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PROLOGUE
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Madison Morris picked up her pace as she entered Marchi Park.  The sun was beginning to set, and, even at this time of year, in Rock Bay darkness seemed to come without warning, and in the blink of an eye.  

She wasn’t used to walking home alone, especially this late.  Her sister Luna, who could be overly protective in Maddie’s eyes, usually picked her up on her way home from work.  Today, however, was Wednesday, and on Wednesdays Luna had to stay late.

She pulled her phone out of her back pocket and checked it, hoping to distract herself as she walked alone through the park.  But there were no texts to which to reply.  Her friend Riley Park, whom she’d known since they were kids, was also protective of her, and would often text her on the days she’d walk home to see that she was all right.  She hadn’t seen him all day, nor in the gym after school waiting for his fiancée, cheer squad rival Tammy Renko, so figured he’d taken an extra shift at work.  She thought about texting him but decided against it.

Instead, she put her phone back and began to think about Mikey Franco.  The new kid.  A boy she’d taken an instant liking to, despite him not being her type.  There was something about him, something mysterious, to which she found herself attracted.  And he’d been nice to her, at least in the short time they’d gotten to know each other.  

And during that short time, she’d found she couldn’t stop thinking about him.  She wanted to do something extremely uncharacteristic.  She wanted to ask him out.  They’d go to JD’s for dinner together and talk about their lives.  He’d tell her how he and his mother came to move here, which was unusual for anyone to do, and she’d be intrigued.  He’d walk her home and he’d kiss her on the cheek and she’d thank him for having been a gentleman.  

Yeah, that’s what I’ll do.

Tavis wouldn’t like it, she knew that, but that didn’t matter anymore.  Tavis was history, as far as she was concerned, even if he felt otherwise.  How many times did she have to tell him?  

She didn’t like entertaining thoughts of Tavis, so, as she began to cross the soccer field and head for the parking lot, she thought about tryouts.  There was a lot of competition this year, as more girls than ever had shown up, some going so far as trying to bribe Miss Walsh with everything from compliments to coffee to secure their place on the squad.  Her biggest rivals, she knew, were Tammy and a grade nine named Ashlee Nichols, but she was confident she’d make it.  

The good word ex-cheer squad leader Miranda Slank had put in for her wouldn’t hurt either.

As she reached the parking lot, the sun now almost completely out of sight, she spotted a vehicle—the only one here—in the far corner of the lot.  It was an SUV, the color nearly impossible to discern in the darkness.  

Funny.  I didn’t see anyone in the park.

She would have walked right by it, not even noticed it, parked as it was in the far corner, under one of several trees which lined the perimeter of the lot.

But she heard something.  Noises coming from inside the vehicle.  As she stopped to listen, she noticed it rocking.  

Maybe it’s a dog, trapped inside.  Who would do something like that?

She approached the SUV and, not knowing exactly what she’d find inside, turned on her flashlight app, pointed it at the passenger side window, and, pressing her face up close, looked inside.

What she saw made her wish she never had.
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“What do you think when I mention the word abuse?” the cop at the front of the room asked.

Mikey Franco turned his attention back from the group of kids vaping in the school parking lot to the presentation to which Miss Walsh had brought her planning class.

“Physical abuse,” Tammy Renko replied. 

The cop nodded and motioned to Mikey’s girlfriend Maddie, who’d put up her hand.

“Sexual abuse,” she added.

The cop nodded again.  “Yes,” he said.  “That’s what most people think of.  But it can be so much more than that.”  He paused dramatically, waiting for his assistant, a graduate named Violet, to click to the next slide, an image of a guy standing over a girl yelling at her.  “It can also be emotional, taking the form of humiliation, intimidation, controlling behavior or degradation.”

The mention of this particular form of abuse, along with the image that accompanied it, became too much for Mikey to take.  Something deep inside him, the recollection of a moment from a long time ago, which he’d managed to hold down for so long, was finding its way to the surface.

And he couldn’t be in front of Maddie, let alone his entire planning class, when it did.

He stood up, in as composed a manner as he could muster, afraid of attracting any undue attention, and made his way to the back of the library, where Miss Walsh was standing beside Mr. Alden, the librarian.

“Washroom?” he whispered to her, pointing at the library exit.

“You okay?” she asked.

He nodded, knowing that he wasn’t really okay, and hoping she wouldn’t follow him, wanting to learn more about why he really had to leave.

Once he was out in the hallway, he took a seat on one of the benches there and tried to collect himself.  

As he did, he realized that he hadn’t even told Maddie why he’d gone.  He’d just gotten up and left.  

What if she follows me out here? he thought.  What if she wants to talk about it?

He knew, of course, that there were things he couldn’t tell her.  Not now, maybe not ever.  That wasn’t fair to her, he knew that, and if she ever found out without him telling her, there’d be hell to pay.  

The truth was, he hadn’t expected her to come into his life the way she had.  So quickly, so easily.  And the more he subconsciously tried to pull away, to subtly let her know he didn’t deserve someone like her, the more she pushed.  For some reason, unknown to him, she felt he was worthy.

She was the first person who’d ever made him feel that way.  And if he had to keep the past where it belonged to hold onto her, that’s what he would do.

And he’d been succeeding in doing just that.

Until now.  

As the knowledge of what he’d done reared its ugly head once more, refusing to stay buried, he heard footsteps approaching.  He turned to see Maddie, who walked over and took a seat beside him.

“What’s wrong?” she asked.
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“NOTHING,” HE SAID, knowing she wouldn’t believe him.  In the back of his mind, he wondered what the others were thinking, having seen her follow him out here.

But that wasn’t his primary concern at the moment.

“You sure?” she asked.  “What are you doing out here?”

He had no answer for her.  None that would make any sense, anyway.  

Unless I tell her.

But he couldn’t do that.  So, he told her he just needed to get some air, hoping she’d buy it.

“Is there something you’re not telling me?” she asked.  “Why did you just get up and leave?”

He looked at her face, confused and searching, and as he did, he imagined what that face would look like if he told her.  What will she say then?  What will she do?  

He had no idea.  What he did know was that he didn’t dare risk that ever happening.

She was the first girl to talk to him after he and his mom moved here.  He’d been looking for the planning classroom and she happened to be in the same class, so she walked him there, and the rest was history.  His initial thought, something he still believed, was that she was too good for him.  She was smart.  She was tough.  Student leader and member of the cheer squad.  And above all, as she was demonstrating right now, she cared.  In a way no one had ever cared.

She’d surprised him as much as anyone when she’d asked him out.  He hadn’t thought she’d liked him like that, which was, now that he thought about it, the reason he’d always been so comfortable around her.  

They’d gone to JD’s for dinner.  And they’d talked.  She’d told him about growing up here, and her friendship with Riley Park, beside whom she’d lived when they were little kids.  The way she’d openly and willingly discussed their relationship had comforted him.  When he’d first met Maddie, he’d been jealous of Riley and the connection between them, despite Riley’s alleged engagement to Tammy Renko.

He’d told her about himself, too.  Not as much as she’d told him, however.  He’d presented a carefully constructed backstory which omitted

what he’d done

what he hadn’t cared to—or couldn’t—share with her.

He hadn’t considered it a date, refusing to allow himself to believe that it was, for fear of what it could lead to.  

But, despite all the precautions he took, and how many times he tried to convince himself otherwise, it happened anyway. 

They became, for all intents and purposes, boyfriend and girlfriend.

And so here he found himself, with Maddie, concerned for him as she’d always been, awaiting an answer which he couldn’t

wouldn’t

provide.

“I’m okay,” he said, ignoring her actual question.  

She lay a hand on his leg.  “You can tell me, you know,” she said.

“Tell you what?” he asked, immediately regretting having asked the question.  

“What you’re not telling me,” she replied.  “I know there’s something.”

***
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MIKEY FOLLOWED MADDIE back into the library and sat down, hoping he hadn’t drawn too much attention from the rest of the class as he did so.

The presenters were addressing a question that had been asked by one of the students.

“That’s why cameras have been installed in the school parking lot,” the cop was saying.  “A gift from Violet’s grad class.”

He turned and acknowledged Violet, sitting behind the laptop, and the group applauded.  Mikey wasn’t sure the applause was genuine or because the class, who had been sitting for nearly forty minutes, needed to release some energy.

When the cop’s eyes were diverted by a smart-ass comment from the other side of the room during the round of applause, Mikey leaned closer to Maddie and whispered, “I’m sorry.”  He knew the apology wasn’t good enough, wasn’t what she wanted to hear, but it was the best he could do.

Maddie turned to him.  “You’re not off the hook, if that’s what you think,” she said, then abruptly turned back to face the screen, taking notes without looking up.

Not wanting to push his luck, he then glanced across the library at Tammy Renko, who was as absorbed in the presentation as was Maddie, and Riley Park, who was busy playing on his phone.  He recalled Maddie having told him, on their date at JD’s, that Riley met Tammy after having been kicked out of his house by his dad, was currently living with Tammy in her parents’ basement, and that the pair had recently gotten engaged.

He then looked past them at Riley’s Mustang parked outside.  The kids vaping hadn’t dispersed and were still there, gathered in front of it.  In fact, there seemed to be more of them than before.  He guessed the cameras in the parking lot weren’t doing much to discourage slacking off and wondered what purpose they were actually meant to serve.

He felt a jab in his side and came to, realizing that he must have drifted off.  He glanced at Maddie, who seemed to deliberately ignore him and resume her notetaking.  The cop was still going on.  Violet had clicked to another slide, this one of a girl stranded in the middle of nowhere.

“One of the most effective tactics an abuser will use,” the cop was saying, “is tricking you into thinking you deserve the abuse you’re getting.  They’ll tell you there’s no point in leaving because nobody else will have you.  They’ll cut you off from friends and family.”

Mikey felt the cop’s words hitting a little too close to home once again.  

She won’t have you.  Whether you tell her or not, it’ll be all over.  You don’t deserve her.  She can have anyone she wants.

As if on cue, Maddie’s phone, which she’d placed in front of her on the table, began to buzz.  She put down her pen, picked it up and checked it, then noticed him looking.  

“It’s just Riley,” she whispered.
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CHAPTER 2
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As the presentation came to an end, with five minutes left in class, Maddie got up and made her way to the front of the library, where Violet and the cop, Officer Peterson, were fielding questions from anyone who was too shy to ask in front of the class.

He began to pack up his stuff, sneaking a look over at Tammy and Riley as he did so.  Tammy seemed upset about something, judging by the look on her face.  Riley didn’t seem too worried about whatever she was telling him, laughing and shaking his head.  Not once, he noticed, did either of them look his way.

What was that text about? he asked himself.  He glanced at Maddie’s phone, which she’d left on the table as she’d gone to ask her question, and it briefly crossed his mind that he should check it, but doing so would be an invasion of her privacy, and he didn’t know her password anyway.  

Still, the question nagged at him.

After he zipped up his backpack, the bell sounded to end class and begin break and students filed out of the library.  He sat, waiting for Maddie to ask her question.  

She was second in line, behind a student named Tavis McGraw.  As Tavis reached the front of the line, Violet stood up and hugged him from across the table.  Peterson shook his hand, and a conversation ensued between the three of them that he couldn’t hear.  

He wondered what the nature of their conversation was and how they knew him.  To Mikey, Tavis was just a creepy kid in their class whom he would often catch looking at Maddie when he chose to look up from his Game Boy.  

Then Tavis was done, and off he went, back to collect his stuff and leave.  Maddie said what she had to say and returned to the table, grabbing her phone.

What was that text about?

She packed up her binder, which contained the extensive notes she had taken from the presentation, and she and Mikey found a bench in the foyer on which to sit.  They didn’t have next class together, so he decided to make the most of the time they had to get answers to what was on his mind.

“What did Riley text you about?”  he asked, slipping it into their conversation in the most subtle way he could.

“You’re still thinking about that?” she asked.  “I thought you’d be more interested in what I had to ask Officer Peterson.”

He wasn’t.  Maybe he should have been, but at the moment he couldn’t get past what had happened to him during the presentation and how it had made him feel.

She won’t have you.

She can have anyone she wants.

She can even have Riley if she really wants.

Maybe she already does.

He was rendered speechless, aware the whole time that not responding was making things worse.

“Do you really want to know?” she asked.

He had no idea how to answer the question, now that she put it to him this way.  He shrugged, implying that it really didn’t matter, though both of them knew it did.

“He said Violet was hot,” she said.
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MIKEY SMILED IN SPITE of himself.  “Really?” he asked.

“Yeah,” Maddie replied.  “I can show it to you if you want.”

Again, he was speechless.  He looked into her eyes and she into his and they shared a laugh.

“What did you think he wanted?  To ask me out?”

When she put it like that, he felt like an idiot.  “I don’t know,” he said.

“Look,” she said. “Riley and I go way back.  I’ve told you that.  We grew up together.  He’s like a big brother to me.”

“Yeah, I know,” Mikey said, realizing it was his insecurity that had been leading him to think otherwise.  

“Sometimes we text each other.  Just funny stuff.”

She lay a hand on his leg as she had earlier.  “Besides, I’ve got you.  How could I possibly be interested in anyone else?”

The question, which he knew was meant to comfort him, brought back to the surface the doubts that had been haunting him all morning.

She’s too good for you.

She can have anybody she wants.

Even Riley.

“He has a Mustang,” Mikey said, attempting to lighten the mood.

Maddie smiled.  “Yeah, that’s true,” she said.  “A nice one.  You know what he also has?  A fiancée.”

Again, they shared a laugh.

“Do they really live together in her parents’ basement?”

“Yeah,” she replied.  “It’s a long story.”

He nodded, unsure of what to say.

“What upset you so much this morning?” she asked, catching him off guard.  “Not Riley, I hope.”

“No,” he replied, unwilling to elaborate but knowing he had to say something.  “What they were saying just brought up—stuff.”

“What kind of stuff?”

“Nothing I wanna talk about.”

She sat watching him, giving him time to say something, anything.  But he couldn’t.

Wouldn’t.

“You know what makes for a good relationship?” she asked.  

When he looked up at her, he saw her tone had changed.  He’d been hoping, against the odds, to keep things light, but could now see that wasn’t going to happen.

“What?” he asked.

“Communication,” she replied.  “Trust.”

He thought about that and knew exactly what she was getting at.  If he stood any chance of maintaining this relationship, he would have to be completely honest with her.

Which meant—

“Ask me anything, and I’ll tell you,” she said.

He was glad she’d turned things around for the moment but knew that once he asked and she told him, which she undoubtedly would, she’d have one over on him, and then he’d be obliged to do the same.  

If only I had time, he thought.  I could tell her something.  Not the whole truth, perhaps, but something.

“Okay,” he said, playing along to buy himself some time.  “Who did you go out with before me?”

As soon as he asked the question, he realized that he’d assumed she had been out with somebody and hoped she wouldn’t be offended by the assumption if it wasn’t true.  

As it turned out, he was correct.

“Tavis,” she replied.  
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“TAVIS?” MIKEY ASKED.  “Really?”

“Yeah,” Maddie replied.

He pictured the moments he’d noticed Tavis glaring at Maddie from above his Game Boy during planning class.  The look made sense now.  He wondered how he’d feel once she dumped him.  Would he be resigned to sneering silently at her all day, hoping for a reaction?  

He didn’t want to find out.

She can have anyone she wants.

“No offense, but what did you see in him?” he asked.

Well, he was honest and didn’t keep secrets from me.

“He won me over with his magic.”

He couldn’t picture the Tavis he knew having any sort of magical romantic power over anyone.

“He’s a really good magician,” she explained, seemingly reacting to the look of confusion that must have been currently registering on his face.

“Really?” he asked.
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“YEAH,” SHE REPLIED.  “He won the talent show last year.”

Not having been at the school last year, he had no idea about any of that.  

“What was he like?” he asked, curious.

“He was nice, at first,” she replied.  “Then I started to get the feeling he was just using me.”

“For what?” Mikey asked.

“His magic act,” she explained.  “I mean, after I helped him win the talent show, I thought that would be it.  But he started wanting to do more dangerous tricks.  Do you know what it’s like being locked in that cabinet of his for twenty minutes at a time?”

The bell sounded to end break.  Mikey said goodbye to Maddie and told her he’d see her at lunch, then made his way to English class.  

As Mr. Reynolds went over the agenda for the day on the board—reading and analyzing Chapter Three of the class novel, Dr. Jekyll & Mr. Hyde—Mikey sat and thought about all that had happened this morning.  He knew he wasn’t off the hook, as Maddie had put it, about his inability to communicate to her exactly why he felt the need to leave the library earlier this morning.

I’ll have to do something about that, he thought. 

He wondered again about Riley’s text, recognized that he’d overreacted, and told himself he would do his best not to do that anymore.  He recalled Maddie’s comment about trust being so important, and decided from this point forward he would trust her, no matter what.  

As he came to this conclusion, however, he remembered having seen Riley playing on his phone during the presentation and Tammy’s reaction later.  

How does Tammy feel about Riley texting Maddie? he wondered.

His thoughts were interrupted by Mr. Reynolds asking the class to open their books.  He reached into his backpack and took his out, turning to page 22 and preparing to listen.

Mr. Reynolds hadn’t read very far before the feeling hit him once again.  Mr. Utterson, Dr. Jekyll’s lawyer, was expressing his concerns about Mr. Hyde being mentioned in the doctor’s will after having learned horrible things about him. After growing pale, Jekyll then told Utterson he didn’t want to hear any more and begged him to drop it.

Nothing I wanna talk about. 

Then, after Utterson told the doctor he was a man to be trusted, Jekyll implored him to look after Hyde should he die prematurely.  Utterson replied that he would do as he asked but that he would not pretend to ever like him.

She won’t have you, he thought.

She won’t pretend to ever like you.

As Mr. Reynolds finished the chapter, Mikey excused himself and left the room.
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CHAPTER 3
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After spending ten minutes sitting on a bench outside his English classroom, Mikey summoned up the courage to walk back in.  Mercifully, the class was in the middle of reading Chapter Four, in which a maidservant witnessed the brutal murder by Mr. Hyde of Sir Danvers Carew, and so no one paid him much attention. 

He was less comfortable as Mr. Reynolds reached the second half of the chapter, in which Utterson, after having been taken to Mr. Hyde’s residence in Soho, discovered the first clues to Hyde’s identity.

She’s gonna find out, whether you tell her or not, he thought.

And then what?

He did his best to push the voices away and focus on the paragraph that Mr. Reynolds assigned on the condition of Hyde’s house and the clues discovered therein.

Eventually, the bell went to end class.  Mikey moved faster than usual through the crowds, eager to distance himself from the story he’d been reading, and, as was his custom, made his way to Maddie’s locker.  What he’d heard had again left him shaken, and he hoped he could hold it together while they ate lunch so as not have a repeat of what happened this morning.

As he approached her locker, he noticed Riley standing beside her talking to her.  He told himself that this was nothing, to trust her, that there was nothing between them.

She could even have Riley, the voice inside his head whispered.

He was
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