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It started innocently enough.  Looking through Kayla’s things wasn’t even snooping, since my stepsister was now deceased.  I had just wandered into her room without any real purpose.  I was spending another quiet evening by myself, because my mom was too shell-shocked by grief to take any real notice of me.  She retreated to her room right after dinner, and I was left alone.

It was a relief, because it alleviated the awkwardness of not sharing her grief.  I hadn’t had enough time to get attached to my stepfather, and no length of time would have made me get attached to Kayla.  That didn’t mean that I didn’t feel bad that they were gone.  I just wasn’t devastated like my mom.  Still, I felt their absence in the house, and I couldn’t really relax and get into the book I was trying to read.

A vague restlessness had me wandering aimlessly from the living room to the kitchen, where nothing in the fridge enticed me.  Walking back to the living room, I turned on the TV before turning it off again when nothing caught my attention.  Deciding to go upstairs to my room, I grabbed my book and went up to the second floor.  Pausing in front of Kayla’s room, I went in on a whim.  I had never been inside it before, because Kayla certainly wouldn’t invite me.  She had barely tolerated having me in her house.

Now, however, I entered without hesitation.  At least until I was surrounded by all her things.  There was her bed, where she would never sleep again.  Her closet door was open, revealing clothes she would never wear again.  The backpack propped up against her desk on the floor would never carry her books to school again.

It hit me then how abruptly her life had ended.  Her room gave the impression that she would return to use all her things—the cheerleading bows hanging on a rack on the wall and the uniform that was in her closet, the perfume bottles on her dresser, the bra draped over her computer chair, the prom dress hanging on her open closet door.  She had snagged a date to the senior prom, which she had bragged about to me before commenting that no one would ever want to take me to prom.

I had felt angry and envious, but looking at her pretty dress gave me a pang of sadness now.  Nobody would ever wear it and feel like a princess while descending the stairs toward their awestruck date.  Maybe it wasn’t really like that, and I had just watched too many prom movies.  The image was imprinted on my mind though, and I felt sad that Kayla wouldn’t get to live out this girlie fantasy.  While I had been jealous of her, I hadn’t wanted her to die.

Her prom dress was a mournful reminder of everything she would never get to experience, and looking at it was depressing.  It hung there waiting for a girl who would never return.  All her plans were cut short in that crash, and I felt the weight of her death for the first time.  She was gone, and so was her entire future.

This was all that was left of her.  The things in her room, her possessions.  The mundane things she used every day, and the special mementos she kept.  The latter piqued my interest now.  This was it for her life, and I suddenly wanted to see everything.  I felt like it was up to me to dig beneath the surface and get to the heart of who Kayla was, because there was no one else left to do it.  Her dad had died in the car accident with her, and her mom had abandoned her years ago.  Kayla was an only child as far as we knew.  Her friends had come to her funeral, but they weren’t ever going to hang out with her in her room again.

I was the only one here.  It was kind of ironic that the person she had hated was the one who was trying to understand her better.  I started by looking inside her desk drawers.  I thought I hit pay dirt when I found her diary in the bottom drawer.  It was entirely about a boy though.  Specifically, how to land this boy, who she claimed was rich.  His name was Asher, and she was planning to marry him and be Mrs. Asher Stone.  She had seen where he lived, and it was a mansion.  She also knew that he was hot, because she had broken the rules and looked up his band’s website.  She believed that he was sticking to the rules, because he had told her that he hated when people only focused on superficial things like looks and popularity.  Still, she was confident that he would like what he saw when he met her, because every guy wanted to have a beautiful girl.

Kayla actually had lists of his likes and dislikes.  Likes: classic rock, bands nobody has ever heard of—look up obscure bands to impress him, classical music—classy rich guy stuff!  

Her notations about some of the items made me smile wryly.  I hadn’t imagined that my conceited, queen bee stepsister would be so obsessed with impressing a guy.  She had acted like they all fell at her feet for a chance to be with her.  Was this guy her prom date?  Did she have to work harder to get a senior to notice her?  But wait, she had written that he hadn’t met her yet.  How did she know him?  Was it someone she was talking to online?  

I continued reading her list of his likes.  Outcasts—tell him you feel like you don’t belong, talking about deep feelings—sob story about mom, Marvel movies—watch them, skateboarding, snowboarding, jumping into the quarry—no way! So glad I won’t have to do that! 

Dislikes: Liars, fakes, following the crowd, rules, homework—something in common!  Pretentious—means acting important.

I snorted at the fact that she had to look up what pretentious meant.  All of his dislikes except for the homework were apt descriptions of Kayla.  And she thought she was going to marry him?  She wouldn’t have been able to keep up the charade once he met her and saw how phony she was.

I was so curious about him now, and I wanted to read his messages to her.  I turned on her computer, but it was password protected.  The same was probably true of her phone, but it wasn’t here anyway.  She most likely took it with her, so it was on her at the time of the accident.  

Disappointment at never finding out what he wrote to her had me only half-heartedly going through the rest of her things.  I took a cursory glance inside her closet and quickly opened and closed her dresser drawers just in case I spotted anything of interest.  There was nothing but her fashionable clothes and sexy underwear that looked like it was bought at Victoria’s Secret.  My own was plain cotton underwear that came in economy packs at Walmart.

As I lifted the lid of the hope chest at the end of her bed, I was already distracted by thoughts of looking her mystery guy up on the brand-new laptop computer my stepfather had bought me when I moved in here three months ago.  Thanks to Kayla’s diary, I knew that his name was Asher Stone.  She hadn’t written down the name of his band, but I was hoping that I could find him on online.  

All other thoughts ceased as my gaze fell on the stacks of envelopes inside the wooden chest.  The tingling excitement zinged through me even before I confirmed my hunch when I read the name written above the return address: Asher Stone.

The thrill of seeing his name written in his own handwriting had my breath catching in my throat.  Letters.  He had written her actual letters.  The fact that he had used this old-fashioned way of communicating with her made him even more mysterious and intriguing to me.

I was excited to discover more about him, and I was absolutely giddy about having his address.  Now I would be able to go see him for myself.  First, I wanted to read his letters, but I was overwhelmed by the sheer number of them.  I decided to organize them by date and start at the beginning.  This was easy to do since Kayla had apparently just kept placing the new ones she received on top of the old.  I pulled them out and stacked them in piles on her bed and on the floor until I got to the oldest ones at the bottom of the hope chest.  Looking at the date stamped on the envelope, I calculated that Kayla had been in fifth grade when she received the first letter.

This gave me pause, because she had been just a kid when this Asher started writing to her.  How had he gotten her address?  This didn’t seem quite so romantic anymore.  I had been warned about online predators, but had this guy found another way to lure underage girls to him?  I warily pulled the letter out of the envelope and began to read.

Dear Kayla,

It kind of sucks that you’re a girl.  I don’t really know what to write you.  Even writing to a boy would be stupid.  Because pen pals are stupid.  Maybe you think so too.  Do you think that school is stupid?  My sister loves it.  She always gets A’s on everything.  Our dad thinks she’s perfect but she’s so annoying.  She follows me everywhere and tells on me when I’m trying to have fun with my friends.  I’m grounded right now because of her.  Do you tell on your brother?  Why?  Sky says it’s because she wants me to be safe but I think she’s jealous that I’m cool and she’s not.  Anyway I hope you write back so I can show my teacher I did this stupid thing.  I guess it’s easier than my other stupid homework.

Sincerely,

Asher

I smiled in amusement and felt relieved that he wasn’t some pervert.  He had been just a kid himself, and they were obviously paired as pen pals for a school assignment.  I had been assigned one too in elementary school, but mine had been a girl in South Korea, and we had stopped writing after the assignment was done.  Judging by the number of letters Kayla had, she and Asher had continued writing to each other well past fifth grade.  I wondered why he would when it was obvious how much he disliked having to write that first letter.  Had Kayla sent him a picture of herself so that he would develop a crush on her?  I couldn’t imagine any other reason for him to stay in contact with her.

I carefully refolded the letter and slid it back inside the envelope before setting it on Kayla’s desk so I could keep it separate from the ones I hadn’t read yet.  Picking up the next one, which was dated two weeks later, I read it with an eager curiosity for what he would write next.

Dear Kayla,

I’m glad you hate school too.  I thought all girls were boring but you seem cool.  You’re lucky you don’t have any brothers or sisters.  You wouldn’t want a sister if you had one so stop wishing for one because sisters are annoying.  You get to do what you want with nobody telling on you.  It was jumping in the quarry.  That’s why I’m grounded.  I’m still mad at her.  She was crying that she didn’t want me to get killed but that’s stupid.  Four guys jumped in before me and they didn’t get killed.  My friends were all scared though.  I was the only one that jumped.  They all chickened out.  It was the coolest thing ever though.  Better than going on a roller coaster.  You’ll see when you come visit me.  Yes I’ll be your friend.  I’ve never been friends with a girl but you’re cool.  What’s your favorite thing to do?  My teacher said we’re supposed to ask about stuff you like in our letters.  I like skateboarding and snowboarding.  My dad hates it.  He wants me to stick to skiing but that’s not cool like snowboarding.

Sincerely,

Asher

I read the beginning of the letter again and wondered when Kayla had stopped wanting a sister.  Was it because of Asher’s advice in this letter?  I felt a little resentful toward him in that moment for poisoning her mind against having a sister.  Maybe she would have welcomed me into her life if he hadn’t turned her against the idea.  Probably not though, because she hadn’t just disliked having a stepsister.  She had hated me personally and put me down every chance she got.   

I didn’t dwell on that though, because I was more interested in learning about Asher.  He seemed like a typical reckless boy who prioritized being cool over anything else.  Yet he had agreed to be friends with a girl who had apparently asked him to in a letter, and he had remained her friend for years afterward.  That showed a nicer, sweeter side to him that I liked.

I decided to take a stack of his letters to my room so that I could sit down and read them in comfort.  Setting them down on my desk, I sat down in my chair and proceeded to become completely engrossed in the person I got to know in Asher’s letters.  It was like listening to a boy grow up.  He went from writing about playing with his friends to deeper discussions about his opinions and feelings.  It wasn’t a normal, gradual change but an abrupt switch that was a sudden shock to me.  I didn’t see it coming, because I was happily enjoying reading his childhood letters one after another.  Until I got to that particular one and was jolted out of my contentment.

Dear Kayla,

I’m sorry I didn’t write you for five months.  I got your letter today, and I knew I had to write you back after you asked if I died.  I couldn’t let you think that, because I know how horrible that feels.  Someone died.  That’s why I didn’t write you.  I didn’t forget about you, but I had nothing to write you.  Everything sucks.  My dad hates me, and you should hate me too.  My sister died, and it’s all my fault.  She jumped into the quarry, because she wanted to be like me.  I never told you that she stopped telling on me.  She’s been trying to go everywhere with me and my friends, but I wouldn’t let her.  She even got a skateboard and wanted me to teach her how to ride it.  She practiced on her own when I wouldn’t help her.  Then she showed up at the skate park all excited to show me that she could ride, but I told her to go home and play with her Barbie dolls.  I made her cry, but I was too cool to go after her.  I think she went to the quarry to prove she was cool enough to hang with me.  She died because I was an asshole to her.  It’s good that you never came to visit me, because I would have wanted you to jump with me, and you would be dead too.  I know you say I’m your only friend, but you should get new friends.  It’s been great getting your letters, but now you know I’m bad.  Thanks for being my friend.  I hope you have a great life.

Asher

I sat there feeling overwhelmed with emotion as I held his letter in my hand.  This boy that I had gotten to know through the glimpses into his life that he shared had been dealt a devastating blow, and my heart squeezed in pain for him.  The fun kid with the huge enthusiasm for life now thought that he was bad.  I knew that this wasn’t his final letter, but the poignant goodbye in it broke my heart.  Setting it down, I picked up the envelope it had come in and looked at the date it was stamped.  Going by Kayla’s age at the time and assuming that Asher was the same age as her, I calculated that he was about fourteen years old when he wrote that letter.  So young to have to deal with such a tragedy.

I sighed deeply and carefully placed it back inside the envelope before bracing myself to read the next one.  Glancing at the date, I saw that it was stamped two months later.

Dear Kayla,

I got your letters.  You should have stopped writing when I told you to.  Now I can’t let you go.  I tried to, but you’re the only good thing in my life.  I know I don’t deserve anything good, but I somehow got you.  Your letters have been getting me through this, even though it’s not true that it isn’t my fault.  It is.  I know that my sister would still be alive if it wasn’t for me.  She should have been an only child like you without a stupid brother like me.  I was so stupid.  Why did I think it was cool to jump in the quarry?  Why did she want to be like me?  She was the smart one who got straight A’s and would have grown up to be someone important.  Now she’s gone because of me.  But I’m still selfish, because I’m glad that you don’t hate me.  I read your letters over and over.  You’re the only thing I haven’t messed up in my life.  Reading that I made you feel better and that you still want me to be your friend means everything to me.  I will try for you.  I will stop being an asshole and do better.  Maybe someday I’ll deserve that hug you want to give me.  Not now though.  I’m not ready to see you yet.  I’m still too messed up.  I always imagined driving to pick you up in my car, and I think we should stick with that plan.  I’ll have my license in two years, so that gives me time to get my shit together.  That’s what my dad used to tell me to do.  He doesn’t say it anymore.

Anyway, don’t worry about starting high school.  You’ll do great, because you’re a great girl.  I know you’ll make friends if you just talk to people.  They just need to get to know you, and they’ll see how awesome you are.  Just like I do.  Thanks for not giving up on me.

Asher

I felt so much sympathy for him, and I was glad that Kayla had helped him through that terrible tragedy.  She must have had a nicer side that I had never seen, but I was confused about her claim to him that he was her only friend.  She had been popular and had lots of friends, unlike me.  Maybe she hadn’t made friends until high school.  I tried to imagine her as the lonely girl that Asher had encouraged to come out of her shell, but I couldn’t reconcile her with the Kayla I knew.  It was like he had been writing to some other girl I didn’t know.

That was reinforced as I read the rest of his letters.  From what he wrote to her, I got the impression that she had continued to portray herself as a social outcast.  I quickly understood why when he conveyed his disdain for the conceited, popular cliques at his school.  Kayla couldn’t risk telling him that she was part of that crowd herself.  She had been able to hide it from him since they went to different schools and had never met in person.  They had even agreed not to look each other up on social media, and he must have followed that rule.  Otherwise, he surely would have known how popular she was.

It occurred to me that I was more like the girl Asher thought Kayla was.  I could understand his alienation much better than she could.  How had she fooled him for so long?  

I stayed up late reading his letters, and the idea formed in the wee hours of the morning after his final letter—the one in which he mentioned not getting a letter from her in a while and asked her if everything was okay.  My first thought was to write him a letter breaking the news that Kayla had died.  I even pulled out a sheet of paper to do just that.  I paused after writing Dear Asher as I thought about how he would finally get his handwritten letter, but it wouldn’t be from her.  He had complained several times that she always typed her letters to him, and he had told her that he didn’t care if she had terrible handwriting.  

Two thoughts niggled their way into my brain.  He didn’t know her handwriting, and he didn’t know what she looked like.  I slid right down the slippery slope of temptation after that.  My fascination with him had steadily increased as I read his words, and at some point they had started to seem like they were written to me.  I felt like I knew him on a personal level, better than I knew anyone else.  I had just spent hours immersed in his thoughts and feelings, and I didn’t realize in my sleep-deprived state that the connection I felt to him was an illusion.

I certainly wasn’t thinking rationally when I went with the impulse to write him back as Kayla.  I had some vague notion that it would be better to break it to him in person that she had died.  Then we would talk and become friends, and he would realize that we were perfect for each other.  As I began to write, the thrill of connecting with him gave me a burst of energy.

Dear Asher,

I’m sorry I haven’t written to you lately.  Some things happened that I need to tell you about in person.  I know you wanted to wait to meet until you felt ready, but this can’t wait.  I need to see you now.  Please, it’s important.  Let me know when we can meet.  You can come here, or I can come to you.  Whatever you prefer, but please make it soon.  It’s very important.

Kayla

P.S.  I really love your lyrics, and I’m not just saying that because you’re my friend.  I’ve read through them dozens of times tonight, and I think you’re an amazing songwriter.  My favorite is Violent Serenade.  It’s so raw and powerful, and I can’t wait to hear what it sounds like put to music.  I know that it must have been really hard for you to write that song, but you held nothing back, and I admire you so much for that.  Most people couldn’t handle dealing with such painful emotions, but you faced them and created an honest and beautiful tribute to your sister out of them.  I’m worried about some of the verses though.  It sounds like you went back there and jumped again.  I hope you didn’t.  But if you did, please promise me you’ll never do it again.  I can’t stand the thought of something bad happening to you.  So please don’t take chances like that.   

I was so eager to send him the letter that I placed a stamp on the envelope and went to mail it right away.  A surge of excitement had me feeling giddy as I drove home.  I had done it!  I had set things into motion to meet Asher, and I was ecstatic.

Later that day, I was feeling a lot different about my brilliant four a.m. plan.  I woke up in the afternoon after crashing at dawn.  Still feeling groggy, I rubbed my eyes before sitting up in bed and lazily glancing around my room.  My gaze landed on the piles of letters I had stacked on my floor, and I smiled as I thought about Asher.

In the next moment, the memory of mailing that letter to him had panic washing over me.  I had sent him a letter from a dead girl.  I didn’t need the sick feeling in my stomach to tell me how wrong that was.  What had I been thinking?  Instead of telling him the truth, I’d given the poor guy false hope.  He thought that Kayla was alive and well, and he would be expecting to meet her.

I wanted to rush to the post office and get the letter back, but I knew that it had already gone out this morning when they collected the mail after they opened.  It was already two in the afternoon, and it was too late to stop that letter from being delivered to Asher.  When would he get it?  Tomorrow?  The next day?  Probably within two or three days at the most, since he lived nearby.  

I got up and walked out of my room with an anxious need to do something about this.  There was nothing I could do though, so I just paced up and down the hallway as I tried to figure out the best way to handle the situation.  Maybe he would write back insisting that he wasn’t ready to meet, I thought hopefully.  Then I could inform him of Kayla’s death through a letter.  Even if he did want to meet, I could still write him that Kayla had died.

There, it was settled.  I felt slightly better now that I had a solution to the problem, but I was still anxiously awaiting his reply.  The only thing that soothed me was reading his letters, and I knew my favorites by heart by the end of the week when a new one arrived in the mail.  It gave me a jolt to see it, even though I had been expecting it.  My heart leapt into my throat at the sight of it as a mixture of dread and excitement flooded my nervous system.  I reached into the mailbox with a shaky hand and pulled out the envelope with Asher’s name and return address on it.

Carrying it with a light grip like I was fearful of damaging it, I went to my room to open it.  Not that I needed privacy, since my mom was at work.  Even if she had been home, she wouldn’t have noticed what I was doing.  I would have been able to get away with a lot if I wasn’t so strait-laced.  I held my breath in anticipation of Asher’s words as I unfolded the sheet of paper and began to read.

Kayla,

I can’t wait to hear what you have to tell me.  Come to my house on Saturday at noon.  I’ll be waiting for you.

That sounded vaguely threatening and made me uneasy.  It was also a note more than a letter and seemed so unlike him.  He hadn’t even signed his name, which was vastly different than how he had ended every other letter.  I wasn’t sure what to make of it.

Even more distressing was the fact that he hadn’t given me time to respond.  Saturday was the next day, so I had no chance of getting my reply to him before we were supposed to meet.  Unless I drove out there and put a letter in his mailbox today.  I thought about it but then imagined myself getting caught by him or his dad.  Maybe they had security cameras alerting them to trespassers on their property.  How would I explain what I was doing?  It would be better to just go face him.

Besides, I needed to tell him about Kayla.  It was cruel to let him go on thinking that she was alive, and guilt weighed on me for deceiving him.  I should have told him right away, but I couldn’t change that now.  All I could do was come clean and hope that he forgave me.

I read a few of his other letters to remind myself of what a sensitive, introspective guy he was.  A guy like that would understand and accept my apology.  I went to bed feeling good about meeting him, but the morning brought back my doubt and fear.  I was nervous as hell about coming face to face with my brooding crush.  Yet I couldn’t deny the anticipation I felt.  I was going to meet the guy who wrote those letters, the one whose words had made me fall for him.  It was overwhelming, and the self-doubt I rarely felt increased my anxiety.  What if he had no interest in me?  What if he found me boring and dull?  I was more concerned about this than him being mad at me.

I should have been more worried about pissing him off and inciting his wrath.  
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I got more nervous when I drove into his neighborhood.  Kayla had written in her diary that he was rich, but I thought she had exaggerated that like she had so much else in her life.  Seeing the waterfront mansions by the lake dispelled that notion.  If Asher Stone lived in one of these huge houses, his family had to be wealthy.  It was hard to reconcile that truth with my image of him, because he hadn’t come across as a rich snob in his letters.

Maybe Kayla had it wrong.  Maybe his dad worked for the owner of one of these houses and Asher got to live there because of it.  That made sense, because a lot of rich people had live-in staff, didn’t they?  At least that was what I read in romance novels, which were my guilty pleasure.

Mistaken identity was also often used in those books, and that was probably what had happened when Kayla drove out here to get a glimpse of Asher’s life.  She had seen the house and assumed that Asher was the owner’s son.  Would she have been as enamored with him if she found out that he wasn’t rich?  Apparently, he was also hot.  How would she have reacted if he wasn’t good-looking?  Would she still have been plotting to marry him for his money?

I didn’t care what he looked like, and I didn’t care how much money he had.  I liked him for his personality, and I was hoping for friendship with him even if nothing else developed between us.  I already had a huge crush on him just from reading his letters and lyrics, and I wondered if seeing him would change that.  Was I as shallow as Kayla?  How much did looks matter to me?  I had noticed attractive guys, but hadn’t ever developed crushes on them.  The only guy I’d ever had a crush on before wasn’t someone who turned heads.  Ben had been considered a nerd, but I thought he was cute with his glasses and intelligent brown eyes.  He was smart but socially awkward, which I had found endearing.  It had also made me think that he wasn’t concerned with appearances and what other people thought.  I had been wrong. 

When I had finally worked up the courage to ask him out, I had found out that he had no courage himself.  

He was surprised, but then a pained expression had replaced the astonishment.  “Oh man,” he had lamented.  “You’re a really hot girl.  I would love to go out with you, but my parents would kill me.  They would never let me date a black girl.”

I had been stunned by his response.  Not even the Neanderthals who assumed I was easy because I lived in a trailer park had brought up race.

“I’m half white,” I had retorted before mentally scolding myself.  Was I really trying to convince this guy that I wasn’t too black for him?

“I know,” he had replied.  “You’re beautiful.  But my parents won’t care.  They’re—”

I cut him off with an outraged demand.  “Are you saying that Caucasian genes make people beautiful?  That everybody who isn’t partially white is ugly?”

“No!” he exclaimed.  “Of course not.  I wasn’t saying that at all.  A lot of black and Asian women are beautiful.  It’s just my parents—”

I cut him off again.  “You know what?  I don’t care.  I don’t want to go out with you now anyway.”

“Cora,” he called after me as I spun around, but I walked away from him without a backward glance.

Now I wondered about the reception I would get in this wealthy neighborhood.  Were these people as prejudiced as Ben’s parents?  I would soon find out, because I was getting close to the address I was looking for.  When I spotted it, I stopped to stare at the mansion.

It had a rectangular layout, with two portions situated in the forefront as they flanked the main wing of the house.  Despite the grand scale of the structure, it had a charming, fairytale look.  Maybe because of the round tower with the conical roof set slightly behind the front entrance.  The rest of the house had gabled roofs, which also added to the enchanting appeal of the place.  The vivid green lawn beside the driveway and the glimpse of blue water in the background made it picture perfect.

There was no gate to mar the view, and I could apparently just walk up to the front door.  After parking the car at the curb, I sat for a moment gathering my courage before getting out and striding up the driveway.  My steps faltered when the door opened before I could reach it.

The guy who stepped outside wasn’t even close to the type I had expected to be anywhere in the vicinity of a mansion.  He looked like the guys I had seen around the trailer park where I used to live.  Except that most of them hadn’t been this strikingly good-looking.  My eyes took in the thick hair that was darker than mine and the ice blue eyes staring at me before noticing the lip ring and traveling down to note the black ink peeking out beneath the sleeve of his t-shirt.  The tattoo on his other arm was completely visible, because it was down on his forearm and also covering half of his hand and stopping just above his fingers.  I knew the folly of stereotypes, but this guy had bad boy written all over him.  Maybe it had more to do with his intimidating stare than the tattoos and piercing.

My timid steps slowly brought me to him, and my voice was hesitant when I spoke.  “Um, I’m looking for Asher Stone.”

“You found him,” he said in a flat tone.  “I guess you’re Kayla.”

There was not an iota of enthusiasm in his demeanor.  It was not what I expected from someone meeting a friend they had been writing to for years, and it overshadowed my surprise at discovering that he was Asher.  I could only conclude that it was a racial thing.  He was disappointed that his pen pal was a black girl.

“Sorry I’m not the right color,” I retorted with the bitterness of disappointment.  “I guess I’m only worth your time if I’m a blonde cheerleader.”

Anger flashed in his piercing blue eyes, and his gaze intensified.  His tone was cool when he spoke though.  “Funny you should mention that, because Kayla apparently was a blonde cheerleader.”

My throat went dry as my heart began a panicked rhythm.  He knew I wasn’t Kayla, and he had referred to her in the past tense.  “I’m sorry,” I said, immediately feeling contrite.  “I came here to tell you in person.”

“Did you?” he enquired.  “Or did you come here hoping to get yourself a sugar daddy like your mom?  Kayla told me the skank doesn’t fall far from the tree.”

White hot rage instantly flared within me, and I lashed out.  “Don’t you dare talk shit about my mom!  You don’t know anything about her.  If you want to talk about skanks, your precious Kayla was the one who got caught having sex at school.”

As soon as the words were out of my mouth, I wanted to take them back.  My eyes went wide in horror at talking bad about the deceased.  Kayla was dead, and I had just called her a skank.  “I’m sorry,” I said.  “I didn’t mean that.”  

“No,” he replied.  “Don’t stop now.  Tell me all about that liar.”

I winced.  “I’m sure she had her reasons.”

His eyebrows lifted in surprise.  “Really?” he questioned before his expression turned into a sneer.  “Just like you?  What are your reasons, whatever your name is.”

“Cora,” I supplied before I thought better of it.  “My name is Cora Johnston.”

“Cora,” he repeated, studying me intently.

Nervousness made me explain, “It was my great grandmother’s name.  My mom named me after her.”

“Your mom is white,” he said.  “Kayla told me.”

“Yeah,” I responded, bristling again at him bringing up race.

He took a step closer to me, getting into my personal space.  “What?  You don’t like me knowing your business?  What about you getting into my business?  You read my letters, didn’t you?” he demanded, his voice suddenly hard and angry.

My stomach dropped like I was on a roller coaster.  I could see the seething anger in Asher’s eyes, and I took a step back.  “I’m sorry.  I found them in her room, and they were so interesting that I couldn’t stop reading them once I started,” I admitted.

“Interesting,” he repeated in a sarcastic tone.  “What was
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