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Summer

My vapor solidifies with no warning whatsoever. Abrupt. Compact. Unexpected.

I’m near a dumpster that squats behind a floodlit Sheetz gas station, the stench of hot dog grease and burnt coffee strong in my nostrils. My feet are last to materialize, so that for a moment when I look down, I’m floating about five inches above the pavement, white mist above black asphalt.

With the physical transformation comes the rest of it. Light and cool converts to heavy and hot. Yearning and searching morphs to fear and uncertainty. Naked and misty transforms to flesh-bound and clothed. I’m grateful for the garments that cover my skin, even if how that happens is a mystery to me.

The nausea and dizziness are stronger than the last time I can recall. I lean against the dumpster and slide to the ground, knees up, head in my hands. It will pass soon. I hope.

“Miss, are you okay?” A deep voice rumbles above the traffic noise. The tall, ruddy-faced cop is standing over me, wearing a black uniform and a hat with a band of navy and gold squares. “I’m Officer Sullivan. Did someone hurt you?”

“I’m fine.” I scramble to my feet, glad it’s dim in the shadow of the dumpster. I’m still shaky and have no clue what color has risen in my eyes. Between the lights and my startling arrival, anything is possible.

“You’re sitting beside a trash can at a gas station, and it’s ten o’clock at night.” He shines the light in my face and stares. “What’s your name?”

“I’m...not sure.” That’s true, at least partially. Each incarnation requires a name that matches the time and place. At present I don’t know either. But I’m learning how to manage. After so many tries, I should know what to do.

“I need medics at 3092 Lothrop.” The cop speaks into a microphone on his shoulder.

“No, really. I’m fine.”

“Right. You don’t know who you are. You need to be checked out. Unless you’re lying.” He raises the flashlight higher.

“I’m telling the truth.” I keep my eyes downcast and don’t add, the partial truth. I know that I used to be alive, that now I’m a ghost, and that I’m searching for something to expiate my guilt over...what? Beyond that, fuzzy at best. Another wave of dizziness comes over me, normal when I materialize so quickly. I sink back to the ground.

Things happen fast. A siren, followed by garish lights. Neck brace snapped in place. Lifted onto a backboard and gurney. Shoved in the back of an ambulance. The Emergency Room doors whoosh open.

I’m whisked down a hall, into a cubicle, and onto a narrow bed under a bright, hurting light. I have to do something, and fast. No way can I survive close medical scrutiny without endless questions. I could disappear and freak them all out, but if there’s even a remote chance at resolution this time around, I have to try for it. Which means I need a surrogate.

I close my eyes, which must be a normal color or the nurse would already be shrieking, and let my mind roam the corridors. In the waiting room I find the perfect substitute. She’s about my age, looks healthy enough, and is accompanying an older woman in a wheelchair. She’ll be here for a while.

It only takes a second to kidnap her essence and haul it back to my body in the exam room. Fitting her larger frame inside mine is uncomfortable, but it’s the only way. I feel my molecules squishing together to accommodate hers, a process somewhere between an unwanted tickle and unwelcome discomfort.

Hours later, after the cognitive questions, the blood work that rules out drugs and date rape, the neuro exam, and the CT of my head, Tim the ER Doc knows nothing except that I seem to be healthy. He leaves me alone long enough that I take Waiting Room Girl back to her magazine, none the worse for the experience. She shakes her head, looks around, and goes back to an article entitled, Hot, Hot, Hot—Summer Dating. My mind returns to the cubicle. It feels good to be in my body by myself again.

“Looks like you get to leave.” Officer Sullivan is still hanging around, or maybe they called him back.

There’s a woman in jeans and a tie-dyed T-shirt with him, medium build, shoulder-length brown hair, tentative smile. Sullivan takes off his hat and scratches his head. “The problem is where to take you. CYF is swamped, and you can’t be out on the street alone. There’s no way you’re eighteen.”

“I’m very self-sufficient. And healthy.” I know where this is going. Not good.

“Except that you don’t know who you are or where you’re from. And we haven’t found you on any missing persons’ data base yet.” He clears his throat. “I do have a solution. The social worker here already got the official okay from the top. This is Jill, my sister-in-law. She and my brother are licensed for emergency shelter of minors. They agreed to take you in, until we can straighten things out.”

“Hi.” Jill nods, makes no attempt to be fake-concerned.

“That’s really nice of you, but—”

“You don’t have a choice.” Officer Sullivan waves his arm toward my clothing. “Get dressed, and we’ll take you there. They live out in the suburbs.” His gruff voice softens. “It’s gonna be okay, kid.”

Jill must see the confusion on my face. “This is the city of Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania. We live in Murrysville, about fifteen miles east.”

Jill and Sullivan leave me alone. I would run if I could. But my new caretakers are outside the door. If I return to my default mode and float away unseen, will I doom myself to roaming forever? I just don’t have enough information to know for sure. Can’t take the chance.

The jean shorts, California Dreamin’ T-shirt, and flip flops I picked up when I landed one time in LA slip on in seconds. My Vera Bradley tote bag—blue and brown design from the sale rack at Goodwill—goes cross-body, and I’m set.

Sullivan’s personal wheels—a beat-up Ford truck—is parked outside the Emergency Room. He climbs in the drivers’ seat, Jill takes the middle, and I hug the passenger door. The truck creeps along with vehicles clogging the highway. “Isn’t it late for so much traffic?” We slow down even more as we enter a tunnel; the sign says Squirrel Hill. It’s dingy and dirty, under some kind of construction that can only be an improvement. Nothing looks familiar.

“The game just ended. Extra innings.” Sullivan glances at me. “Baseball. Pirates. They’re on a roll this year, for a change.”

Jill is silent, but sits as close to Sullivan as she can, giving me a tiny bit of space.

While he drones on about RBIs and unassisted triple plays, my mind is free to wander. I’m tired. From wandering too much. And wondering what the hell I’m supposed to do to end it all. If only I could remember Azul’s instructions. Something about doing it until I got it right. Finding someone. Someone specific so I can be converted, and rest. But who? And why? Was my life so awful that I now have to atone for major bad crap? That’s what the pervasive guilt I carry tells me. But how am I supposed to find out?

“Uh, we’re here.” Sullivan is standing by the passenger door, which is open.

I exit the truck and stare down an unpaved pathway.

Jill climbs out behind me and gestures to the long incline that snakes through tall pines. “Welcome.” At the bottom of the hill is a cottage-like house.

Light pours out of three skylights, and a spotlight brightens the path. Everything else, sweet-smelling flowers, leafy trees, details, is swallowed by the darkness. I follow Jill and arrive at the small frame structure. The screen door is country fancy.

It bangs open, and a little boy wearing Batman pajamas bounds out. His red-brown hair sticks up in clumps, bed-head style.

“Uncle Mal.” He appears ready to hug Sullivan, stops when he sees me, and settles for a manly fist bump.

“How’s it going, Finn?” Sullivan gestures to me, just as a man appears on the porch—also in nightwear—and steps out beside Finn. “This is the young lady I called you about.”

“You must be hungry.” The man smiles but makes no attempt to touch me. “I’m Daniel. And you already met our son, Finn, who is supposed to be asleep.”

After the good-byes to the cop, I follow Jill and Finn into the house. Daniel locks the door behind me. I like that the windows are open instead of air conditioning being on. It feels free, even though I could vaporize and drift outside at any time. Jill makes me a ham sandwich with barbecue chips and a can of Coke. I expected to do the wary dance, but they seem comfortable with me. I’m glad they ask no questions.

“Is it true you don’t know anything?” Finn’s eyes are shining. “Not even your name?”

This must be a cool adventure to him, something worthy of playground bragging rights: the strange girl with no name who appeared in the dark. If he only knew.

“Finn.” Disapproval is heavy in Daniel’s voice. “We don’t interrogate our guests.”

“No, it’s okay.” I smile at the kid and get a dimple in return. “But I guess I should come up with some name, just to make things easier.” The thought Dovie passes through my mind, don’t know why. I remember the magazine article the hospital girl was reading, that baseball is being played, and the air is warm. “It’s summertime, so how about that? I’ll be Summer. Until my memory comes back.” Or, my mind whispers, until I can leave.

“Summer. I like that.” Jill nods her approval. “With that pretty blond hair, you look like a summer surfer.”

“Except she’s not tanned. She’s really pale.” Finn holds his browned arm next to my white one. “Don’t you go outside?”

“Finn.” Daniel shakes his head. “What part of she can’t remember don’t you get?”

Daniel ushers the kid down a hall. A toilet flushes, and I hear Finn’s, “Good night, Summer,” before a door opens and closes. Jill leads me up a set of spiral stairs to a loft bedroom with its own bathroom, and then leaves me alone.

There are toiletries in the bathroom, nice ones from Crabtree and Evelyn, scented with lily of the valley. I shower and pull on a pair of soft cotton shorts and a T-shirt that are hanging on a hook, the pajamas fragrant with the scent of fabric softener. There’s a futon in the bedroom, open and inviting, covered with rosebud-sprigged cotton sheets. A TV sits atop a fake fireplace in the corner, but I don’t turn on either one. Instead, I switch off the lights, lie down, and let moonlight from the unadorned window bathe me in silver. An unseen creek burbles me into contentment.

Until I wonder, yet again. Why am I here? And who am I, really?
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Summer

I have learned to control everything—all my otherness...except for my eyes. And those, well, spin the color chart and take your pick. Stormy-sky gray, sphagnum moss green, smoky topaz brown—the so-called normal colors. Throw in amethyst, carnelian, cyan, and all the rest, and it makes living as a sixteen-year-old girl a major challenge.

Most don’t notice my eyes for a long time. No one pays much attention in the physical world these days. On computers, and iPhones, and tablets, everyone assumes it’s some artsy-fartsy new download. In person, there’s too much going on to get up close and personal. At least that’s the way I keep it. I tried contact lenses in LA, but for some reason, my aberration shows through. Fortunately, the days when my wayward eyes decide orange is the color du jour are infrequent. Those days, I stay home. By sheer force of will, I can sometimes push back the more garish shades that surface when I’m seriously stressed.

Then there’s the—

“Summer?” A light tapping on the bedroom door ends as the hinges squeak, and Jill pokes her head into my space. “I’ve been calling you for dinner, honey.”

“Hey.” I close the laptop. It’s not like I can submit what I just wrote for Mrs. Geary’s English class anyway; the truth never works. I’ll save it for when she gives us a creative writing project. “Oh, sorry. I was doing an assignment. I’ll be right down.”

“Pepperoni pizza, salad, and chocolate cake.” Jill hesitates. “I’m sorry the police haven’t been able to find out anything about you. Mal has been working on it. But it’s really nice to have you with us.”

“It’s nice to be had.” I shoot her a grin and a thumbs up before she leaves. She doesn’t seem to notice that my hand wavers, translucent for no apparent reason. Maybe it’s because I don’t know if I’m happy or sad that the cops have no leads about me. Or maybe the air conditioner from downstairs made it happen. I thrust the wayward appendage behind my back as she leaves.

Popular fiction has everyone believing ghosts bring cold with them. Maybe some do, but my aura is heated, like an electric blanket. I don’t know why, any more than I understand what I’m doing here, why I can’t rest, or what’s going to happen to me. I push aside the negative thoughts that consume me. One of the perks of manifesting is definitely pepperoni pizza.

I curl my tongue in my mouth, inhale, then exhale slowly as my tongue unfurls, until my hand regains flesh. A quick glance in the mirror reassures me. My white-blond ponytail is in place, my pale skin retains a skim of healthy-looking blush, and my eyes are an acceptable light brown. Along with the Abercrombie T-shirt, jean shorts, and flip flops, I look like the pictures I’m trying to imitate from Seventeen magazine. “Fake it ’til you make it,” I murmur as I head down the stairs to the kitchen. The mantra is getting old.

“Hey, sistah.” Finn greets me from his seat at the table. A telltale drip of pizza sauce dots his ten-year-old chin. He must have sneaked a slice already.

“Hey, brother from another mother.” After spending three months in this house, we’ve grown comfortable and familiar, like real siblings. A pang hits as I realize it’s all for show. If Finn—or Jill, or even Daniel saw my apparitional form, they’d end up in a psych ward. It’s like I’m betraying their kindness.

“I read in the Penn-Franklin that Homecoming is scheduled for October twenty-ninth.” Daniel pops a pepperoni into his mouth and talks around it. “The game should be a good one. The Panthers are playing Hampton.”

“And there’s a dance on the thirtieth. Sheila from my yoga class is a chaperone.” Jill’s eyes twinkle. “You should go, Summer. We can shop for a dress—something pretty, lace maybe, with a sparkly belt and matching pumps. And you could get your nails and makeup done at Vintage Rose, and—”

Daniel frowns. “And maybe she isn’t interested in dancing.”

“Or maybe she is.”

Jill has this dream of me being popular and doing normal things. Instead of sitting in my safe, comfortable room trying to figure out what I’m supposed to do next.

“Summer, you don’t have to go to the dance.” She glares at Daniel. “I just thought that maybe if you got involved at school a little bit more, it might jog your memory. You’re smart and doing beyond grade-level work, which means you must have been in school...wherever you lived before...” Her voice trails off.

“Now look what you’ve done.” Daniel hands me a napkin. “You made her cry.”

I feel the red rising through my core and know I have to get away before it lodges in my irises. “No, it’s fine. I touched the pizza sauce, then my eyes, and they got irritated.” I push back the chair and exit the kitchen. “I’ll be right back.”

After several minutes of doing the breathing exercises Azul taught me long ago, my eyes remain red. I sneak back upstairs to my room. So much for dinner, although since I don’t really have to eat, it’s no big deal. Of more concern is Jill’s never-ending desire to get me involved with the activities and other kids at school. She’s trying to help, but the thought of spending the evening with so many at one time and hoping not to slip back into nether-form is frightening. When I can concentrate on classes and information, it’s all good. But to socialize and relax? I’ve tried that gig before. Enough said.

“I’m going to finish my work and turn in early.” I call down the stairs. Opening the computer, I knock off a trite fantasy about The Person I Am Inside for Mrs. Geary. That finished, I relax on the futon with a marathon of Ghost Whisperer reruns on the TV. What a hoot. And boring. I close my eyes just to shut out the sight of a totally bogus “ghost”, but the pull of sleep lures me in...
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“I want my mama.” My insides shake. There is no grass, no trees, no sky, no Mama. The strange creature staring at me is made of moving shades of blue, like the pond after it rains. “What are you?”

“I am Azul, the Navigator.”

“I want Mama, not you.” I stomp my foot, but instead of the thud I expect, my toes sink into a swirling mist. Where are my shoes? Where is the ground?

“Your mother is dead. You are dead.”

Dead? My breath comes in short gulps. I’m only twelve years old. Strong children don’t die...do they? I thought dead either meant happy-happy time or nothingness. I see Azul watching me with his deep-set eyes. Is he the devil? Is this hell?

“No to both questions.”

He answers my thoughts. Uh oh.

“Where is my mother? If we’re both dead, we can still be together.”

“She went higher. Your soul is burdened and must remain...for a time.”

“How much time?”

“You will stay here with me for the next forty-eight months, until you reach the human equivalent of sixteen years. During that time, you will grow as a normal child, be educated in worldly topics, and also be guided toward a higher plane of consciousness.”

I don’t understand, but try to hide my thoughts from him by focusing on a spot of yellow light high up in the mist. I shiver and summon anger to push away the fear. How can my soul be ‘burdened’? I’m twelve. A punch of nausea hits my gut, and with it, little fingers of guilt squeeze my heart. “What did I do?” My voice is barely a whisper. I know I did something wrong. Very, very wrong.

“It is not for me to say.” Azul’s blue lightens a bit. “You are safe...for now. Detritus is not yet interested.”

“I want to go home.”

“You have no home, save this one.”

Beyond Azul’s shoulder I see a black iron gate, partially open. Daring not to even think about it, I run through him as fast as my bare feet can take me. It’s hard to gain momentum on the slippery mist, but I push my muscles as hard as I can. I’m the fastest runner at school. I can outrun William, even though he’s taller than me. I have to find Mama.

The gate looms, inviting me to pass through, to where I don’t know, but anything has to be better than this damp, silent, colorless place. I slip past the iron spikes and skid to a stop. My mother is above me in the distance, laughing, with flowers in her auburn hair and wearing a long, beautiful white dress that flows about her feet.

“Mama.” I run toward her, but she stays the same distance away. “Mama.”

“She can’t hear you, doesn’t even know you died.” Azul settles beside me as the vision of my mother disappears. “I granted you this glimpse, so you can see she’s happy. All she knows now, and for eternity, is goodness and light. Perhaps the day will come when you join her. That’s up to you.”

“How?”

“You will learn.”

“And if I don’t learn?” I want to vomit, shout, wail. But I bide my time. I’m not patient by nature, but hours of embroidery taught me more than how to do tiny stitches.

Azul merely shrugs. It says it all.

I look up as my mother appears and disappears from view. “Mama, please...”

––––––––
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“Summer, are you okay?” Finn’s morning breath is ripe in my nostrils.

I scoot over on the futon, and he perches beside me. “I was dreaming.”

“You called for your mama. Maybe you remembered something.”

“Nope. Nothing that will help.” The ache from the dream hasn’t dissipated. When Azul visits in the night, it takes a while to recover. But at least this means my memory bank isn’t completely empty. And maybe the next time, I’ll learn even more. That thought brings hope. But the pull of guilt from my unknown offense explodes the hope into tiny pieces that melt away.
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Kota

“Go ’way.” I pull the pillow over my head, knowing it’s a brief reprieve. Mom gave up. Dad will play clean-up.

“Kota. Now.” Dad yanks away the pillow and pokes me in the ribs. “Come on, big guy. I’ll drive you to school—if you hurry.”

“Or I could drive myself.” Another loser move, and it’s only six o’clock in the morning.

“Or not.” He throws me a clean T-shirt and finally leaves.

I hate my name—Kota Landis. I hate school—Fawn Valley High. I hate life—in general. Sixteen, getting my driving permit, starting junior year, all supposed to be milestones. They feel more like millstones around my neck. Too many expectations. Spoiled only child, yeah, right. Smothered is more like it. And lately restlessness has settled into my bones, an edginess that doesn’t respond to exercise, or any other form of distraction.

Dad drops me at school and hurries off to a meeting downtown, trying to beat traffic on the parkway. I keep my head down and make it to my locker before the torture starts for another day.

“Yo, chief. Got a tomahawk in there?” Douchebag Doug smirks, but knows to stay out of my reach.

“Yeah, it’s got your name on it, Dougie.” I mime throwing a hatchet at him. Good thing there isn’t a teacher around. Zero tolerance for violence would get me screwed, even for making the gesture. Zero tolerance for racial slurs, too, but try to prove that one.

“We’re playing the Seneca Indians on Friday. Who you gonna cheer for?” Doug includes a couple of his brain-fart friends into this hilarious comment, and they laugh all the way down the hall.

“They’re just jealous.” Preston Burke opens the locker next to mine. “You have an identity. They’re into identity fraud.”

“Whatever.” I shrug. Preston has enough money to say and do whatever he wants. But he’s decent to me. We started pre-school together, back in the days when I always had to be the Native American at the Thanksgiving play, because some ancestor somewhere slept with a Seneca Indian and passed the genes along to me. Except for Dad’s straight, black hair, I’m the only one in my family who looks the part.

“Hey, Preston.” Kayla sidles between Preston and me, batting her eyelashes.

I’m forced to step aside to avoid her butt. I run into something, try to balance, and end up on the tile floor. “What the hell?”

“I’m sorry.” A new girl who rarely speaks takes a step back, then with seeming reluctance holds out one pale hand to help me up.

“It’s fine.” I ignore the hand and get to my feet. By now a crowd has gathered, the boys leering and the girls giggling. Nothing better to do in high school.

“Are you okay?” Preston bypasses Kayla and steps around me to address the silent one.

“Me?” She glances over her shoulder and back at him. “Sure.”

I take a closer look at her, because Preston is known for his fine taste in females. I must have been in the ozone for the past month since school started, because she is hot, and I never really noticed it. Not your classic smokin’ babe with big boobs, sultry smiles, and tight jeans. This girl is different, in the kind of way that takes more than one quick glimpse to appreciate. Trust Preston to zero in on her first, not that I care. After Marlie, I’m done with women for a while. Or maybe forever.

“Break it up, here.” Coach Patterson, already in shorts with a whistle around his neck, disperses the crowd. He appraises me, Preston, Kayla, and the girl. “Everything okay here, Summer?”

“Yes, sir.” The girl—Summer—nods, frowns at me for some reason, and heads down the hall. She moves gracefully, like a hockey player gliding across the ice.

“I see that look in your eyes, my man.” Preston gives my shoulder a playful punch. “I saw her first. Your loss.”

“Yeah, sure.” I make it to class just in time and slide into my seat. Although I normally don’t mind biology, I can’t seem to concentrate. Instead, I doodle in my notebook while questions run through my mind. What’s the deal with Summer? Where did she come from? Why did it take me an entire month to notice her? How long will Preston be interested? I know the answer to the last one, because he changes girls more often than most guys change underwear.

The morning passes like a snail, leaving me hungry and hopeful that Summer is in my A lunch period. Preston eats C lunch. The Great Spirit must be smiling on me today, because I see Summer, seated alone at the table beside the trash bin, where no one ever sits. I endure the cafeteria line, let the ladies with hair nets load up my plate with today’s menu, grab a chocolate milk, and hurry to join her.

“What?” Summer looks up from the book she’s holding in one hand. The other hand grips a mostly-eaten apple, white fingers turning the fruit to pulp. “Oh, it’s you.”

“Yep, it’s me.” I almost groan out loud at the lame reply, but sit my tray and my butt down across from her anyway. I notice that it’s really warm in this part of the cafeteria today. “You’re new this year, right?” I take a big bite of my hamburger and try to ignore the drip of ketchup that plops onto my lap.

“Right.” She goes back to her book, Heaven, the Occult, and Mysticism in Twenty-First Century America.

“That’s an...interesting thing to read. Is it for a class?”

“No.”

“So you’re into the occult?”

“Not really.”

“Is it because Halloween is next month?”

Summer closes the book and sets it on the table, lays the apple core on her tray, and looks at me as if she’s going to stare me down. Her eyes, an amazing smoky brown, suddenly begin to roil, like clouds before it storms. I can’t look away. The color is consumed by what must be some shade of brown—except it looks very much like orange. Without a word, she gets up and leaves the cafeteria, head down. She takes the book. Her tray remains on the table.

I let the burger drop to my plate, ignore the milk, and sense rather than hear the usual commotion going on around me. Chills travel up and down my arms. I’ve known kids with hazel eyes that sometimes look green and sometimes brown. But this was more like a chameleon I once saw on vacation, a startling change to a color that doesn’t normally exist in human eyes.

The day is a waste, school-wise. I ignore everyone after classes end, even Marlie, who wants to be friends again, whatever that means. I can’t get the sight of Summer’s eyes out of my brain. They remind me of some alien in a sci-fi flick I once streamed. But of course she’s human—any other crap is part of the world of fiction, not fact.

I slide into a seat on the bus, wishing very much that I had my license and could drive to and from school. Not in the mood for people.

“You going to the game Friday?” Kyle, a freshman, sits beside me.

“Probably.”

“It’s gonna be a good one. We’ll scalp those damn Seneca redskins.” He looks at me, swallows, and shrinks back against the seat. “Hey man, just kidding, uh, you know, talking trash kind of stuff.”

“Look, just because I have a certain ethnic background doesn’t mean I take offense at every little thing.” Then it hits me. What he said, the way Doug always makes fun of me, looking different from everyone else I ever met—it just plain sucks. And I’m sick of it. “You know what? You should shut up unless you want to be scalped.” I realize the bus buzz is silent, and everyone is hanging on my every word.

Kyle moves, and no one else sits with me. I’ve read a lot about my ancestors and their many stories. I’m the lone Native American around here and want to understand my heritage. My dad and his family laugh it off or change the subject, like even they think there’s something wrong with being an Indian. Maybe it’s because I’m the only family member with brown skin and red-tinged cheeks to go with the black hair. I push aside my mental rant. It’s with me often enough, and there’s more to consider from today.

Home at last, I make microwave mac and cheese and carry it to my room. My parents won’t be back from work for a couple hours, which gives me the solitude I crave to figure out what happened at lunch. The macaroni grows cold.

I stare out the window instead of eating or doing geometry homework, and try to quantify what’s going on. I’m drawn to Summer, suddenly and inexplicably. She’s different from everyone else. I’m making too much of what I saw—thought I saw—in her eyes. It must have been the glare of the fluorescent lights, or the reflection of her clothes, or...what? I’m a very grounded kind of guy, not at all superstitious. There has to be a logical explanation. But nothing makes sense, at least not now.

I flip on the computer and type eyes changing color in the search box. After fifteen minutes of reading about hazel eyes, eyes that change color due to emotions—debunked on Snopes—and one particularly interesting bit of crap about extra-terrestrials, I can’t find anything that talks about the roiling change from brown to orange that I witnessed in Summer. So she’s unique. Who cares? Let Preston worry about it.

I open my geometry book, then shove it aside. It lands on the floor. On its way there, it takes the crusty macaroni with it. The startled-doe look in Summer’s strange eyes haunts me. She has chameleon eyes. And I am compelled to find out why.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Four
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Summer

It’s only two miles or so from school to the Sullivans’ house. I almost think, school to home, but don’t want to get too attached to this place. I cut out of school after Kota sat across the table from me at lunch. Confusion was etched on his face, which means my irises were something unnatural, some color he didn’t associate with eyes. His fault. I didn’t want him at my table. He gives me the creeps, not because he’s got some Native American thing going on—who am I to judge those who are different, after all—but there’s something about him that’s...unsettling.

The leaves are starting to change; a ruska of brilliant red and gold lines the road. I get caught up in the moment, loving the coolness of autumn, the scurry of squirrels as they prepare for winter, the doe that is spooked by my presence. Will I be here a few months, all winter, until I’m supposed to be years older yet still stuck at sixteen?

No doubt I’ll be missed in afternoon classes, but whatever. I wonder exactly how many times I’ve been to high school. Los Angeles was the last place I landed, a big, smelly city with more homeless than famous. Nothing there interested me, not the people I met in acting class, the phony psychics along Hollywood Boulevard, or the other displaced persons searching for something.

The time before that is clear as well...at least I assume I didn’t miss any place in-between. El Refugio, a rural community near the border of Mexico, became my brief home. Too small to hide me, too few people to give me any clue about what I need to find. Not a refuge, in spite of its name. Beyond El Refugio and LA, my memory bank is overdrawn. It mustn’t be important to know, or surely Azul would help. But I have the sense it has been a very long journey, one with no end in sight, since I haven’t a clue what I’m actually doing roaming the earth. What will end this? True love? Valiant quest? Death again? A sale at Bloomingdale’s?

“Ahh.” A shriek greets me as I cross the sun porch and enter the great room. “What are you doing here?” Finn jumps up from the couch, and a bowl of popcorn empties onto the hardwood floor.

“Me? What about you?” I automatically start scooping warm popcorn kernels back into the bowl until the floor is clean.

“I asked you first.”

“I asked you second. And I’m older.”

“Summer, you’re really cool. Like, the perfect big sister.” Finn jumps up to hug me. I avoid his outstretched arms.

“Seriously? You’re gonna run that con on me?” I roll my eyes.

“I knew Mom and Dad would be working late. So, I, uh...” He gulps.

“You skipped school. Not very smart. They’ll put out an Amber Alert for you, get the police, give you detention until you’re my age.”

“I’m not stupid.” Finn raises his chin. “I told the cafeteria monitor I felt sick, and she said to see the nurse and that she would tell my teacher. The nurse won’t know anything about it, and the teachers will think my parents picked me up. So there.” He crosses his arms. “You, too?”

“Yeah, but I’m not as smart. I just walked out.” I shrug, empty the spilled kernels into the trash, and slide another bag of popcorn into the microwave. While it pops, I pick up a long piece of string lying on the counter. When the beep sounds, I carry the popcorn and string back to the couch and plop down next to Finn. “Want to play cat’s cradle?”

“I never heard of that video game.”

“Silly. Here, watch.” I tie the sting in a loop, put my hands through and keep my thumbs out. Using my fingers, I create a web of string. “Now you pinch the X-shaped parts.” It takes a while, but after a few tries, Finn is able to take the web from my fingers onto his own.

“Cool. Where’d you learn it? No one does stuff like that.”

“It’s not so special.”

Finn puts on a DVD that belongs to Daniel and is usually off-limits. He shoves popcorn into his mouth. I sit with him while motorcycles race through town and buildings get blown up. He shouldn’t watch the violence, but why skip school to do what you’re supposed to do? I continue to work the string though my fingers and mentally tick off the games I’m playing: The Manger, Cat’s Eye, Diamonds. Where did I learn to do this? I struggle to remember. The percolating of my brain is draining. I seem to recall sitting in front of a fire. There was a cat...no, a dog, warming its backside to the flames. Then...nothing.

“I’m going...” Finn won’t care what I do, because he’s slumped over, snoring gently. He must not have been all that interested in exploding buildings. I take out the DVD and put it away before Daniel comes home, cover Finn with the furry Pittsburgh Steelers throw that hangs on the back of the couch, and tiptoe up the spiral stairs. We can both get a nap in before Jill and Daniel get home.

Sleep claims me, more than a doze, a real, deep dive into unconsciousness. I fight it for a while, because I can lose control if I get too comfortable, but the exhaustion of the day finally wins. As I drift off, my limbs grow light and airy, my torso softens, and my head is free from the vice of gravity...

––––––––
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“You are tired more often this time.” Azul’s blue essence is a welcome bit of my poorly remembered past, because he’s been with me since the beginning of this journey. I know this, though I don’t know when or how my wandering came to be. I notice his usual form is less distinct, as if he’s fading away.

“No...well, maybe. Tired of not knowing how to truly rest. Will you tell me now?” I’m drifting in open space, letting the nothingness of his realm soothe the rigors of a phony life on earth. What began as alien and frightening right after my death is now comforting reality to me.

“Time is not your friend.” Azul darkens to navy, as if a filter has been pulled across his normal cerulean-based essence. “Detritus grows restless. He will soon awaken.”

“What does that mean?” A frisson of unease causes my vapor to crinkle. “Who is he?”

“You must think. A past not remembered is doomed to be repeated. You were given time to learn and grow. But every clock here eventually winds down, one soul at a time. And there are stumbling blocks in your path.”

I become aware of mournful moaning I’ve never heard before. Specters dart past, quickly, like fireflies. They seem to have no purpose, no destination, no autonomy, as if captives in a glass jar. “What are they?”

“They are your future. Aimless, unrequited, tortured.”

“No. Please. Tell me what to do.” The moaning grows more fierce as the specters beat against the gate. It’s open but they can’t seem to get out. Panic nibbles at my brain, pushing aside all rational thought. I reach for the answer. It slides away.

“You have outpaced your allotment. In fact, I stretched this final phase because you have tried so hard.” Azul’s essence quivers. “But your body is now aging in real time. I can give no further extensions. When you reach seventeen human years, you will belong to Detritus.” He gestures to the specters. “As do they.”

“But I want to make things right. Show me. Please.” I think, who is Detritus? But if I can work things out, I never need to know.

“You hold the key. Unlock the door of your mind. Step inside. Reconcile your soul before it’s too late.”

––––––––
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“Finn. Summer. Now.” Daniel’s voice jars me awake.

I’m floating above the futon, my vapor slightly yellow and musty smelling, instead of its usual pure white and honey sweet. Questions ricochet in my brain: how much time is there before my seventeenth birthday? Will I then be lost for eternity? Did I have a human nightmare caused by stress, or a ghostly visitation? And yet I know the answer. Azul speaks clearly to me, but only in visions. I have no more dreams left.

“I said, now.” Daniel is angry. In three months, he’s never raised his voice to either Finn or me. We really screwed up.

I focus on one body part at a time until flesh appears, and I settle onto the sheets in human form. Once again, my left hand wavers for an added minute before solidifying. A quick glance confirms my fear that my eyes are a strange shade of red-purple, but as I take deep breaths and try to think human thoughts, they finally fade to an acceptable violet.

“It’s about time.” Daniel stands in the kitchen, Jill beside him. Finn is sitting on one of the caned chairs, his head hanging. “I had an interesting call today. Two calls, actually.”

I stand behind Finn, my hands on the back of his chair, touching his shaking shoulders with my thumbs. He’s a good kid, not used to breaking the rules. For some reason, my breathing is faster than usual. I realize—with surprise—that I feel guilty for letting Daniel and Jill down by skipping school and making Finn think it was cool for him to do it, too.

“I’m sorry.” I blurt this out; uncharacteristic for me. Is that a memory resurfacing? Is part of my eternal offense an inability to take personal responsibility?

“For what?” Daniel waits.

“My eyes were bothering me at lunchtime. So I came home to take a nap. I should have gone to the nurse or called you.”

“And you?” Daniel addresses Finn.

“Me, too. I’m sorry.” Finn’s shoulders shake, and he sniffles.

Jill wrings her hands. “Did you two plan this together?”

“No.” Finn and I say it at the same time, which, in other circumstances, might be
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