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CHAPTER ONE
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MAN THAT WAS A LONG shift!

The clock on my dashboard flipped over, from 7:59 to 8. AM, that was. I yawned and the numbers blurred.

Home, here I come.

The overnight shift at Renaissance Cove was going to be the death of me, I was sure. Another yawn gripped me and the road before me blurred. My eyelids drooped. I shook myself and reaching out, cranked the radio up. Loud.

Alternative rock music pumped through the car and made my ears ring. I turned the noise back down.

Ka-thump!

The knock as my wheels rolled over something jolted me awake. What the hell was that?

A glance to my rearview mirror showed me a wisp of red, a hint of yellow. I peered harder and my foot rose from the gas. Were the colors only from the sunrise?

No.

In the tiny frame of the rearview mirror, a little girl’s body formed out of the morning fog. Her red coat lay open to the cold and so, it seemed, did her rib cage. Blood seeped out to glisten on the pavement.

Oh, shit! Heart thumping, I jammed my foot on the gas. Oh, shit. Oh, shit!

Part of me wondered what to do? Yet some tiny voice in my head or my pounding heart, screamed, Go!

Home. Bed.

This was nothing but a nightmare.

Against reason, I followed the voice’s advice. A hint of coffee, and the scent of the detergent that lingered on my comfy sheets, wafted on the air and I trailed after its beacon.

Like the fool that I am.

I should’ve stopped, I know. The thump under my wheels left no doubt in my mind where the candy-apple red bicycle had gone, and the fate of the little girl in her crimson coat. What I should do didn’t register—not at first. Fear held me to my course.

My only thought and instinct was to keep driving, as if nothing odd had occurred. The morning sun beaming down on me as if to cut me like a laser made the drive seem like in a movie. A phantom waiting in delayed gratification to suck my soul. Heart scampering through my chest made breathing unbearable. Where was a bottle of water and a tranquilizer when I needed one?

Was she dead? Perhaps I’d merely broken her leg, or her shiny red bike? That was it, nothing more. But my mind flashed a horrid picture before me: her blood seeping out in crimson rivulets across the pavement.

Damn you, go back! I ordered myself. But I couldn’t, and though my fingers twitched on the wheel, they held steady.

Sunset Pines. The sign outside my apartment complex appeared on the street’s edge and yet I couldn’t let out my breath. My hands shook as I slammed the car into park, and fumbled my keys first from the ignition, then into the door lock.

Soon inside my tiny apartment, I made myself a small meal, but didn’t taste a bite of it. Every time a car drove past, I jumped, thinking surely the cops would come for me.

My roommate, Jenine, asked about the dent in my car’s bumper. “What happened to your car?”

“Fender bender,” I said. “The guy didn’t bother to leave his information. Dumb, I know. Don’t give me any shit, Jenine.”

Jenine harrumphed, twirling her thick raven braid in her fingers. “No wonder.”

“No wonder what?” I asked, blinking, waiting for her ax to fall.

“No wonder you look like hell,” Jenine said.

With a shrug she accepted my excuse, but the knot in my chest wouldn’t ease, just thinking about eating made me sick to my stomach, so I gave up dinner, and turned my attention to the news, hoping for distraction. The next story left me feeling like a Mac truck had parked on my chest.

“A hit and run driver struck Mara Blevins . . . the young girl is barely clinging to life.”

I was dead. Was Jenine peering at me? Wondering why I’d stopped breathing? Comparing the dent in my bumper to the news story?

I snatched the remote up, but it seemed there was no other news in the world today. Not the strife in the world, not the city council’s ongoing plans. Nothing.

Just her.

Little girl. Red Bike. Hit and Run. Little girl. Hit and run, flashed like a neon sign, a bright red arrow of some angry huntress trained on me.

I must’ve been shaking like a leaf on a hurricane battered tree. Jenine must notice, yet she gave no indication that was so.

Calm down. There’s no evidence you had anything to do with the accident. I avoided the rest of the day’s news by shutting myself in my room. I had another late night shift, after all.

Unable to sleep for replaying the accident again and again in my mind, I tried to make mythic deals. Okay, God, I admit it; I hit the little girl. Get me through this and I’ll—

What? Become a nun? Me? What a joke!

Besides, the accident was a result of a tired, distracted mind. I drove on autopilot, and I shouldn’t have. I should’ve called my roommate; then maybe the little girl wouldn’t’ve tumbled under my wheels.
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MY AUNT CALLED, TALKING about I don’t know what. My mind wrapped in a sleepy fog, I hoped that the events of this morning—my night, I suppose—had been nothing more than a nightmare.  I collapsed against the cold plastered wall, and just let her talk, hoping it would give me something else to focus on than the little girl.

“Theodora? Are you coming or not?” my aunt asked.

Her question pulled me back from staring out the window. Did I see the girl outside, dancing in the rain? Splashing in the puddles? Jenine had the heater on full blast. Fifty degrees out, not our coldest winter on record but still, what was that little girl doing out playing in puddles? She’d catch the flu, for sure.

Did ghosts catch cold? Or whatever she was?

“No,” I said. “Yes. I don’t know.” I pinched my eyes shut, trying to remember. Yellow and purple spots swam before my eyes. God, I’d feel better if I had a hangover. 

My aunt chattered on about some event she’d planned.

“Ava will miss you.”

Hold on. “What are you talking about?”

“The party Friday night. For Ava’s graduation?”

Ah, that was right. My cousin was about to move on from undergraduate to graduate school. She was probably the only girl I knew who would throw a big bash for that kind of change, but Ava was unconventional.

I couldn’t face her. Though she went through her
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