

    
        
          The Name After Midnight

        

        
        
          M A Tadlo

        

        
          Published by MAT Scape, 2026.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      THE NAME AFTER MIDNIGHT

    

    
      First edition. November 6, 2026.

      Copyright © 2026 M A Tadlo.

    

    
    
      Written by M A Tadlo.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Chapter 1: I Am Already Dead

Chapter 2: The Boy Who Sees Me

Chapter 3: My Sister Who Forgot Me

Chapter 4: The Love That Never Finished

Chapter 5: Someone Inside the Mirror

Chapter 6: The Name That Was Erased

Chapter 7: I Hate You, Arven

Chapter 8: The Missing Night

Chapter 9: Cael's Last Letter

Chapter 10: The Monster I Created

Chapter 11: I Remember Everything (Part One)

Chapter 12: I Remember Everything (Part Two)

Chapter 13: If Tomorrow I Disappear (Part One)

Chapter 14: If Tomorrow I Disappear (Part Two)

Chapter 15: If Tomorrow I Disappear (Part | Three)

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 1: I Am Already Dead
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I don't remember what breathing feels like.

It has been years since my chest last rose and fell, since I felt rain on my skin or heard someone say my name without a flinch in it. What I do remember is the school bell.

Three rings, every day at five in the afternoon. After the third, the corridor empties, the lights stutter, and the door to Room 13 swings open on its own.

I wait for it there. Not to frighten anyone. I just keep hoping that someday a person will walk in and remember that I was alive.

My name is Nerissa Voss. I used to be a student at Ravenwood High School. I used to have a desk by the window, a notebook with the last pages crowded with doodles, a school tie I could never knot properly, and a future that, like every seventeen-year-old's, I assumed would be long.

Now I'm the story new students whisper during their first week.

"Don't go into Room 13 after five."

"Why not?"

"Somebody died in there. That's what people say."

That's what people say. It is always that. No name, no face, no year, just somebody, as if I were a stain on the floor that never came out instead of a girl who once laughed so hard in the cafeteria that she choked on her iced tea.

If you ask what it's like to be a ghost, living people tend to picture something dramatic. Floating over graves. Wailing in dark hallways. Whispering the name of someone you hate until they get goosebumps. The truth is more boring than that, and lonelier. Mostly lonelier.

I wake up, if you can call it waking when you never really sleep, to the same sounds every morning. The main gate groans open. The duty students scuff across the yard in their rubber-soled shoes. The gate guard hollers at whoever arrived too early to stop running across the grass, and whoever it is keeps running, because that is what early arrivals are for.

The school hasn't changed much. The main building is still a pale cream that peels in long curls near the drainpipes. The field is still cracked by the flagpole. The banyan behind Building C is still where kids go to skip gym class with stomachaches they describe in impressive detail. What changes is the people. My teachers retired one by one, or transferred, or died, and that last category always leaves me with the same question. If they died, why have I never run into them here? Where do dead people go when they don't get stuck? I don't know. Being a ghost doesn't come with a manual.

By a little after six the hallways start to fill. I stand at the foot of the stairs between Building A and Building B, where the morning light comes in slanted through the high windows and turns the dust into a small, slow snowfall. Students go through me without slowing down. Running with one shoe untied. Laughing in clumps. Bent over their phones. Slipping a cheat sheet into the back of a textbook with great care and no talent for it.

Nobody sees me.

In the beginning I tried everything. I screamed. I waved my hands in front of faces. I planted myself in the middle of the hallway and hoped someone would collide with me and feel something. But people pass through a ghost the way they pass through a draft. At best, they stop, rub the back of their neck, and say, "Why am I getting chills?"

Chills. That was my greatest achievement for years.

The day I'm telling you about began the way most of them do. I went to physics.

I'm not sorry about this. I attend classes out of the same habit that makes people turn on the television without watching it, and also because the alternative is standing in a hallway. I sat in the last row of an eleventh-grade class in Building B, in a chair that was always one centimeter too low for me to rest in, so I floated over it, and I listened to a teacher explain how objects move.

Dying didn't improve my relationship with physics. The equations were no more reasonable than before. What I did learn, with all this free time, was how to watch a classroom the way you'd watch a pond.

A boy two seats ahead was copying a classmate's homework in the half-minute before the teacher came in, and his handwriting got worse with every line, until the last problem looked like a seismograph reading. The teacher collected the sheets and looked at them for a long time. Then she said, without raising her voice, that it was remarkable how many people had arrived at the same wrong answer in the same wrong way. Nobody said anything. The boy studied his desk, hoping it might offer him a place to hide.

A girl by the window kept opening a message on her phone under the desk, reading it, closing it, opening it again. I never found out what it said. She went through it four times in forty minutes, and each time her face did a different thing. I decided it was a boy. Then I decided it was her mother. I'm usually wrong about these, but the guessing helps.

At lunch I went to the cafeteria, which is the only room in Ravenwood that never goes quiet. The ceiling fans turn at three different speeds. The woman who runs the fried-snack counter puts out the new batch at ten past twelve and the old batch at eleven forty-five, and some of the kids can tell the difference by smell and join the line early. A song I used to know every word to came out of the speaker over the register, and the table of girls nearest to me talked straight over it. I found that I wasn't angry about that. I stood next to the speaker until it ended.

At the far end of one bench, a boy sat eating rice out of a plastic container. His hands were scrubbed pink, but when he reached across to open his water bottle, the people next to him shifted their trays a few inches away. His hands smell of onions. He helps his mother at her stall every morning before school, chopping, and he scrubs, and it doesn't come out. Nobody has ever said a word about it. They just move their trays. I have watched this for most of a school year and I would give a great deal to be able to knock one of those trays off the table.

I know a lot of things I don't want to know. Who cries in the second-floor restroom every Friday, and how long she stays. Which couple fights on the emergency stairs and who always apologizes first, usually just before the bell. Dead people make the perfect audience. We see everything, and no one asks for our opinion.

The part that hurts most isn't what you'd think. It isn't the big things. It's the contest posters on the bulletin board that I would have entered, a song in the cafeteria, the graduation announcements every year, when the corridors fill with flowers and kids hugging because their lives are about to start. My life got cut off in the middle of a sentence.

I'd tell you that afternoons are the loneliest time, but that would be a lie. They're the most crowded and the emptiest at once. I can stand in the middle of a hundred people and still feel like I'm at the bottom of a well.

Then evening comes, and that's when Ravenwood starts to belong to me.

I don't say that to be poetic. It's simply true. After five, after the bell has rung three times and the student council kids have finished locking the classrooms, with the exception of one room they've never really managed to lock, the school changes. The corridor lights come on with a yellow glow that isn't even from one end to the other. Shadows stretch. My own footsteps, and yes, I have footsteps, which is absurd given that I have no feet that touch anything, echo longer than they should.

Room 13 is at the end of the second-floor corridor in the old building.

The brass numerals above the door lost half of themselves long ago, so what you read now is a 1 and a nail hole. The nameplate beside the door has been replaced over and over. It has said X-3. It has said Storage. It has said Extracurricular Room. Now it says nothing, as if a room without a name might stop existing.

It doesn't. It waits.

Inside, time moves differently. The dust is thicker. The air is colder than it is in the corridor. There are thirty desks that nobody has ever gotten to stay in rows, a blackboard with a curve of leftover chalk in the lower right corner that no eraser has ever removed, and a large mirror on the back wall, left over from the years when this room was used for theater rehearsals. I don't like that mirror. I'll explain why. Or maybe I won't.

My desk used to be in the second row from the window, third seat. It's still there. I know because on the underside of the tabletop, where your knees go, I once carved something with the point of a compass: the letters N and C, with a plus sign between them that I pressed so enthusiastically the wood almost split through.

N + C.

Don't ask. Not yet. I'm not ready to tell you about the second letter today.

Every evening I sit at that desk and try to remember the night I died.

Living people think memory is a film you can rewind. For me it's more like a room with broken lights. Part of it is bright and part of it is dark and whenever I try to go in, the furniture has moved.

I remember rain. Or I think I remember rain, because maybe it seems like every sad story is obliged to have rain in it. I remember the smell of smoke, and that one is certain. It still turns up in clean hallways without warning, and I stop walking, and the whole of my body that isn't really a body begins to shake. I remember someone calling my name from far away, as if from the other side of a very thick door. I remember heat on the right side of my face. I remember thinking, with a strange, clean clarity: Oh. So this is what it's like.

Then dark.

Then I was standing in the middle of Room 13, which had gone cold, ringed by black burn marks that someone had painted over in a hurry, and no one could hear me scream.

That's all of it. For years, that's what I've had: rain that may not have happened, smoke that definitely did, a voice, and heat. If you were hoping that dying would explain everything, I'm sorry. Dying didn't give me answers. It gave me more time to ask the questions.

Time is the one thing I have too much of.

There are rules to my existence, and none of them were explained to me. I can't leave the school grounds. The main gate is the edge of my world. Every time I tried to go through it, my chest locked up, my vision broke into small bright pieces, and the next second I was back in the middle of the field, shaking. I tried it hundreds of times in the first year. Now I only try when I'm very angry or very sad. People learn to accept their prisons. Evidently ghosts do too.

I also have trouble touching things. If I concentrate until my head, which isn't there, feels as if it will split, I can stir a curtain. If I'm especially upset, I can knock over an eraser. Once, I managed to slam the door of Room 13 hard enough to send the duty teacher running, and the following week the school set a bunch of frangipani flowers at the door. I hate frangipani. It smells like a funeral, and I know I'm a funeral that walks around, but still.

I don't age. It sounds like a gift until you understand that it means I'm frozen. My hair stays at my shoulders, with the bangs falling into my right eye. My uniform stays the same: white blouse with soot on the right sleeve, gray skirt, a tie that never lies straight. I am seventeen forever, while the school keeps graduating kids who go on to live and work and eventually, probably, enroll their own children here.

That evening was like every other evening. It had been raining since four, real rain, not remembered rain. I know the difference because of the students running across the yard with their bags held over their heads. I stood at the window on the second floor and watched the courtyard shine, and I indulged in my worst habit, which is imagining the life I don't have.

Graduating. Going to college and picking the wrong major. Fighting with Mom about getting home too late. Being twenty, twenty-five, thirty, and not having to wear this stupid tie anymore.

That kind of imagining always leads me to Elira, my little sister. She's alive, breathing, getting older, doing everything I can't. I don't know if that makes me happy or angry. A good sister would be happy. Maybe death doesn't improve anyone's character, because I'm still stubborn, quick to be jealous, and too sarcastic for my own good.

The third bell rang at seven minutes past five. It's always seven minutes late. The school clock broke before I died, and no one fixed it, because the head of administration says that as long as it still rings it's still working. That philosophy seems to be applied to a lot of things at Ravenwood, including the truth about how I died.

The corridor began to empty. A group of kids from the theater club ran past Room 13 without looking at it. Their seniors must have trained them out of looking. The duty teacher came along the hall with her ring of keys jingling, locked Room 11, locked Room 12, and stopped in front of Room 13. She looked at the door for a long time. She tried the handle. It was locked, as it always is at this hour, locked from the outside by whichever teacher has duty that week, with the master key that lives in the teachers' lounge.

"Tomorrow," she muttered, as she always does, and left.

She had no idea that in five minutes the door would open by itself. It always does. I'm not the one who does it. I've checked this for years: I stand far away, I concentrate on not opening it, and still, after the hallway has gone completely quiet and the lights have flickered twice, the old hinges creak and the door swings open about the width of a hand. As if somebody invited me in. Or invited something out.

I went in as usual. I sat at my desk. I looked at the blackboard and the leftover curve of chalk and I did my ritual, which is to go through the names of my classmates one by one so I won't forget them. If I forget them, who is going to remember us the way we were?

"Dita. Faris. Nadia. Bima. Sinta. Raka. Laras. Yuda."

I say them like a spell. Some of the faces have gone blurry, and that panics me. To be forgotten by a dead person feels like dying twice.

"Cael."

That name always comes last. And it always stops me.

Cael Rowan.

I won't tell you about him yet. Not because I enjoy being mysterious, though I'll admit a little, yes, I'd like you to feel a small piece of what it's been like not knowing anything for all these years. I won't tell you because every time I try to remember Cael, my memory does the same thing. Bright, bright, bright, and then it cuts off, like a film burned through the middle of the reel. There's an argument. There's my voice, going up. There's something I shouldn't have said. Then heat. Then dark.

I pressed both hands against the surface of the desk, which was cold and which I couldn't feel. "Remember," I whispered to myself. "Come on. One thing. One new thing."

The mirror on the back wall fogged over.

The room was cold and dry. Fog shouldn't form. I looked at it out of the corner of my eye. I never look at it straight on for long, which is another rule I made up without knowing why, the way you don't stare at the sun. In it I could see a faint version of myself between the desks: a girl in a school uniform with a crooked tie, sitting alone in an empty classroom.

In the mirror, the girl was smiling.

I wasn't.

My heart, all right, the memory of a heart, thudded once, hard. I turned fast and looked at the mirror head-on, breaking my own rule. Nothing. Just me, not smiling, with a face that looked, I'll admit, extremely tired for a dead person.

"Perfect," I said out loud to the empty room. "Now I'm hallucinating. Big step forward for the mental health of the dead."

The room didn't answer. Room 13 never answers directly. It only does small things at the edge of your vision, like any haunted place with self-respect.

I decided to go out and walk the corridors. That's my routine before what I call sleep, which means standing in the library until morning reading the titles on the spines, because I can't open a book without effort that makes me want to cry.

That was when I heard footsteps.

They weren't the night guard's. The night guard wears flip-flops and drags his feet and hums the same sentimental song from the same radio station every night, one that nobody under forty will admit to listening to. These were shoes. Slow. Hesitant. They stopped every few steps, as if their owner were checking room numbers.

No students are allowed in the old building after six. The guard chases out anyone he finds. Besides, today was transfer-student day. I'd heard the teachers talking about it that morning in the lounge, where I'd gone to hear what they said about the roof leak. One student was moving in the middle of the term because of a parent's job. New kids usually show up in the morning, in uniforms that are still stiff, looking like they've landed in a foreign country. I always watch transfer students with a mixture of pity and envy. They don't know anything about this place, including me, and for a few days, at least, they still have the chance to be anyone.

The footsteps stopped right outside Room 13.

The door, which had opened a hand's width earlier, was still open. I stood inside, between my desks and the dark, and held a breath I didn't have.

A boy appeared in the doorway.

He was tall, taller than me, which isn't saying much, because I never reached the five-foot-five I promised myself in tenth grade. His black hair was a little untidy, as if he'd been rained on and hadn't cared. His Ravenwood uniform was obviously new, still stiff along the creases. He carried a messenger bag with one strap snapped and knotted together as an afterthought. In his hand he held a plastic folder of enrollment forms and the campus map that the administration office hands out to every new student, a map that, I happened to know, doesn't show Room 13 at all. This room isn't on Ravenwood's official map. He had no business knowing it existed.

But he stood there. And he looked into the room. Straight at me.

I did what I always do when a human looks in my direction. I stayed still and waited for them to realize that what they were looking at was a shadow, a curtain, or tired eyes.

He didn't blink.

"Nerissa?"

The world stopped.

I'm not exaggerating. For years I've longed for it, begged for it, screamed for this one thing, and now that it was happening, the first thing I felt wasn't joy. It was fear. Clean, cold fear, like ice water poured down my spine.

"Why are you crying?" he asked, in a voice that shook.

I raised a hand to my face. Wet. I was crying. I hadn't even noticed. Crying is one of the few things this ghost body still does without being asked, usually when I think of Elira or the letter C under that desk.

But that wasn't the important part.

The important part was that he could see my tears.

In all those years nobody had seen me. Not the duty teacher who locked the door. Not the janitor who mopped right through my feet. Not my own sister, and I don't allow myself to picture where she might be, because that's a story for another day and it still makes me want to slam a door I can't touch.

This boy saw me.

"You," I said. My voice came out rough, rusty from lack of use on anyone else. I cleared a throat that wasn't there. "You can see me?"

He stepped back. His shoulder hit the door frame. The plastic folder slipped from his hand and the forms scattered across the corridor floor, which was still damp from everyone's rainy shoes. One sheet slid into the room and stopped at my feet. At the top, in neat print from the administration office's printer, it said:

Transfer Student Admission Form

Name: Arven Hale

"I shouldn't," he said. He swallowed. His eyes were gray, and he didn't take them off me. "I shouldn't be able to. Right?"

"That depends," I said, and from somewhere, my old sarcasm came back like a reflex in a muscle. "Do you usually see slightly transparent girls in uniform standing in empty classrooms that aren't on your school map? Because if so, you may need a doctor instead of a new school."

He didn't laugh. Fair enough. I hadn't made a joke in front of a living audience in years. He walked in instead.

One step. Across the threshold of Room 13, which even the duty teacher is reluctant to cross after dark.

"Don't," I said fast. Too fast. "Don't come in here."

"Why not?"

"Because." I hunted for an answer a living person could accept. Because the room was dangerous? Because I was? Because after all these years, the one thing scarier than never being seen is being seen by someone who might turn and run, or worse, someone who might stay?

"Because the floor's slippery. It rained. You could slip and die, and believe me, the facilities here are not as good as you think."

He looked at the floor. Dry and dusty. He looked back at me.

"You're Nerissa Voss," he said. It wasn't a question.

My chest, which doesn't exist, tightened. "How do you know my name?"

"The photograph," he said. "In the administration office. There's an old class photo on the wall behind the registration desk. All the other photos have the year and the class written under them. That one doesn't. But there's a girl in the second row." He lifted a hand, hesitating, and pointed toward the desk by the window, second row, third seat. Mine. "Sitting right there. With a crooked tie. And when I asked the clerk who she was, the clerk said she didn't know, and then told me to hurry up and get out."

He stopped. Rain tapped on the classroom windows like impatient fingers.

"Then in the hallway I heard someone reciting names. Like they were trying to memorize them. And then you said Cael. And then you started crying. So I followed the sound."

I'd said those names out loud. I'd never noticed that when I got emotional enough, my voice could leak into the living world, enough to be heard as a whisper, not enough to be understood. For years I thought I wasn't heard at all. Turns out I was a voice in the hallway that made kids walk faster. Touching.

"You heard all of it?" I asked.

"Not all of it. Just the last name." He tried a smile that came out more like a nervous grimace. "And now I'm looking at whoever owns the voice. So either I'm dreaming on my first day at a new school, or..."

"Or I'm a ghost," I said. "Yes. Welcome to Ravenwood High School, Arven Hale. Our facilities include a leaking science lab, a cafeteria that occasionally sells yesterday's fried snacks, and one restless spirit not mentioned in the enrollment brochure."

He laughed. A real laugh, short and startled, the kind that gets out before you can catch it. And the sound of a human being laughing at me, not through me, hit harder than all those years of loneliness.

I stepped back. My desk went through my waist a little. I'm still bad at judging the distance between myself and solid things when I'm rattled.

Arven saw. His laughter stopped. His face changed into something I wouldn't have expected from someone who had just met a ghost: not terror, but guilt, the face of someone who thinks he's broken something.

"Sorry," he said. "I didn't mean to. I should go. The guard said the old building closes after six, and I told him I only wanted to look around. If he catches me here..."

"Go," I said.

I said it coldly. I said it like I didn't care. I've gotten very good at that. Death teaches you to pretend you don't want what you can't have, because wanting something for years without ever getting it can turn you into something else. Something that whispers from inside a mirror with a smile that isn't yours.

Arven bent to collect his scattered papers. His hands were shaking. He shoved everything back into the folder in no particular order, then straightened up, and then, and this is what I couldn't forget that night, more than the fact that he could see me, he looked at me once more and said:

"I'll come back tomorrow. After school. If you're still here."

"I'm always here," I said. "That's the whole problem."

He nodded as if that were a reasonable promise between a transfer student and a ghost, then turned and walked quickly down the hall. His steps weren't hesitant anymore. At the end of the corridor, before he turned toward the stairs, he looked back. I raised my hand, halfway, foolishly, like someone waving from the platform of a train that's already left.

He waved back.

Then he was gone down the stairs, and the corridor was quiet again, and the lights flickered twice, and the door of Room 13 swung shut by itself until all that remained was one very soft click.

I stood in the dark for a long time.

"You can see me," I whispered to the empty room, trying out the words like a new language. "Someone can see me."

On the back wall, the mirror fogged again.

This time I made myself look. My reflection was there, small and far off between the desks, with one hand still raised halfway, like a fool.

In the mirror, I wasn't waving.

In the mirror, I was bowing my head, and my shoulders were shaking, and when I, when she, lifted her face, she was crying and smiling at the same time, with a smile I'd never had.

I turned around and didn't look at the mirror again that night.

Outside the rain was letting up. The school went to sleep. And for the first time in years I didn't play my game of imagining the life I'll never have.

I played something much more dangerous.

I imagined tomorrow.

My name is Nerissa Voss. I'm already dead, and this isn't the end of my story. It's the first time anyone has turned around.
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Chapter 2: The Boy Who Sees Me
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Living people have a bad habit. They make promises to ghosts, and then they lie awake all night regretting it.

I spent the night after the meeting standing in front of the door of Room 13, staring at an empty corridor and working through every way it could go wrong. Maybe Arven Hale wouldn't come back. Maybe he'd go home, eat dinner, sleep, and decide that the transparent girl in the old building was what happens when you skip lunch on your first day. Maybe he'd tell his parents, and they'd take him to a psychiatrist, or a priest, or, worst of all, the head of administration.

I wrote speeches.

If he came back out of curiosity, I would be cool. If he came back to prove I wasn't real, I would prove otherwise, politely, with a small lasting trauma. If he didn't come back at all, I would pretend I had never hoped.

The trouble with being a ghost is that you can't sleep. There's too much time to hope, and then there's even more time to argue yourself out of it.

Somewhere around two in the morning I gave up on the speeches and walked the library. I do this most nights, reading spines I can't open. That night I got as far as the 800s, where the literature is shelved, and found that I'd read the same title four times without taking it in. It was a collection of short stories. The spine was cracked white in the middle, so somebody had loved it or been careless with it. I couldn't tell which. I stood there until the windows started to go gray.

The gate opened at half past five. I was already out on the field, at the spot where the first sunlight comes through the gap between Building A and the clock tower. I can't feel it. I just like watching it. It makes the school look like an ordinary place where children learn things, instead of a place where one of them died and then got left out of the brochure.

The first student came at six. By ten past, the yard was loud. By twenty past, I saw him.

Arven Hale came through the gate too fast, like someone who had decided to arrive early specifically so he wouldn't have time to change his mind. The uniform was still stiff, but the tie was tied better than yesterday. He had a new strap on his bag, a black one, and the old knotted one was gone. In one hand he was carrying two bread rolls in plastic wrappers.

Two.

He stopped in the middle of the field. Students flowed around him in every direction, and his eyes went across the buildings, the windows, the stairwell, and then found me.

He looked at me for three full seconds. Then he did something that made me want to cry and laugh at once. He raised one hand, hesitantly, and gave a small wave.

A girl walking past turned around. "Who are you waving at?"

Arven brought his hand down as fast as it would go. "The flagpole."

"The flagpole?"

"Saluting it. From a distance."

He walked quickly toward the building with his head lowered. The girl watched him go like she'd just found a good reason not to sit next to him.

I followed, obviously. I had nothing else on my calendar except haunting the only person alive who could see me.

Following someone isn't as easy for a ghost as you'd think. I have to be careful not to pass through crowds too fast, because whenever I go through a person who is in the middle of a big feeling, laughing hard or furious or crying, I get a flash of it, like touching a live wire. Too much happiness hurts. Too much sadness makes me want to turn around. Arven, luckily, was walking on mostly flat emotions: nerves, curiosity, and a little shame about having just saluted a flagpole on my behalf.

He stopped at the class lists posted outside the first-floor office. His name was on the list for Class 11-2, taped up crooked with yellowing tape.

"Eleven-two," I read over his shoulder. "Congratulations. You're in with the people who made firecrackers out of mothballs last year and blamed the school cat."

Arven jumped. The roll nearly left his hand.

"Don't talk behind people," he whispered, without turning his head.

"Why? Are you scared?"

"I look like I'm talking to myself."

"Technically, you are."

He gave me a sideways look. In the clear morning light he was more real than he'd been last night. There was a small mole near his jaw. His eyes were gray. Last night, under the yellow corridor lights, I hadn't been able to decide between gray and blue, and it had bothered me more than it should have. And there were shadows under them, the kind that look too old for a transfer student on his second day. He looked like someone who hadn't slept either. Because of me.

For some reason that made me happy, and being happy about it made me annoyed with myself.

"Two rolls," I said. "One for you, one for whom? A peace offering to the ghost?"

"One for breakfast, one in case I faint again."

"You fainted yesterday?"

"No. But I considered it."

Class 11-2 was bright and loud and papered with posters. There was a diagram of the digestive system and a duty roster in too many colors. The only empty desk was in the middle row near the board, which isn't a good seat. I stood in the back corner next to the cabinet of old student workbooks and watched them introduce him.

The homeroom teacher was Ms. Laras, the biology teacher, a small woman with a voice that could carry through three classrooms and a closed door. She told Arven to come to the front.

"Class, we have a new classmate. Arven Hale, transferred from Surabaya. Introduce yourself, please. Keep it short, we have material to get through."

Twenty-nine pairs of eyes. I know that look. It's a quick inventory: shoes, haircut, and whether this person can be asked for answers on a quiz.

"My name's Arven," he said. "We moved because of my dad's work. I like reading. And, um, I don't talk much."

"Good," someone said from the back. "Same as the flagpole."

A few people laughed. Arven glanced at me, probably by accident, probably hoping for sympathy. I shrugged.

Ms. Laras sent him to his desk. The lesson started, and that was when I started my research.

Until yesterday I'd had exactly one person who could see me, and he was working very hard to act as if I didn't exist. I needed to know it hadn't been a fluke. Maybe the lights in the corridor had been strange. Maybe he could only see me at certain hours. Maybe I'd made up the whole conversation out of loneliness, though inventing a boy who waves at flagpoles seemed too specific even for my imagination.

So I tested it.

First I stood next to his desk and waved a hand in front of his face while Ms. Laras explained the circulatory system. Arven held his eyes on the board with the discipline of a soldier. The corner of his mouth twitched.

Second, I whispered the planets in the wrong order. "Mercury, Venus, Mars, Earth..."

He wrote in his notebook: please.

I smiled. He could hear me, too.

Third, I walked around the room reading what people had written, commenting on drawings, announcing who was drawing hearts with arrows through them on the last page. Arven looked up every so often to follow me and dropped his eyes again whenever I stopped near him.

Fourth, and I admit this was a little cruel, I waited until the first break. The room emptied out and Arven unwrapped the second roll, and I put my head through the door of the lockers at the back of the class and said, "Boo."

Arven choked.

I came out of the locker feeling triumphant. "So you really can see me."

He coughed, pounding his chest, and pointed at me with a mangled roll. "You said you didn't like scaring people!"

"I said I didn't wait in that room to scare anyone. This is different. This is a scientific experiment."

"With your head in a locker?"

"The available methods are limited."

He stared at me. Then, against everything I'd predicted, he laughed. It wasn't the scared laugh from last night. His shoulders came down and his face got younger. A couple of kids coming in from the hall looked over, since to them he was laughing at a locker, and he cleared his throat and began reading the ingredients on the roll's wrapper like they were important.

"You're going to get me labeled as weird before my first week is up," he said, quietly.

"You're already weird. You saluted a flagpole. I'm keeping your reputation
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