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Chapter One
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Meet and Greet

“That damn book,” Mom always said, “is taking over your life.”

As I stood in a long line at Barnes and Noble after driving two hours, missing most of school, I realized she might be right.

The people in the bookstore—mostly teenage girls and housewives—buzzed with excitement and giggles. That was because Patricia Hartfield—yes, the Patricia Hartfield—sat a few meters away, signing autographs at the booth. A giant poster next to her read: MEET PATRICIA HARTFIELD, BESTSELLING AUTHOR, ON HER NATIONWIDE BOOK TOUR. A swarm of bodyguards surrounded her, keeping the obnoxious fangirls under control.

But I couldn’t judge them too harshly. I was an obnoxious fangirl, too.

Patricia was an older woman in her mid-forties with hair as red as a rose. I’d read on her fan page that she tried for almost two decades to become a published author, but no literary agent wanted her books.

Until the success of Love Letters to Lily. My best friend, Ryan, called it a cheesy romance novel with walking tropes as characters, but the book was a fan favorite and a number one bestseller. It already won numerous awards and a famous producer bought the movie rights. And the bad boy of the novel, Carter Blaine, had won the affection of girls and women everywhere—especially me.

When the girl in front of me had her book signed, squealing in delight as she walked away, the bodyguard motioned for me to come closer. My worn copy of the book shook in my hands as I placed it down on the table, working up the courage to look Patricia in the eyes. If she noticed my nervousness, she didn’t point it out.

“Hello,” Patricia said, smiling up at me. “Who should I make it out to?”

“Uh, Jane. That’s me.”

She nodded, adding her signature in gold ink to the title page. She wrote my name underneath it with a generic ‘enjoy the book’ or whatever authors wrote to their fans.

“Have a good day,” Patricia said, handing me back the book.

As I took it from her, I realized now was my chance. I may never have another opportunity like this—to tell her how much the book meant to me in person. Emails, Tweets, and fan letters were one thing, but meeting your idol in the flesh wasn’t something that happened every day.

“Ms. Hartfield, can I tell you something? I’ll be quick. Promise.”

“You’re holding up the line,” the bodyguard said, stepping forward. “You’ve had your book signed, kid. Get moving.”

“It’s all right,” Patricia said, waving her hand at him in dismissal. “Let the young lady speak.”

“Uh, well ... I just wanted to say your book’s changed my life. I’m not that popular at school,” I mumbled, ashamed. “I don’t have many friends. My mom doesn’t care about me. And I’ve never had a boyfriend—but none of them can compete with Carter Blaine, anyway.”

The bodyguard rolled his eyes, but Patricia smiled and nodded. “And what was your name again, dear?”

“Jane. Jane Morrison. I’m seventeen. Live over in Hillworth, North Carolina.”

“I see. Well, it was very nice to meet you, Ms. Morrison. I’m glad my book has helped you,” Patricia said. “And you never know—your life could change in an instant. Maybe even today.”

Wrinkling my eyebrows in confusion, I was about to ask her what she meant. But someone behind me elbowed me, pushing me off to the side, and I lost my place in the line. Patricia gave me a wave and a wink before she continued signing more books. I pushed through the throng of people, noticing how the line never seemed to end.

As I left the bookstore and walked over to my mom’s SUV, my skin felt electrified.
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By the time I arrived at school, it was the last class of the day.

The class murmured and snickered as I walked in, taking a seat at my desk and reaching inside my bag to retrieve my schoolbooks. 

Ms. Kelly McKenna—my mean old English teacher with white hair, bright red lipstick, and a creaky cane—turned from the whiteboard to glare at me. “My classroom is not a revolving door, Ms. Morrison,” she said, tapping her cane on my desk. “You cannot come and go as you please.”

Again, the room snickered. 

Flushed with embarrassment, I slouched in my seat. I wanted the floor to open up and swallow me whole—but I wasn’t that lucky.

“Why are you late?” she asked, but as soon as I opened my mouth, she interrupted. “Never mind—I don’t care. Where is your late slip?”

“I don’t have one,” I said. “Sorry.”

“Of course not. I suspect your mother wouldn’t approve of your tardiness, now would she? Perhaps I’ll give her a call after class.” 

“She won’t answer. Probably drinking herself to death again,” the mean girl of my school, Claire Baldwin, said behind me.

All her cronies laughed. 

Claire was beautiful, smart, the head cheerleader of our school’s squad, and the meanest bitch I’d ever met in my life. She treated everyone like garbage, but she loved to single me out in particular. It was a wonder she had any friends at all, but everyone was too afraid to stand up to her.

My best friend, Ryan Flynn, gave me an apologetic smile from across the room. He was the only good thing about Hillworth High.

Ms. McKenna just shook her head. “If you’re finished being a distraction, Ms. Morrison, open your textbook to page one hundred and twelve...”

As I fumbled for a pencil, my schoolbag fell to the floor. All its contents spilled out, including my tampons—and my face turned even redder than before. But the one thing fell out that I didn’t want anyone to see.

My signed copy of Love Letters to Lily—the very reason I was stuck in this mess.

“And what is this?” Ms. McKenna asked, bending down to pick up the book. “Love Letters to Lily by Patricia Hartfield? A truly vapid, tasteless book, if you could even call it one. Perhaps if you spent your time reading more sophisticated literature—like Shakespeare or Orwell—you wouldn’t be flunking your English class, Ms. Morrison.”

The class laughed again. 

Ms. McKenna carried the book over to her desk and tossed it in the bottom drawer. She looked it tight with a bronze key and stuffed it down her shirt. The smirk on her face made my blood boil.

“Hey, give it back!” I said, rising to my feet. “You can’t take my stuff!”

“I can if I suspect it’ll become a distraction—and I’m fairly certain it was the cause of your morning absence,” Ms. McKenna said. “Now, sit down, Ms. Morrison. This outburst is only making things worse. You’ve wasted enough of our time, yes?”

When the humiliated had ended, Ms. McKenna turned back to the whiteboard and droned on about some old author no one cared about anymore. 

Ryan smiled at me again, but it didn’t make me feel any better. I opened my textbook, trying to focus on the lesson when Claire leaned over to whisper in my ear.

“Plain Jane has no money to her name. Her daddy’s dead, her boyfriend only exists in her head, and her mother’s always got booze on the brain.”

I hated that rhyme—made up by none other than Claire herself to taunt me. The entire school knew about it and would either sing it under their breath or hum the tune when they passed me in the hallway.

The class laughed quietly. 

As per usual, Ms. McKenna pretended she didn’t hear a word. All the teachers liked Claire, which made them blind to her cruelty.

I sat forward, blinking away tears. As Ms. McKenna continued with the lesson as normal, I found my eyes growing tired from the long drive.

And soon I was in dreamland, far away from Hillworth High.
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I laid on the hood of a black 1969 Chevrolet Camaro. I’d recognize it anywhere—and I knew exactly who it belonged to. Above me, stars twinkled in the night sky. The car sat in a deserted field, overlooking a valley of endless trees and babbling brooks. In the distance, crickets chirped and owls hooted. I felt peace here—safety.

Two things I hadn’t felt in a while.

The car shifted, and I noticed someone lie down next to me, snaking their arm around my waist. When I looked to the side, there he was—Carter Blaine. He was even more attractive in my dreams with his dark curly hair, piercing blue eyes, and sharp jawline. His signature black leather jacket he always wore clung to his muscular chest and arms.

When the night breeze blew by, I shivered. I had on a pretty red dress—the one that accentuated my curves—the same kind Mom didn’t approve of. I had wanted to look nice, to impress Carter, but now I was angry at myself for not bringing a sweater.

“Are you cold?” he asked, pressing the back of his hand against my forehead. “Yeah, you’re freezing. Here—take my jacket.”

As he draped the jacket across my body, I felt the warmth immediately. It smelled like him, like chocolate and cinnamon and everything wonderful. He laid back down, cuddling up next to me again.

“Where are we?” I asked, pointing up at the stars.

“Does it matter?” he asked, glancing over at me. “We’re here together. That’s more important.”

But I knew this wasn’t reality. Everything was too foggy and out of focus.

“But you’re not really here,” I said, sitting up. “You’re fictional—and this is just a dream.”

He shook his head, reaching up to tuck a loose piece of hair behind my ear. “Doesn’t have to be, you know.”

“What are you talking about?”

He sat up, his ocean blue eyes gazing into my brown ones. “This could be real. All you have to do is wish for it. Look!”

He pointed up, and I spotted a shooting star. It was my only chance.

“I wish you were real, Carter Blaine,” I said, looking into his eyes. “No more dreams, no more fantasies. Just you and me.”

He grinned, showing off his perfect, pearly-white teeth. “That’s my girl. We’ll be together soon—don’t you worry.”

And as he leaned in to kiss me, his touch electrified me again—the same sensation I’d felt after I had left the bookstore.
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The slam of the cane on my desk woke me up.

When I opened my eyes, wiping the drool from my chin, Ms. McKenna was looking down at me. The woman usually had a scowl on her face, but this was meaner—darker.

And I knew I was in a shitload of trouble.

“Three strikes, Ms. Morrison,” she said. “First, you’re late, then you bring that drivel into my classroom, and now you’re sleeping during my lesson! What do you have to say for yourself?”

All my classmates stared at me—even Ryan, who gave me a look of pity and concern. 

Ms. McKenna continued glaring down at me, waiting for an answer.

“Uh ... I didn’t mean to do it?”

She scoffed. “See me after class, Ms. Morrison. I’m giving you detention today. One more outburst and I’ll implement it for the rest of the school year.”

My classmates “oohed”. 

I sighed, leaning back to look at the clock. I only had ten minutes left of English—ten more minutes to endure the stares and whispered gossip.

Had I really been asleep for that long? How had time gotten away from me so fast?

When the bell rang, everyone bolted out of class. I remained seated, waiting for instructions from Ms. McKenna. What would my punishment be now? 

When Ryan lingered, wanting to stay behind to talk to me, Ms. McKenna shook her head. “Get out of here, Mr. Flynn—unless you’d like to join Ms. Morrison in her punishment.”

I nodded at him, giving him permission to leave. He exited the classroom, closing the door behind him, leaving me in awkward silence. When it was only the two of us left, Ms. McKenna stared me down without saying a word.

I cleared my throat. “So ... when can I have my book back?”

“That’s all you care about, isn’t it? Your shallow book?” Ms. McKenna asked, rolling her eyes. She flung the key on the desk and rose to her feet. “You may have your book back once you clean this classroom from top to bottom—the whiteboard, chairs, and walls, too.”

I gawked. “But ... that could take hours!”

She nodded. “Precisely. You’ll find supplies in the broom closet down the hall. And don’t think of skipping out—I’ll know. See you tomorrow, Ms. Morrison. You’d better not be late again—and I want to see this classroom sparkling.”

As she left, I immediately unlocked my book from the desk drawer and caressed it. No scratch marks, no rips, no smudging. Thank goodness.

After I gathered some supplies and scrubbed the room like my life depended on it, my mind wandered to the dream I had.

We’ll be together soon—don’t you worry.

My heart ached that it would never come true.

When I finished with the classroom, it was so clean that I could’ve eaten off the floor. But as I glanced out the window, I realized it was already dark outside. I grabbed my things and hauled it out of the school, which was eerie with the lights off and no one around.

As I opened the front door to leave, I saw a shadow move out of the corner of my eye. “Who’s there? Come out!”

“Relax, Jane. It’s just me,” Ryan said, approaching from a nearby bench. “Wanted to make sure you got home safe.”

I smiled. “You’re too good to me, Ry—but the walk’s not far.”

“I know. But I figured you’d need someone to talk to after ... that. You get your book back?”

I nodded, holding it up. “Yeah, I made sure of it after all my hard work.”

“You know how I feel about that stupid book—not to take Ms. McKenna’s side or anything,” Ryan said. “I mean, the whole bad boy turned good for a girl routine? What a cliché.”

I shrugged. Maybe the book was a little predictable and derivative—but it was an escape from reality, and that was fine by me.

“What’s it about, anyway?” Ryan asked.

“Oh, well this sixteen-year-old named Lily has her heart broken, right? She swears she’ll never love again,” I said, walking with Ryan. “But the bad boy at the school—Carter Blaine, the new kid—really wants her. He knows he has to change his ways or she’ll never want him, so he writes her letters every day—letters detailing what he loves the most about her. There’s a happy ending, of course.”

Ryan nodded. “See what I mean? A total cliché—especially that dingus Carter.”

I punched his arm. “Hey, don’t insult my Carter Blaine!”

“Ouch!” he said, laughing. “All right, all right—you win. The real reason I hate the book is ... I think you deserve someone better than Carter Blaine. Real or fictional.”

As we reached my house, I shrugged. “Oh yeah? Like who? This is a small town, Ry. There’s no one around to date.”

He cleared his throat. “Well, maybe—”

When I spotted the living room light on, I knew Mom was still up. “Sorry, Ry—better go. I’m going to be in so much trouble.”

He nodded, turning toward his house which was only a block away. “Good luck, Jane. See you tomorrow.”

But as I entered my house, I found Mom sleeping on the couch again. Empty cans of beer scattered the floor beside her. As she snored with her mouth open, I smelled the stench of alcohol on her breath. Mom had left the TV on her favorite channel—poker.

I sighed and cleaned up the bottles before putting a TV dinner in the oven. I was just about to take a shower when I heard the hum of an engine outside.

Who could it be at this hour? And around here? I didn’t know anyone with an engine that noisy. As I poked my head outside the window, I gasped—because it was a black 1969 Chevrolet Camaro.

And Carter Blaine himself was getting out of the driver’s seat.
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Chapter Two

[image: image]


Stranger Than Fiction

I couldn’t tear my eyes away from the shadowy figure outside the window, feeling nauseous and dizzy. Darkness made it harder to see, but the streetlamps helped to illuminate his face.

It was Carter Blaine—the teenage love interest in Love Letters to Lily. There he was, walking up the path to my front door, as suave and attractive as Patricia Hartfield had written him.

But this wasn’t possible. Carter Blaine was fictional—nothing more than a figment of an author’s mind. How could he be here? And why some sleepy, nothing town of all places?

When his knuckles rapped on the door, my heart pounded. Should I call the police? Run and hide? Or just ignore the door and pray he went away?

“Jane? Jane, are you in there?” he asked, knocking on the door a little harder. “Come on—I don’t want to stand out here all night.”

How did he know my name? And my address? Why me, of all people?

Mom jostled on the couch behind me, mumbling in her sleep, but didn’t wake up. If she were drunk again—and it looked likely, counting the beer bottles in the trash can—she’d be no real help to me. Like usual, I was on my own.

I grabbed a steak knife out of the wooden block and slowly approached the door, holding my breath as I looked out the peep-hole.

And when I did, he was already looking in—as if he could see me from the other side.

“Jane, let me in,” he said. “Stop messing around!”

Keeping the chain lock on, I slid the door open an inch. His face was centimeters away from mine—so close that I could smell his peppermint breath. Just as Patricia described him in the book, down to the last detail.

“Who are you?” I asked. “What are you doing here?”

“I came to see you,” he said. “It’s me, Carter. Carter Blaine. Don’t you recognize me, Jane?”

I shook my head. “I don’t know who the hell you are, but you’re not Carter. He’s fictional and you’re ... here, in the flesh.”

“Please, you have to believe me. I don’t know what happened or why I’m here, but I am Carter Blaine. Believe me—I know how crazy this all sounds!”

“Did Claire Baldwin send you? Or one of her groupies?”

He furrowed his eyebrows. “Who? I don’t know a Claire Baldwin. The only one I’m sure of is you. I woke up in a field a few miles from here, with only your name, face, and address in my mind. I had keys in my hand and there was a car nearby, which I drove to get here. That’s it.”

Could he be telling the truth? The circumstances were strange, but his story did sound believable.

I sighed and removed the chain lock. “Come in. Nights in Hillworth get cold.”

I kept the knife behind my back as he entered the house, looking around. I expected him to attack me, to admit it was all an elaborate prank, but he didn’t. When I finally worked up the courage to look directly at him, he was exactly like the posters.

And exactly like my dream. I pinched myself to make sure, and I was definitely awake now.

He pointed at my mother on the couch. “Who’s that?”

“My mother. But she’s very protective of me—and has a black belt in karate,” I lied. “One wrong move and she’ll wake up and kick your ass.”

He shook his head, gesturing at my knife. “I’m not going to hurt you. I just want answers—some clarity.”

“Yeah, me too,” I said, taking a seat at the dining room table. He sat across from me, keeping his distance. “Do you have any memories? Anything that could explain how you got here, or why?”

He sighed, rubbing his temples. “No. My memory’s blank—like my head’s in a fog.”

“Do you know about the book, Love Letters to Lily? Carter Blaine’s the love interest in the novel.”

He thought for a moment. “It does sound familiar. But nothing comes to mind—and it hurts to think. All I know is that my name is Carter Blaine and I’m seventeen. You’re Jane Morrison, and somehow, you can help me. I was meant to find you.”

Meant to find me? Now it just sounded like a page out of the novel.

I sighed. “Can I get you some food? Or maybe water? We don’t have much, but I could find something.”

“Not hungry or thirsty. But thanks, Jane.”

“Okay. Well... This is kind of embarrassing to admit, but ... I had a dream about you. You said something like, if I wished you were real, you would be,” I said. “It can’t be a coincidence. It was only a few hours ago.”

Carter shrugged. “Sorry. Don’t know anything about that.”

“Do you have any I.D. or credit cards? Maybe a cell phone or wallet?”

He dug through the pocket of his jeans, pulling out a few items. But besides gum, car keys, and some matches, there was nothing that could help us. 

Exasperated, I set the knife down on the kitchen table and walked over to the telephone on the wall. “I can call the Sheriff. He’s good friends with my mom,” I said. “Maybe he can run a background check on you—find out who you really are and why you think you’re Carter Blaine.”

“No!” he said, rushing over to grab the phone from me. “Don’t call the police. I don’t want anyone else involved.”

I glanced down at the knife on the table, wishing I hadn’t put it so far away. “Why not? Maybe the Sheriff can help you.”

“Or he’ll think I’m crazy and lock me away,” Carter said. “No cops. Please.”

I sighed. “Fine. Can I call my friend, Ryan, at least? He’s harmless.”

“Ryan? Sounds like a boy’s name,” Carter said, crossing his arms. “Is he a boy?”

I rolled my eyes. Was he jealous? “Yeah, he’s a boy—but we’re just friends. You’ll like him.”

Carter shrugged, taking his seat. “Fine, whatever. Call whoever you want—as long as they’re not cops.”

I dialed Ryan’s number, and even at this time of night, he didn’t hesitate to answer. He sounded groggy and tired, as if I’d woken him up. I probably had. “Hello? It’s late, Jane.”

“I know, I know,” I said, glancing over my shoulder at Carter. He was watching me like a hawk. “But ... you need to get over to my house right away.”

I could hear the belt from his jeans in the background, which meant he was up and getting dressed. “Is everything okay? It’s not ... it’s not your mom again, is it?”

“No, it’s not Mom this time—but it is serious. Hurry, okay?”

And when I hung up the phone, I didn’t miss the look in Carter’s eyes.

It was pure hatred.
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It didn’t take long for Ryan to rush over. He only lived a block down, and judging by how out of breath he seemed, he must’ve run. I opened the door as soon as I saw him, and he looked relieved once he noticed me.

“Well, you’re not bleeding, so that’s good,” Ryan said, doubling over to catch his breath. “What was so urgent you had to call in the middle of the night?”

“Uh, well ... you’d better see for yourself.”

Ryan gave me a puzzled look as I turned away, walking toward the kitchen. He followed, still confused, until he saw Carter sitting at the table. He kept a safe distance, concerned to see a stranger in my house—and a boy, nonetheless.

“Who’s this?” Ryan asked. 

“This is Carter Blaine,” I said. “In the flesh.”

“Carter Blaine? Why does that name sound familiar?” Ryan asked, before he paused. “Wait a minute. Isn’t he that bad boy from the cheesy romance novel? Love Letters to Lola, or whatever?”

“Lily,” I corrected, “and yes. Yes, he is.”

Carter rose to his feet, nodding at Ryan. “Hello.”

“That ... is insane,” Ryan said, scanning Carter up and down. He turned to me, rolling his eyes. “Are you pranking me right now? Getting back at me because I said the book was stupid?”

“What? No, of course not,” I replied. “I wouldn’t have called you over at night if this wasn’t important. Carter claims he’s real—that he is Carter Blaine.”

“Hang on. I need to sit down,” Ryan said, pulling up a seat at the table. “So, what you’re telling me is this... Carter Blaine, a fictional character from an awful book, is sitting in your kitchen right now? Is that seriously it?”

“I...  well, yeah. And I know how crazy it sounds,” I said, “but he has no memory or I.D., and he looks just like the book’s description.”

“Oh, so it must be him!” Ryan said sarcastically, rising to his feet.

Mom shifted on the couch again, her snoring interrupted. If she woke up and saw a strange boy in the house, I’d be in so much trouble—more than usual. When she started snoring and drooling again, I sighed in relief.

“Shh!” I said to Ryan. “Don’t wake her up. I’m not even sure how to explain all this to her—or anyone else.”

“Doesn’t matter. Carter, whoever he is, can’t stay here,” Ryan said. “It’s too dangerous. What if ... what if this a trick? Some serial killer who knows how obsessed you are with the book, and he’s using it to get close to you?”

“I’m not a serial killer,” Carter said, stepping closer to Ryan, “and I’d never hurt Jane. I’m just as confused as you are.”

“You need to go to the hospital,” Ryan said. “The doctors will know what to do. Or the police.”

“No. Like I told Jane, I don’t want anyone involved in my business—especially not cops or doctors asking questions.”

“No cops? That’s not suspicious at all,” Ryan said.

Carter stepped even closer, coming nose-to-nose with Ryan. “If you have something to say to me, then say it.”

“Whoa—that’s enough,” I said, getting between the two boys. “I agree with Ryan. You should go to the hospital.”

“But, Jane, I feel fine. And I told you before—”

“If anyone asks, we’ll keep your identity a secret. I’ll just say you’re a friend from out of town,” I said. “Carter, you woke up in a field. Who knows what happened before that? Someone could’ve hurt you—even if you feel okay. Wouldn’t it be better to get checked out?”

Carter sighed, backing off. “Fine, I’ll go to the hospital. But can you come with me, Jane? For support?”

I nodded, reaching for my backpack. “Of course. If we’re quick about it, Mom should still be asleep when we get back.”

“I’m coming, too,” Ryan said. “And I’ll be watching you, Carter—if that is your real name.”
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We took Carter’s Camaro to the hospital which sat a few miles away. We only had one hospital in Hillworth, and it was a small emergency room with a doctor or two on call. Because there were so few people and even fewer injuries, more than that wasn’t required.

But of course, tonight had to be the night Claire’s mother, Dr. Beverly Baldwin, was on duty. I had no doubt Claire told her bad things about me, because she always gave me dirty looks. She stood talking to the secretary as we entered and sneered at me immediately.

“What are you doing here, Ms. Morrison?” Dr. Baldwin asked. “Isn’t it past your bedtime?”

“My friend, Carter, needs medical attention,” I said, pointing at him. 

“Carter? Carter who?” she asked, looking him up and down. “I don’t remember seeing him around.”

“Carter, uh, Zane,” I said. “He’s a friend from out of town.”

The answer seemed to satisfy Dr. Baldwin. She nodded and pointed at a room down the hallway. “Meet me there. I have some patient files to discuss with the secretary first.”

As we walked toward the small office and closed the door behind us, Ryan turned to me. “Carter Zane? That’s what you’re telling everyone?”

“Well, I can’t introduce him as Carter Blaine, now, can I? Everyone will know he’s fictional and think I’m losing my mind.”

As Carter took a seat on the exam table, he shook his head. “Told you this was a bad idea. We should get out of here while we still have—”

The door creaked open and Dr. Baldwin walked in. “What seems to be the problem? I was just about to head home for the night, so make it quick.”

“We want a quick exam,” I said. “Check for concussions and memory loss. Oh, and take his blood, too.”

Dr. Baldwin crossed her arms. “Is there something going on I should know about? Does your mother know you’re here?”

“Yeah, she told us to come,” Ryan said, lying effortlessly. “Look, you’re a doctor. Carter was feeling weird earlier—that’s all. Will you help him or not?”

Dr. Baldwin sighed, pulling out her stethoscope. “Fine—but stay out of my way.”

Half an hour later—after eye, ear, and throat exams, a reflex test, and one blood sample—Dr. Baldwin came back in with the results. “Well, everything checks out. He’s perfectly healthy. And there are no signs of any brain damage or memory loss, either.”

My mouth opened in shock. How could he, a fictional character come to life, be perfectly healthy? Especially after waking up in a field?

“And the blood sample. There wasn’t anything weird about it, was there?” I asked.

Dr. Baldwin gave me a strange look. “No. Well, I did find traces of sulfur in his bloodstream, but they were small. Sulfur is low in toxicity, but ingesting too much can cause serious complications—like brain cell death. But as of right now, it’s nothing to worry about.”

I sighed in relief. But why would Carter have sulfur in his blood, anyway? It was so unusual. But then again, so was his existence here.

“Are you sure something’s not going on?” Dr. Baldwin asked, eyeing me again. “The Sheriff’s probably still at his office. I could call—”

“We’re fine, thank you,” Carter said, rising to his feet. “Have a good night.”

“Hang on a second,” Dr. Baldwin said, blocking his path. “Your face... It looks familiar. Have we met before?”

I gulped. There was no doubt she’d probably seen a drawing of what Carter Blaine looked like. At the book signing, there were tons of posters. The cover of Love Letters to Lily was all over the television and social media, too.

“No. He’s new around here,” I said, reaching for his arm. “Come on, Carter. Ryan. Let’s go home.”

As we left the check-up room, I could feel Dr. Baldwin’s eyes on us the entire way.

****
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When we arrived back at my house, everything was just as I’d left it—except grey smoke was wafting out of the kitchen windows.

I rushed out of the car, tearing open the front door. More grey smoke spread through the house, and I covered my nose and mouth with my shirt. I followed the heaviest part of the smoke, which led to the oven.

And I realized I’d left the TV dinner cooking inside, completely forgetting about it with all the Carter Blaine business.

I turned the oven off and cracked all the windows open, hoping more smoke would escape. When I pulled the TV dinner out, it looked burned to a crisp. But luckily, nothing had caught on fire.

I sighed, throwing the remnants of my dinner in the trash. Carter and Ryan rushed in after me, but only Ryan coughed through the lingering smoke. Carter didn’t look bothered by it at all.

“Are you all right?” Ryan asked.

I nodded. “I’m fine. It was my fault—I left my TV dinner in the oven.”

“Not your fault. It was mine,” Carter said. “I distracted you.”

“That’s sweet of you to say, but—”

I noticed Mom’s eyes opened on the couch. The smoke must’ve pulled her out of her drunken slumber. 

“What the hell’s going on?” she asked, looking around. “Why’s the house smoking?”

“I’m sorry,” I said, looking down at my feet. “I forgot—”

“And why are two boys in my kitchen?” she asked, stumbling over. She shoved a finger in Carter and Ryan’s faces. “Get out. Get the hell out or I’ll call the police!”

I nodded at Ryan, who seemed uncertain. “Go ahead. You need your sleep, anyway.”

Ryan sighed. “See you at school tomorrow, Jane. Goodbye, Mrs. Morrison.”

As he left, Carter wouldn’t budge. 

Mom glared at him. “You can get lost, too, boy.”

Carter shook his head. “I’m not going anywhere.”

Mom shrugged, turning her attention toward me. “Whatever. I didn’t want your friend to see this, but I guess I have no choice.”

Mom slapped me as hard as she could with the back of her hand, leaving my cheek stinging and burning when she pulled away. I knew that was coming. It always was when I messed up.

“That’s for almost burning my house down, you stupid bitch!” Mom yelled. “You want us to be homeless or something?”

I couldn’t bring myself to look at her. Tears clouded my vision as I stared down at the ground, wishing Dad was still alive so he could’ve saved me. But a surprised yelp of pain made me look up again.

Carter had grabbed Mom by the wrist, forcing her to her knees. “You won’t lay a finger on Jane again. Understand?”

Mom looked up at him, tears welling in her eyes. “You’re breaking my hand. Let go of me!”

But Carter wouldn’t let go. He kept squeezing, and I could hear the snap of her finger bones breaking. When Mom cried out in agony, begging for mercy, that was when Carter released her. She fell to the floor, crying into the carpet.

He towered over her. “If you touch her again, I’ll do more than just break your hand.”

And then Carter walked out the front door and disappeared.
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Chapter Three
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Talk of the Town

Mom stayed away from me all night. She went into her bedroom and locked the door, and I swore I could hear crying when I passed. For a change, it seemed like she was afraid of me.

Or afraid of Carter. What he did to Mom wasn’t right, but I couldn’t help but enjoy it a little. Still, when I thought about the look in his eyes as he stood over her, crushing her hand...

It was evil—and I had to wonder how he could be so strong. And where had he run off to? He had nowhere to go, not around here. I opened the door and looked outside for him, but I didn’t see anyone down the street.

Had I imagined it all? Was Carter just an illusion, allowing me to temporarily disconnect from reality to escape my life?

I ate a tuna sandwich for supper since my TV dinner didn’t survive. For the first time, I got to sit on the couch and watch something I wanted on the television. Mom hated spending time with me, and she’d always tell me to go to my room.

I was free of her—for now, until the next time she got angry.

Although my cheek still stung from where she hit me, I managed to get some sleep that night. My mind continued to twist and turn with thoughts about Carter. I began to think I was right before—that Carter never existed, and maybe it was me who broke Mom’s hand.

But the next morning, the tap on my window shocked me back to reality.

I looked over, noticing a set of blue eyes peering in at me. And it was definitely Carter, no matter how many times I rubbed my eyes in disbelief.

“You’re still here,” I blurted out as I opened my window, and he leaned on the windowsill.

“Where else would I go?” he asked with a grin.

“Fair point,” I said, yawning. “But ... where did you go exactly?”

“The shed. Hope you don’t mind,” he replied, pointing at the small shed in our backyard. “There were some extra blankets in there I used.”

I nodded. “Maybe it’s best if you stay there. Mom wouldn’t let anyone live with us—especially not you after last night. What were you thinking?”

His eyes grew darker. They were almost black. “Me? She was the one who hit you!”

“You don’t understand,” I muttered, running a hand through my messy hair. “Fighting back makes it worse. Believe me.”

“So, that wasn’t the first time she struck you? She’s abused you before?”

I couldn’t bring myself to answer. I nodded, keeping my eyes glued to the floor. He balled his fists, and I could hear the crumbling sound of the window sill. He was breaking the wood.

“You don’t know how angry that makes me feel, Jane,” he said through gritted teeth. “Hearing the slap, hearing you cry out in pain. God, I could’ve killed her right there.”

I placed my hand over his fists and felt his anger dissipate. “Carter, please—listen to me. I can handle my mom—I have for seventeen years. Well, eleven. Dad died when I was six, and she wasn’t like that when I was young. What I’m saying is ... don’t do anything to make it worse for me, okay?”

He sighed. “All right. For you, I’ll keep my distance. But if she hurts you again—”

“She won’t,” I said. “I know her triggers. I’ll just have to be on my best behavior so she won’t flip out again.”

I heard Mom’s bedroom door open, and then footsteps padding around in the living room. I craned my neck, but I didn’t hear any crying this time. It sounded like she was in a hurry.

“Is your mom awake?” Carter asked.

I nodded. “Yeah, so stay out of sight. I’ll come back for you, okay?”

He ducked behind my window, hiding as I walked out into the living room. Mom had bandaged her hand, forcing her to use her non-dominant one to make her morning coffee. She added a drop of whiskey from her flask as usual. She wore her waitress uniform, ready for another day of work at the diner.

I cleared my throat, but she didn’t turn around. She chugged her morning coffee, paying no attention to me at all.

“How’s your hand?” I asked.

“Fine.” She kept her back to me. “Not like you care.”

“Of course I do. You should get it checked out, you know. The clinic should be open—”

“I don’t need the damn clinic,” she said, turning to look at me. “I need to go to work. Someone has to bring in some money around here—and it sure as hell ain’t you.”

She took another sip of her coffee before tossing it down the drain, but she made sure to bring her flask and lunch bag with her. She went back to ignoring me, walking by as if I weren’t standing there at all.

“Okay, well ... have a good day at work,” I said, playing with my hands. “See you later.”

She opened the front door, then stopped in her tracks. “You know ... I’d be much better off if you were never born.” She slammed the door in my face, leaving me alone in the silence.

“Jane?” Carter asked from behind me. “Are you okay?”

I spun around, startled to see him. “Carter! I told you to stay out of sight. You’re lucky my mom didn’t see you.”

He nodded, shoving his hands inside his jean pockets. “Sorry, but I was worried about you. Snuck in through your window. Your mom’s unpredictable—dangerous. And she’s a drunk.”

“She has a hard life,” I said, defending her. “When Dad died, it broke her heart. She’s just grieving—and sometimes ... sometimes she takes out her frustration on me.”

“It isn’t right,” Carter said. “Someone should really teach her a lesson.”

“You did last night. She won’t do anything again,” I said, looking at the clock. “I should get ready for school. It’s almost eight.”

“What about me? What should I do while you’re gone?”

I thought about it for a minute. I couldn’t leave Carter here alone for anyone to find—especially my mother. And it wasn’t right to force him to stay hidden in the house all day.

“Why don’t you enroll at Hillworth High? There’s only a week left of school before summer break. You wouldn’t have to do much work. And if you need some extra clothes for school, we keep some in the basement. Mostly Dad’s old clothes Mom couldn’t throw out.”

Carter crossed his arms. “But, Jane ... what if someone asks questions?”

I shrugged. “Then we’ll lie. Come on—you have to find something to do. Life in Hillworth gets pretty boring without school.”

Carter sighed, nodding. “If you think I should, then I will.”

“Great. There’re some extra supplies in the shed—lined paper, pencils, school bags. That sort of thing,” I said. “Get ready while I make a few phone calls.”

“Phone calls? To who?”

The way he stared at me made me feel guilty. I tried to brush it off. “It’s nothing. Please hurry—I can’t be late again.”

Carter nodded and left for the shed. I picked up the phone off the kitchen wall and dialed the number for the bookstore in Charlotte, North Carolina—the same one I visited yesterday.

It was time to get some answers.

“Hello, Barnes and Noble store manager Wendy speaking. How may I help you?”

I cleared my throat, trying not to sound too suspicious. “Uh, hi. I was wondering about Patricia Hartfield—you know, the author of Love Letters to Lily? Well, she was at your store yesterday for a book signing. Will she be there today?”

“No, I’m afraid not. She left after the signing yesterday to catch her flight back home. Were you hoping to get her autograph?”

“Oh, I already did. I was hoping to talk to her, actually,” I said. “Is there any way you can get me her phone number? Or mailing address?”

“I’m sorry, but even if I knew that information, I wouldn’t be allowed to divulge it.”

“Can you give her a message, at least? It’s really important. Maybe your store can contact her literary agent, or—”  

“Look, I can tell you’re a big fan—and I’m really busy this morning,” she said. “If you want to get in contact with her, try social media. She’s big on Twitter, and she loves connecting with her fans. That’s probably your best bet, kid.”

“Right, of course. Thanks for your help.”

After I hung up the phone, I sighed. I wanted to speak to Patricia either in person or over the phone to tell her about the situation, but it seemed Twitter was my only real option.

I opened my laptop and signed into my Twitter account. I mostly used it as a fan page for Love Letters to Lily—Carter Blaine in particular. I’d post quotes from the book and fan art of him, and I had a nice following of over five thousand fans. I hoped it would be enough to get me noticed as I sent Patricia a private message.

Hello, Patricia. Do you remember me? My name is Jane Morrison, a fan you met from Hillworth, North Carolina. Anyway, there’s been a weird situation. Someone calling themselves Carter Blaine—looking like him, too—showed up at my house last night. He’s convinced he’s your character. If you could call me at my number listed below to talk about it, that’d be great. I don’t know what else to do or who to ask for help. Thank you.

After I pressed send, I took a deep breath. I prayed Patricia would get back to me. If not, I didn’t know what I was going to do. Judging by her Twitter page, she’d been active only an hour ago, so I hoped she’d see the message soon.

When I heard Carter’s boots thudding through the house, I closed my laptop. I didn’t want him to know I was looking into his situation—that I wanted to tell Patricia the truth. He didn’t want anyone to know, but I had to do something.

What if someone was looking for Carter Blaine—but the real boy? What if he had loving parents, friends, and teachers who missed him? Dr. Baldwin said there were no signs of brain damage or amnesia, but he had to come from somewhere in the world.

Fictional people didn’t come to life. They just didn’t.

“Are you ready to go?” Carter asked, throwing a spare backpack over his shoulder.

I nodded, rising to my feet and grabbing my things. “I am. Oh, and by the way? Stay away from Claire Baldwin. Thank me later.”
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Carter drove us to school in his cool Camaro, and the people we passed on the street stopped and stared. As I pointed him in the direction of Hillworth High, I spotted Ryan walking to school on the dirt trail up ahead. “Hey, that’s Ryan. Pull over—we can pick him up.”

But Carter didn’t stop. We passed right by him and Ryan didn’t even notice.

I frowned. “Didn’t you hear me? I told you to stop and get Ryan.”

“He has a crush on you.” Carter tightened his grip on the leather steering wheel.

“What? That’s crazy. We’ve been best friends since we were five. Nothing more.”

“That’s what you think,” Carter said. “Do you have feelings for him, too?”

I didn’t know how to respond, so I stayed silent. No one had ever asked me that question before. “Where’s all this coming from?” I asked. “This jealousy? Anger?”

This time, Carter didn’t reply. A tense silence hung in the air as we pulled into the parking lot of Hillworth High. Carter chose the spot closest to the front doors. Students walking by glared at us, murmuring something.

But I knew what they were talking about. Carter had committed a terrible mistake on his first day already.

“Shit,” I muttered, looking out the window. “You can’t park here. This is Claire Baldwin’s spot—that mean girl I was telling you about.”

Carter glanced out the window, looking for something. “I don’t see her name on it.”

“Well, no. Technically, no one has a spot,” I said. “But ever since her parents gave Claire a car for her birthday—a BMW, of course—she parks here. She’ll get mad if she sees you parked here.”

Carter shrugged, reaching for the door handle. “Then let her be mad. I don’t care.”

And sure enough, as soon as we exited the car, Claire’s pink BMV pulled up right behind us. She honked the horn, rolling down her window.

“Uh, excuse me? You’re in my spot,” she said, lowering her sunglasses.

A group of students swarmed us. They wanted a fight—something video worthy. All my confrontations with Claire ended in my humiliation, so I wanted to avoid a scene.

I sighed, turning to Carter. “Let’s just move. It’s not worth it, Carter.”

Carter turned around, pointing at the parking lot around us. “There are dozens of spots to park in. Find somewhere else.”

I thought Claire was going to berate him, but she smirked. “You’re the new kid, right? The one from out of town? Carter ... Zane.”

I frowned, stepping forward. “How do you—”

“My mom told me last night,” she said, “and I took the liberty of letting everyone know. Hope you don’t mind. Carter’s the talk of the town—the most exciting thing that’s ever happened around here.”

Carter looked enraged. The last thing he wanted was attention—and judging by the stares and snickers, he’d gotten it. I felt sick with all the school’s eyeballs staring at me.

“Normally, I wouldn’t let anyone park in my spot—let alone a new kid,” she said, winking, “but considering how cute you are, I’ll let it slide.”

Carter gritted his teeth, forcing a smile. “How generous of you.”

“What can I say? I’m a sweetheart,” Claire said, giggling.

She pulled into the spot on our right and got out of her car. I didn’t miss how she eyed Carter up and down—as if he was a piece of meat. I sighed
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