.”

      Mom's eyebrows shot toward the ceiling as she surveyed my work. "I take it you weren’t supposed to be sketching nudes in your high school art class?"

      “Meh. Not so much.” I winced as I met her judgment-free eyes.

      Leaning forward, she cupped my cheek before tugging on my blue-striped bangs. "You like to push boundaries, don't you?"

      "But, Mom.” I blew my bangs to one side. “They pick guys from the swim team because they're Adonises, and we are supposed to draw them clothed. It’s just that this guy was so boring as a subject, like a clone of all the others. Even his shoes were boring! I had to spice it up somehow."

      "Mm. This seems fairly accurate to me." Her eyes twinkled, but her next question quickly extinguished all traces of humor. “Are you and he an item? Is that how this drawing is so true to form?”

      “They don’t say item anymore, Mom, and no. Everything I picked up is courtesy of Health class.” Besides, it's not like I wanted to start dating some guy named Milf. I cringed on the inside that time. “Are you mad?”

      Mom frowned, handing back my interpretation of Milford in all his glory. She didn’t meet my eyes. "As long as you're not drawing him, it's fine."

      I knew exactly who she meant by “him.”

      Accepting the drawing, I folded my arms on the tall cabinet beside her desk and rested my chin on them. “My sketches of the boy scared you, didn't they?"

      Taking my hand, she squeezed it and met my eyes again, her classroom assignments seemingly forgotten. “Yes, they scared us. Imagine how you'd feel if your daughter started sketching the same boy repeatedly. A boy you knew she'd never met."

      A rush of guilt choked me. “I’m sorry, Mom. You had to move because of me. Everything had to change. I didn’t mean to cause problems. I’m so sorry⁠—”

      Before I realized what was happening, Mom jumped out of her chair and wrapped her arms around me. “You have nothing to be sorry about, do you hear me? You did nothing wrong.”

      Part of me wanted to stay in her arms, safe and loved. Then, the spot where I pricked my hand on the hawthorn tree throbbed. The part of me that knew I couldn’t stay there forever made me pull away. “I’m gonna get started on my homework, okay?"

      Disappointment clouded Mom’s eyes for a fleeting second, but she quickly returned to her chair. “No problem, Honey.”

      “Dinner in fifteen!” Dad called from the kitchen.

      “Go get a start on it, at least, okay?” Mom winked, lifted a paper from the stack to her right, and circled something with a red pen.

      Turning away, I headed for the solitude of my bedroom. Once inside, I shut and locked the door behind me and pulled open the top drawer of the small file cabinet next to my desk. It was a drawer I’d almost managed to forget—the spot where I kept all my old sketchbooks.

      My heartbeat echoed in my head in time with the throbbing from the cut on my hand. Dread mixed with excitement pooled in my stomach. “Come on, Jem, they're just drawings."

      Dropping to my knees, I ran my fingers along the books' black spines. It was embarrassing how many there were. I’d gone through even more since we moved. I’d changed my focus to sketching other people, but even distance and time hadn’t made me forget my favorite subject—the boy.

      Some unseen force tugged at my senses, daring me to open the books and stare into those solemn eyes again.

      Open me, Jemma...you need me...you miss me...

      His voice was in my head, as clearly as if he were sitting beside me. A chill passed over me, washing my skin with goosebumps. It was so weird. He wasn’t with me. I didn’t even have to look at the books if I didn't want to. I moved to close the drawer and stopped myself.
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