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Reviews

Fans of the writings of Cassandra Clare, Claudia Gray, Kami Garcia, and Margaret Stohl have a new author to take notice of, E. J. Squires. Squires joins the ranks of these paranormal-romance greats head on with her thrilling new novel, Wraithsong. She perfectly weaves the old world and the new in her novel, so that readers never know what new creature they will be facing next. The action scenes the author has written are well thought out and exciting. The farther I read, the harder it was to put down, and I wasn't ready for it to end when I turned the last page.  

~ Tania Staley—Goodreads User

––––––––
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As much as this story is about mythology and paranormal concepts it is also a coming of age story that young adults will recognize as the same changes that occur within everyone as they enter that frightening realm of adult life a time when anything can happen to alter the step into the new world. This is a well-written book that will appeal to a large audience of young adults, especially those who have followed such successes as the Twilight Series. Squires appears to have a bright career ahead.

~ Grady Harp—Hall of Fame Amazon Reviewer

––––––––
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At this point in time, I feel more than comfortable in saying that if I walked into a bookstore and saw this author's name on a book, I wouldn't even have to read the covers, I would buy it straight up. I have read enough to know that I will be pleased with what she writes. Anyone who is looking for a good romance, some Norse mythology and fantasy all mixed together, this is your book. Young and old alike, I even feel more than comfortable allowing my teenage daughter to read this book.

~ Michelle Lynn Randall—Professional Reviewer Reader's Choice

––––––––
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Wraithsong by E.J. Squires is an amazing story about a girl who, on top of being at a fragile age as a teenager, has to deal with secret powers that mess with her emotions and can either be her salvation or undoing. E.J. Squires' writing style and skill sets a tone and mood that perfectly fits the plot and the characters, each in their different way, bring this incredible story to life. The manner in which the story bounces between the contemporary setting and the fantasy world is done in such way that is very distinct and flawless, and adds to the excitement to give a thrilling reading experience. I totally enjoyed this page-turner and I cannot wait to pick up book II and see where the story goes from here.

Faridah Nassozi—Professional Reviewer Reader's Choice 

––––––––
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I have read E.J. Squires debut novel Winter Solstice Winter before, and I immensely enjoyed it. When I learned about her new book, I had to make sure that I get a copy of this. Once again, I fell in love with her new book, Wraithsong - Desirable Creatures.

~ Arienne—a Bookworm Loose Blogspot

––––––––
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I'm not sure how to explain what I'm feeling at the moment without sounding like a young adult madly in love with a book, but I love everything about this! "Wraithsong", book 1 of Desirable Creatures is an action-packed YA fantasy book laced with humor; it's safe to say this is one of the best YA books this year. Characterization is very spot on, the plot itself is very interesting and I'd love to see it play on the big screen!

~Ella Larena—Goodreads User

Eve, mother of all living, labored and toiled long days and nights. One day, God came down and visited her. Embarrassed that she only had enough time to clean seven of her thirteen children, she hid the six soiled ones from him. God found them, and reprimanded Eve for having been ashamed of her own flesh and blood. "Those you have hidden from me," God said, "they will stand out from the rest of mankind. I will clean them for you so that all men and women will aspire to be that which you have cast aside. From this day forward, they will be known as the Huldrefolk."
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Chapter 1
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The day is sunny and ridiculously humid, even for Florida. We get into the SUV and my mom secures her seat belt, turns the engine on, lowers the volume of Mr. Tchaikovsky—her favorite—and faces me. She looks to be in her mid-twenties. 'Scandinavian genes,' she says when people ask her about her age. Her blonde hair reflects the sun and her bright red lipstick, though faded since this morning, is still striking.

"You have to be more careful, Sonia," she says, teeth clenched, eyes glaring, head cocked to one side, right eyebrow raised. It's a look I hate and will do almost anything to avoid.

We just left the principal's office and it went a little something like this: I was blamed for the fight with Savannah even though she's the one who's been bullying me all year. Savannah didn't receive any punishment at all—I think Principal Jenkins has a thing for her. I ended up with a bloody nose and the only thing I did was spit in her face. And for that I was sentenced to ten hours of weeding the school's premises with a guy named Anthony (probably some plant geek), starting Monday. Not looking forward to it.

"I've already spoken to you about not letting your saliva come in contact with anyone," she says with a sigh.

And she has. Just last week she told me that as I approach my eighteenth birthday, I will be going through some drastic changes. One of those changes, she said, is that my saliva will give me the ability to make people do whatever I want them to. At first I thought she was joking, but when I laughed, she gave me a severe reprimand. She never does that.

Come to think of it, there are a few things I've never been able to explain, like the transparent silver markings on my back. I always thought they were just skin discolorations or stretch marks, but now I wonder if they aren't just some fluke birth defect.

Hell, maybe I'm just a freak of nature—an unnatural and potentially dangerous misfit. And lately, I find myself obsessing about how I can make others do what I want, even though I know deep inside that it's wrong. I wish someone would tell me what's going on and how to get rid of these strong urges.

"I know, but Savannah's been bullying me all year and I just couldn't take it anymore," I say.

Savannah's attacks started off small, like the tacks she put on my chair and the garlic she smeared in my locker. It was a while ago, but my locker still smells, and I'm careful now to always check my seat before I sit down. I can't prove it was her, but every time I check my chair in algebra class, I see her smug little smile in the back of the room.

Lately, her attacks have escalated. Every night for a week, she called my house and left a message, saying she had seen my dad at the mall making out with another woman. My dad died eighteen months ago and she knows it. I can't fathom why anyone would be so cruel.

My best friend Ashley always encourages me to fight back, 'for the sake of bullied kids everywhere,' as she puts it. The reason she's so tough is another girl bullied her mercilessly, and she quickly learned to stand up for herself—and others. Something she may be a little too quick to do.

Last time Savannah pulled my hair, Ashley snuck behind her in the lunch line and cut a chunk out of her hair. Ashley told her that if she ever touched my hair again, she'd follow her to her house and shave the rest of her hair and eyebrows off while she was sleeping. I laughed when I heard that, but then I almost got a little worried on Savannah's behalf, thinking Ashley actually might do it.

"So I suppose tomorrow you'll have a new best friend." My mom gets a look of pure amusement in her blue eyes.

"Is that what will happen?" I squeak, her amusement troubling.

She takes a deep breath. "Yes."

I groan. I don't want to be friends with or even associate with that crazy girl. I was just trying to get rid of her!

I'm convinced Savannah's cruelty toward me has to do with her ex-boyfriend. Tyson has asked me out a few times, but I always decline. I don't want to date him since he's made out with nearly half the girls in our school—girls just like Savannah. Status seems important to Savannah, and she certainly had that when she dated Tyson, the quarterback of our football team. She probably thought she could wrap him around her little finger and have him swear fidelity to her, but he quickly lost interest and moved on, asking me—a complete nobody—out instead. Oh, the humiliation.

This morning, Tyson approached me in the hallway and I think he was about to ask me to the prom. I fled before he had the chance because 1. I absolutely do not want to go with him and 2. I was afraid Savannah would see us talking. Unfortunately, she saw us and started harassing me. That's when I lost it and spit in her face, hoping it would stop her once and for all. Needless to say, we ended up strangling each other on the floor.

"Savannah will come to you tomorrow, at the very least, and apologize. She'll also feel compelled to make it up to you and will try to become your best friend by doing anything you ask of her for the rest of her life."

"What?" My stomach drops like I just swallowed three gallons of sand.

"She'll become obsessed with you, stalking you day and night," she says. "I've warned you to be careful, and this is why."

This sounds way worse than her bullying. "I just wanted her to leave me alone."

"Unfortunately, that's part of what's called your flair. If one isn't careful and hasn't been trained how to use it properly, it will backfire." She smiles like she's relishing in my pain.

"Flair?" I ask.

"I'll tell you about it when you turn eighteen," she says.

I groan and let my head fall to the headrest. "Why not now?"

She presses her lips firmly together for a moment and says, "In life, the test comes first, the lesson later."

I swear it's her favorite line. But she's not going to budge; my mom's as tight-lipped as they come. Clearly, I hadn't thought this Savannah thing through. "You knew what I was doing, didn't you?" I mumble.

My mom's eyebrows round upward. "Of course I knew what you were doing. I've been playing this game since the days of Adam and Eve." She reaches her arm behind my seat, glances back, and gracefully backs out.

"Ha, ha," I laugh sarcastically.

She turns serious. "It will do you no good to disobey my rules, and I'm warning you, if you do, your disobedience will have dire consequences."

"If you would just tell me what's happening to me, and how to control myself, I'd be happy to obey," I say.

"I've already told you, all will be explained when you turn eighteen." Her voice is stern.

I drop my hands into my lap and huff.

"Don't worry, sweetie. You'll learn in time." She grows silent for a moment. "On a different note, I wanted to talk to you about this after graduation, but I think now is a better time." She pats me on the knee.

"Yes?" I say.

"It's about your graduation present."

"Yes...?" I sit up a little straighter.

She splashes the windshield with cleaner fluid and turns the wipers on, causing the splattered lovebugs to smear across the glass. Scoffing, she says, "Stupid little things. Anyway, we're going to Minnesota." Her eyes beam with excitement.

"Oh." I feel a huge scowl coming on. Somehow the thought of going there doesn't excite me. At all. "Why Minnesota?" I'd rather stay here and relax on the beach—well, if she'd actually let me do that. That's something she forbids me to do, along with a whole other list of things. But my mom's first and strictest rule is this: I'm not allowed to kiss a boy until I turn eighteen. That rule was laid down when I was eight. Ashley says my parents are a bit extreme, and I agree. Thankfully, I've never been attracted enough to a guy to want to kiss him.

"There are things I'd like you to see and people I'd like you to meet," she says.

"Where in Minnesota, exactly?" I try not to sound too upset. Things have been emotional since my dad's car accident, and the last thing my mom needs is spoiled brat daughter. I have enough sense to at least be sensitive to that, though the loss hasn't been any easier on me.

Still, I have a hard time hiding the fact that I feel cheated—way cheated. Seriously. What could be more boring than a graduation trip to Minnesota? Ashley is going to Australia, and even the girl across the street, who never has any fun, gets to spend her summer in Hawaii.

"A small town called Kensington." She turns on the blinker and takes a left at Bee Ridge Road.

I haven't even heard of Kensington, but immediately think the name reeks of farm country where cows and goats outnumber the humans.

"There, you'll meet my sisters and you'll officially be accepted into the Dynasty." Excitement bounces inside  the centers of her eyes.

I shouldn't say anything, but the words just come out all by themselves. "Accepted into the...Dynasty?" That's another word I haven't heard before. "Sounds—weird, like there are a lot of religious rituals or something." But it makes me wonder if being accepted into the Dynasty has anything to do with our unusual saliva.

"Once accepted, you'll learn how to appropriate what you want from humans," she says.

"What do you mean by appropriate from humans?" A mild panic attack looms inside, winding my emotions into a bundle of nervous energy.

"Let's change the subject. I'm not supposed to talk to you about it yet, sweetie. Sorry."

"Yeah, I know, until I turn eighteen," I mutter. I squeeze my lips together. Is there something magical about turning eighteen? It's not like I'm going to be a different person a few weeks from now. "Can you at least tell me how many sisters you have?"

"I suppose that can't hurt. I have three."

I have often wondered why I never met them. It's as though my mom has kept them from me, or me from them. "Cool." 

"We'll be staying with them in Minnesota, and after we've been there for four weeks—"

"Four weeks! What could we possibly be doing there for four weeks?" My summer is officially ruined.

"Shh...just listen, please. After four weeks, we'll be traveling to an invisible island just off the New Hampshire coast." She pulls into our double garage and turns the engine off. "It's called Wraithsong Island."

"Seriously? Invisible?" I say sarcastically and laugh, but stop when her expression hardens. "Why didn't you tell me before?"

"I'm telling you now." She glides out of the SUV and crosses our lawn to the mailbox.

I huff and grab my heavy backpack as I step out of the SUV. "Anything for me?" I ask.

"A birthday card." She holds a black envelope up and waves it.

Black? That's a strange color for a birthday card.

We enter our house through the garage and walk through the cozy, yellow laundry room to get to the kitchen. Shortly after moving in, my dad designed my mom's dream kitchen, installing white and gray marble counter tops, white custom-made cupboards, and all new stainless-steel appliances. It would be the last project he completed before he died. Every time I enter the room, my eyes tear up a little. I still wake up sobbing because I miss him so much, though it's not as bad as before when I would cry myself to sleep every single night.

Dad was my best friend, always there, patient and loving, not yelling or threatening me to do what he wanted, but waiting for me to make my own decisions. I knew he would even respect my choice even if he didn't agree. Well, as long as it didn't harm anyone else, of course, or go against the no kissing rule.

My mom said that Dad was the first man she had fallen in love with. "No one had ever been right for me before your father," she always said. Every day I see the ever-lingering grief in her eyes. Her despondent look appeared the day my dad was taken from her.

I study the front of my black birthday envelope. There's no return address, only a small, hand-drawn, silver-metallic balloon on the front next to my name and address. The handwriting looks like printed calligraphy and the envelope came from New York City. I start opening it.

"No, no." My mom grabs it from me. "Not until your birthday."

"But that's not for another two weeks!" I say.

"It's bad luck to open any presents before your birthday, and that includes cards." She stuffs the envelope in the island drawer. "How does a turkey sandwich sound?"

A smile tugs at my lips. "Sounds delicious. I'm just going to put my stuff in my room." I scamper through the kitchen, take a left into the hallway plastered with pictures of our lives, pass the Jack and Jill bathroom, and take a right into the small hallway that leads to my bedroom. It's impeccable as usual: my dark cherry furniture is brightened by red and yellow accents throughout.

I toss my backpack onto the bed and head to the bathroom. My golden hair looks like it's been through a tornado. Stupid Savannah. But I can't help but smile a little, because even though I'm not looking forward to meeting this new stalker-Savannah, I'm thrilled the harassment will finally stop. I undo my rowdy ponytail and my hair cascades down my back. I run a brush through it a couple dozen times and pile it on top of my head in a messy up-do.

Back in the kitchen, I sit at the table. My mom sits next to me and hands me a tall glass of ice water. Beads of condensation trickle down the sides, making my mouth water.

"So tell me about this flair," I say casually, taking a bite of my sandwich.

"Not talking about it. Just trust me, Sonia, will you?" Her face is harsh.

I'm sick of her treating me. "You know what? Forget I ever brought it up." I grab my sandwich and leave.

Once in my room, I pull my algebra out, and when I'm done with that, I start on history. There's a subtle knock at the door.

"Come in," I say.

My mom opens the door and leans against the frame. "I'm sorry, Sonia. I just wish you'd trust me. You'll understand so much more after you go to the...Academy."

"I have to go to school?" My eyebrows gather tightly.

"Yes," she snaps. "You have to learn about all of this from somewhere."

"About what, Mom? You won't even tell me. This is going to be the worst summer ever! I'm not going." Fury wells up inside when I think about how she has kept this information from me my whole life. I feel lied to.

"Sonia, I'll leave it up to you to decide whether or not you want to go. I'm not going to force you, but if you turn nineteen and decide not to enter the Dynasty, you'll be on your own." Her voice has a tone of frustration.

"Why did you wait so long to tell me about all this?" I ask.

My mom takes a deep breath, then exhales. "Some things aren't up to me. The rule is I'm not supposed to tell you anything until you turn eighteen, and then you have a year to decide whether you want to go to the Academy or not. I've already given you a head start."

I glance at her and then back down at my homework. "I know I'm acting—not myself, sorry." Usually I'm much better at controlling my emotions, but lately, they have had the upper hand. It's like my mom said: I am going through drastic changes, and it frightens me.

She sits down on my bed and takes my hand. "You don't have to decide right this moment. Sleep on it, and we'll talk in a few days, all right?"

I puff. In reality, I'm afraid of the future because I have so many questions, yet so few answers and I feel like the decisions I will be forced to make soon will alter my life forever. "I just—"

Suddenly, my mom's phone rings from the kitchen. "Hold that thought." She runs out to the kitchen and I soon hear her talking to whoever is on the other end of the line.

Sitting alone, I wonder why there are so many secrets. My friends don't seem to have these types of secrets in their families. They all know their extended families and live normal lives, or at least that's how it seems. "Kensington," I say out loud as I try to imagine how my trip to the tiny town might be. Then I think of Wraithsong Island off the coast of New Hampshire...maybe my life will never be the same again...?

"Who was it?" I ask when my mom returns.

Her face is pale gray. "It was my eldest sister," she says. "Something has happened to one of my other sisters."

"What?" I say.

She says tearfully, "She's vanished."

"How?" Having never met my aunts, I have no real connection with them, but I can't ignore my mom's pained expression.

"It's uncertain at this point, but the police have been notified."

"Maybe she just—ran away," I say.

"No, my sister would never run away, especially not when it's so close to..." She lets her voice trail off.

"Do you need to go visit your family? I'll be fine for a few days."

She rests her elbow on her forearm and her chin on her clenched fist. "I'll need to think about it."

"If you're worried about leaving me—"

"No, it's not that. If there was any sign of foul play involved, I would be worried about leaving you, but there isn't."

"Even if there were, they're thousands of miles away," I say.

"I know, but you never know." Her eyes get a worried look.

"If you need to leave, I'll be fine. I can have Ashley stay with me for a few days."

"I'll think about it." She stands up, her expression extremely worried. "I need to run an errand right now, if you don't mind."

"Okay. I'll just finish my homework. Will you be all right?" I place my hand on her shoulder.

"This could change everything."

After my mom leaves, I think about what she said earlier. I have something called flair, and that has something to do with controlling people. After today, I'm certain that if used inappropriately, this ability can cause a lot of damage to others and to myself. And though I want to understand it, my mom's definitely not going to tell me. I'll just have to be more careful while I wait.

My summer looks a bit bleak, and just to make my last few weeks of school miserable, I'll be pulling up weeds with a complete stranger. Anthony's probably a mean old guy who has green thumbs and fingers and toes, and spends all his free time conversing with shrubbery. 
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Chapter 2
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Strolling down the wider of two aisles in the school's greenhouse, I study the plethora of flowerless plants while I wait for Anthony to arrive. My fingers grace the tips of some dark green leaves. How can anyone tell the difference between these plants? They all look the same to me. I pull off my button-up shirt, preparing to weed.

Today turned out quite satisfactory for me, though kind of creepy. My mom was right about Savannah apologizing to me, but what I hadn't expected was how apologetic she'd actually been. I laugh to myself as I remember what happened. 

"Sonia, I'm so very sorry about yesterday," Savannah said, approaching my beat up, garlic-reeking locker. "And all the other times. I just feel horrible. I don't know what came over me, and I don't even remember why I've been so rude to you all year. You're one of the sweetest, most beautiful girls in school and all I can figure is that I was extremely jealous of you. Will you forgive me—please?" 

"Sure, Savannah, I'll forgive you. No worries." I started to step away, smiling, feeling like I was walking on air.  

Savannah moved in front of me, clenching my hands in hers. "I've also told Principal Jenkins that it was all my fault. I...I hope that was okay with you," she said, her eyes sincere and pleading.

"Uh... great."

"Is there anything else I can do for you?" she asked.

"No, not that I can think of," I said as I pulled my hands out of her grasp and started to walk away.

"Well, if there is anything I can do, you'd tell me, right?" Savannah followed me down the hallway, causing many of the other students to stop and stare. I don't know if it was more embarrassing or exhilarating.

"Yes, of course," I said, thinking this new Savannah was almost worse than the old one. I finally got rid of her when I went to my social studies class, but at lunch, she approached me again. 

"Please let me buy you lunch," she said in the food line. "And can I sit by you?" Her request was filled with desperation for my approval. "I'd be honored."

I tried to stifle a laugh and Ashley became speechless—something I thought was impossible.

"What did you do to Savannah?" Ashley asked once we had successfully dumped her.

"I don't know. Maybe Principal Jenkins talked to her or something," I said, shrugging my shoulders. What was there to say anyway? I haven't told Ashley about my strange ability, mainly because I don't want my friends to think I'm a freak, which I kind of am. "Hey, your highlights look amazing by the way," I said, trying to distract her. Usually her hair is dark brown, but now—sun-kissed—it brought out the golden hue in her hazel eyes.

Before the last period, stalker-Savannah approached me again. "Can I help carry your backpack? Oh, and I bought you some chocolate. I didn't know what your favorite brand was so I picked out a few." She handed me a bag filled to the brim.

"The best thing you can do is to just ignore me, okay?" I snapped. Immediately after I said it, I felt bad. "I'm sorry. I just would like for you to go live your life and be happy. I'm not mad at you, I promise." 

"Okay, I'll ignore you until you say so. No problem." Savannah walked off, her eyes pining after me.

I laugh a little again at the memory, though deep inside, I wish I had handled it better. I don't want to be mean, not even to Savannah, though it did feel really good getting back at her for how nasty she's been to me.

Bushes and short trees line the center of the glasshouse. Flowers and smaller plants run along the outer edges and sit in wood containers on top of wooden risers. It smells of musty, old earth, and it looks as if the glass walls and ceiling haven't been cleaned in decades. I'm still annoyed that I have to fulfill my punishment after Savannah went and explained to Principal Jenkins that it was all her fault.

Then a thought flashes through my mind. Maybe I could get Savannah to take this punishment for me. No one needs to know, and I'm sure Savannah wouldn't tell a soul and would be thrilled to do me a favor. It would also help me feel a whole lot better about all the mean things she has done to me in the past.

The greenhouse is hot and humid, but I never sweat. I'm glad I have never needed to worry about deodorant or smelling fresh. Then again, I wonder if me not sweating has something to do with being different.

"Are you Sonia?" I hear a deep voice ask from behind me.

I turn toward the young man who startled me. His light blue eyes immediately catch my attention. They are intense, yet kind, and his gaze stuns me so much that I forget to breathe.

"Yes," I say, taken aback, holding my hand out so he can shake it. Then I realize he's carrying two large terra cotta pots, one in each arm. "Sorry." My face warms and butterflies flutter in my stomach. Guys don't usually have this effect on me. Actually, no guy ever has had this sort of effect on me. But there's something distinctly different about him, and his narrow eyes and deep voice draw me in. I wonder why I've never met him before. He's around my age, so surely he must be a junior or senior, and even if he graduated last year, I would definitely have noticed him—as would have all the other girls in school for that matter.

He sets the pots down onto the ground, his forearms muscular and tan. "No problem. I'm Anthony." He wipes his dirt-covered hands on his faded jeans and shakes my hand. "I hear you'll be helping me over the next ten days for an hour a day?" He runs his fingers through his blond, wavy hair. 

"Uh...yes, that would be me," I say, hoping he doesn't know exactly why I've been sent to help him. That would be embarrassing.

Anthony cocks his head to the side, his eyes scanning my face as if he's trying to read me. "You don't seem like a rebel."

I cringe inwardly. "What do you mean?" He must know what I did to get sentenced to work here.

"I'll spare you," he says with a smile. "Let's get started, shall we? Follow me." Anthony heads toward the exit of the greenhouse.

I'll spare you? His statement was rather rude, even though he said it in the sweetest way. Walking behind him, I can't help but check him out. I laugh silently at myself because this is just not like me. At all. Ashley thinks there's something wrong with me, but I just chalk it up to never having met the right guy. Anthony's loose jeans cover what looks like strong legs and a firm behind, and his white and red Liverpool T-shirt hugs his chest and broad shoulders. 

"Did Principal Jenkins tell you what you'd be doing today?" he asks without turning around to look at me. 

"Yes, of course," I say, slightly annoyed, and definitely not wanting to discuss anything about that humiliating meeting with someone I just met.

"Well, you're not dressed suitably for weeding," he says, almost mockingly.

Immediately on the defensive, I say, "Why do you say that?" I think I've done an excellent job in choosing a comfortable and appropriate ensemble to do all the dirty work in: jean shorts and a tank top.

With an abrupt motion, Anthony swivels around and comes closer. "You'll be crawling a lot, so you'll want long pants made of thin cotton or linen. If you wear shorts," he eyes my shorts and frowns, "the bugs are going to eat you alive and the skin on your knees will become all scuffed up. Do you have a sun hat? Or sun screen?"

"No." I wouldn't need either because oddly enough, I never burn.

His eyes widen just a tad, and then he says. "And you're going to get sunburned."

"No I'm not. I never burn," I say dryly. 

He grabs my arm, startling me again, and examines it.

"Let go of me!" I snap.

"You're as pale as an albino," he snaps back. "How the hell are you not going to get burned?"

I pull my arm back forcefully. "I just adapt well to the sun, okay?" Who does this guy think he is? He seems like—no—he is the gardener from hell.

Anthony opens the squeaky glass door. "If you'd like, you can start tomorrow when you have the appropriate attire." He walks out and the door slams shut behind him.

I'm ticked off that he doesn't even show me the decency of holding open the door. Flinging it open, I follow after him. "No." I march up behind him. "I'll be fine and I want to start today so I can get it over with as quickly as possible."

Anthony picks up a few rusty gardening tools. "Suit yourself." He continues across the large grass field behind the school, and then skirts around to the building's northern brick wall.

It's difficult keeping up with his fast pace. "Do you always run to your destinations?" I breathe heavily.

"I'm not running. I'm just in a hurry to get this done so I can catch my soccer game."

"Soccer?"

"Yeah, you know, where they kick the ball with their feet and—"

"I know what soccer is." Why is he acting so condescending? I just met him and I've been nothing but nice. I can't see his face, but I get the feeling he's rolling his eyes.

"Many girls your type don't, and I doubt you really know anything about the sport," he says, still moving at an unusually fast pace.

"You never walk alone!" I shout.

Anthony stops dead in his tracks, swivels around, and glares at me with a puzzled expression. "What did you say?"

"You never walk alone," I repeat, clearly articulating every word. It's the Liverpool Football Club's slogan.

"How did you know that?" Although shocked, a shadow of a smile emerges on his lips.

Wow. Although this guy's a real jerk, his smile has my heart racing in less than a second. "Liverpool used to be my dad's favorite soccer team."

He narrows his eyes and steps in my direction. His presence is daunting, leaving me suddenly breathless, so I lean back a little.

"Doesn't he support them anymore?" he asks.

"Why would you think that?" My defenses are at their peak. He can mess with me, but not my dad.

"You said 'used to be,' right?"

"Oh." I don't really want to share with Anthony the details of my life, especially since he's been acting like an idiot, but despite my better judgment, I answer anyway. "No, my dad passed away about a year and a half ago." I try not to get emotional. That would be awkward, and I don't want to give Anthony any more reasons to think less of me.

His firm expression melts into a compassionate one. "I'm sorry to hear that." He starts walking again at a slower pace.

"It's okay. I'm almost used to it now," I say in an attempt to snap him out of his sudden melancholic state. His mood swings are exhausting to keep up with, and I have barely even spent fifteen minutes with him.

"That's what you think you ought to say, isn't it? That's what I used to say to myself for a long time," he says.

"Did your dad die, too?" I regret that I judged him so harshly.

"No," he says.

Now I'm thoroughly confused. First Anthony seems kind, then rude, then he's a complete jerk, and now he's relating to me without having something to even relate to? No wonder I've never met him before. Principal Jenkins probably keeps Anthony locked up in the greenhouse so he can keep the crazy gardener away from the good students and use him to punish those who have strayed from the straight and narrow.

As we come around the corner to the western side of the building, the sun blinds us. "My father abandoned my mother when I was young." Anthony's voice softens considerably.

Fluctuating between defensiveness and guilt, I feel like I'm on a roller-coaster ride. "I'm sorry. I guess it's kind of the same as my dad." I hold my arm up to block the sun.

He cracks a sideways smile. "Kind of." He looks so much more approachable with a smile on his face—almost kind.

"So, are you a senior?" I ask.

"Yes."

"I thought I knew all the seniors at Sarasota High."

"Apparently not," he says.

I gasp. Smartass.

We stop in front of the school. "This is where all the weeds are." He gestures to the entire front side of the red brick building. Four royal palm trees stand on either side of the oak front doors, and plants that looks like weeds blanket the beds below them.

"They go on for miles!" I say exaggerating—but only slightly. "It's going to take way more than ten hours to get rid of them all." I hadn't noticed how overgrown the front of the school actually looks, as I always park and enter in the back.

"Well, you're welcome to work for more than ten hours. Do you know which ones are the weeds and which ones aren't?" he asks.

I make an apologetic face. "Not really, they all look like weeds to me."

Anthony laughs, shaking his head, his hair catching the afternoon sunlight. "So I guess I'll need to teach you the difference between weeds and flowers."

"Yes, definitely. Or you can just tell Principal Jenkins that I'm a complete waste of time and it would be best if I didn't weed with you." 

"Ha, ha, ha," he says sarcastically. "Nice try, but we need these weeds out by the end of the year, and it's your duty now, too."

I frown, but then I smile when a thought pops into my mind. I could always get Savannah to take over for me. However, something tells me I should give it a few days before I decide. At least until I have Anthony figured out a little better.

*    *    *
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I get home at 6:56 p.m., nearly two and a half hours after school ended. As soon as I begin a project, I have a hard time stopping, but I wasn't going to continue on alone after Anthony left at 6:30. I figure it will take me at least ten more three-and-a-half hour days if I am to complete the project with Anthony's help.

Anthony weeded on the opposite side of the school the entire time, making conversation with him impossible, and the only communication after that was to exchange phone numbers.

"Just in case I need to reach you in an emergency," he said, and then he ran off to soccer practice.

My mom's SUV sits in the garage when I get home. I park my dad's silver Jetta in the driveway, unlock the stained glass front door, and take a left into my room. Anthony was right about a few things: my knees feel raw from all the digging and crawling, and though I didn't get sunburned—he was wrong about that—it would have been nice to have a wide-brimmed hat to keep the bright sun out of my eyes.

"Mom?" I yell as I head for the kitchen.

"I'm in here," she hollers from her bedroom.

I adjust my course and walk through the living room into the master bedroom. Sitting down on the king-sized four-post bed, I sigh. "Any news on your sister?" I ask gently.

"No, not yet." Her face falls and tears glaze her eyes. Heaps of neatly folded clothes stand in piles on top of the ocean-blue duvet. She folds a towel.

"I'm sorry," I offer.

She gives me a soft smile. "What about you? You look exhausted."

I lean back, letting myself fall into the soft bed. "I am exhausted—and look at my knees." I lift one knee up, revealing the scratches and bruises on it and after that show her my blistered hands.

"Looks like you worked hard today." She moves on to matching up the socks. "If you keep this pace up, you'll be done with your commitment in no time." She smiles.

"Well...I might just stick with it until the job is finished," I mumble.

"Really? I thought you said you had too much homework and that you have to study for your finals."

"I do, but I'll be careful to manage my time," I say. "Besides, it's nice to be able to contribute to my school, right?"

"Is there something you're not telling me?" One eyebrow arches way up to her forehead.

"No," I say, because there's truly nothing to tell—yet, at least. Ever since the no-kissing lecture, my parents have forbidden me from having a boyfriend, and so far it hasn't been a problem. But if I even hint that I found Anthony slightly attractive, I'd get another talking to.

"The reason you're not allowed to kiss anyone before you turn eighteen," my dad said once, "is that you'll never get rid of him. If you're not one hundred and ten percent sure about whether or not you want the guy around for eternity, don't kiss him. He'll follow you to the ends of the Earth and beyond, and you'll be sorry." I thought he was crazy for saying that, just being the over-protective parent he was, or slightly sweet by alluding to that my kisses were magical somehow. But now I'm starting to think there's even more to what he said. A lot more.

"I promise, if there was something to tell, I'd let you know right away," I say. At least I think I would.
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Chapter 3
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By Friday, I've worked five days with Anthony, and I still haven't been able to figure him out. In fact, he seems to be repulsed by me, and this rejection is quite uncomfortable. The thought that he might be gay briefly crosses my mind, but I quickly abandon that notion when he tells me he asked another senior—a female—to the prom.

"Are you going to the prom?" he asks.

"No." I pull on another weed, but curse when the gnarly root remains embedded in the black soil. A few boys have asked me, but my mom forbid me to go, so I had to regretfully decline. It's just as well anyway, for if I go to the prom, most of my friends will probably steal away to make out, or rent a hotel room, and I won't be doing any of that. I don't like any of the guys at school enough to want to have them eternally bound to me, especially not after seeing how Savannah acted toward me when I used my flair on her.

"What's wrong?" Anthony asks.

His deep voice brings me back to the present. "Nothing, just these roots are being so...difficult!" I plop down in the grass and huff.

"Of course, it's their job to be."

That's a strange reply. "My hands hurt, my knees hurt, and I'm getting behind on my homework."

"No one's forcing you to do this, you know. And why don't you wear gardening gloves? That would save your hands a lot of pain," Anthony says.

I frown. "I know no one's forcing me to do this. You don't have to state the obvious all the time. And my hands can't grab these stupid roots when I wear gloves." I walk over to my water bottle and take a few sips.

Glancing over at him, I see the muscles in his back flex as he pulls out the weeds, and at that my heart starts beating faster. If I'm truly honest with myself, what I'm really upset about is that Anthony's pretty much been ignoring me, and it's driving me crazy. Every passing day, my need to make him want me increases. I can't even explain why. It's not like he's been particularly nice to me.

The strange thing is I've also noticed that my obsession to control others is intensifying. Are the two related? Is it all a part of how I'm changing? I just hope it doesn't get any worse.

"So why are you doing this?" Anthony asks. "You've already put in your ten hours." Anthony wipes the dirt off his face with the front of his shirt, revealing his six-pack. His abdomen is as tan as his forearms so I conclude that he must play soccer shirtless.

Feeling blood fill my cheeks, I force myself to look away. "I just hate leaving a job unfinished," I say. "Why are you here? You never told me your story of how you got stuck in the greenhouse in the first place."

Anthony smiles, his pearly teeth white against his skin. "I just moved here about a month ago and needed to earn some extra credit so I could graduate on time."

That's why I haven't seen him before. Most of the other girls in school must know about him, but since Ashley and I are somewhat outsiders as far as the girls go, I've never been introduced to Anthony. "Where did you move from?" I'm pleased we're having a conversation that sounds like an actual, well, conversation.

"From Norway," he says. "My mother worked there for a year but then got transferred to Sarasota."

I think back to a discussion I had with my mom years ago, and how she said she used to live in Norway when she was younger. "My mom lived there before I was born." I kick a root in the ground, trying to loosen it.

"Really, where?" He strains as he pulls at another root.

"Somewhere on the west coast," I say, not remembering the name of the city.

"We stayed in Asker. It's about a thirty minute drive south of Oslo." Anthony pushes me gently aside and lifts the root up as if it's nothing.

Really? I huff, figuring I probably loosened it for him. "Did you like living there?"

"Sure. The people are down to earth, and their heritage is amazing. I became fascinated by the Vikings and did a lot of research on their mythology and folklore."

"My mom loves Viking mythology." I pull on the next weed. "She studied Norse mythology and most recently, she told me there is something called a Huldra. It's interesting how all people think a Huldra is nothing but a woman who is obsessed with seducing men." I think I see Anthony's jaw drop from the corner of my eye. Maybe I shouldn't have brought the Huldra up as it is a rather intense subject, although I do like how I've finally been able to get his attention considering how standoffish he's been.

"Most people have no clue when it comes to Norse mythology," he says angrily and stands up. "We're done for today."

"But we just started," I protest. Was what I said that offensive? For a moment I want to use my flair on him so I can control him. Just lick my finger and touch his hand. But then I reconsider. Do I want him to follow me around...forever? Uh, definitely not.

"I forgot I have somewhere I need to be. Have a good weekend." Then he jogs all the way back to the greenhouse, leaving me to the rest of the work.

Forget this! I'm not going to waste my time here, weeding on a Friday night, alone. Anthony gets upset about everything I say and annoyed by everything I do. I'm done weeding. I've put in my ten hours, and I'm finished. I want to be around people who understand me and who make sense. I text Ashley:

Want to go see a movie? 

Ashley's quick to reply: 

Sure! How about the new zombie movie that just came out? 

I loathe anything to do with zombies, but the gore and action might help me forget about this fiasco.

What time and theater?  

I type back. After about three minutes Ashley's reply comes. 

7:30 p. m., Sarasota Square Mall.

Back home, I shower and finish some of my homework before heading out. "I'll be back around ten thirty, Mom!" I holler on my way out the door, shutting it before I hear her reply. Hopping into the car, I catch a whiff of a familiar, heavenly scent. I love how my dad's cologne still lingers in the seats of the vehicle and how it makes me feel safe, like he's still part of my life. He used to drive me everywhere, and it was our time to talk about everything and nothing. I especially miss him on weekends when we used to go hiking or camping. He loved nature and wildlife in general, and I could tell that being outside enlivened his soul.

I turn on the engine and am surprised by a sudden knock. I roll down the window.

"Don't forget your phone," my mom says, handing it to me. "You left it in the kitchen."

"Thanks." I grab it and put it in my bag. I really need to clean it out. I carry make-up, my wallet, a mirror, three adhesive bandages and antibiotic ointment—just in case I need them—a toothbrush and toothpaste, a travel-size hairbrush and gum. I never throw away any receipts, and they are starting to take over the entire purse. Tomorrow I'll get it done, I promise myself.

"Have fun, and say hi to Ashley for me." My mom looks thinner than usual, or maybe it's just the way the rays from the setting sun hit her face, making her cheeks look hollow and the circles under her eyes darker.

"Sure." I roll up the window, pause, and then roll it back down again. "You should go out...have some fun, too."

She smiles. "Don't worry about me, Sonia. When I'm ready to, I will."

Maybe I haven't been sensitive enough to her needs since my dad passed away. We never really speak about his death and the pain it has caused; we've only talked about the happy memories. I really want to be more open about how I feel before it turns into a wound that can never be healed.

"Go, or you'll be late," she says, waving her hand.

I smile, wave back, and pull out of the driveway.

*    *    *
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"Well that was a complete waste of money," Ashley says as we stroll out of the theater. The auditorium was only about ten percent filled, and that should have been a clear sign the movie would be a dud.

"Agreed," I say, checking my phone. A text message pops up: 

Sorry about leaving so abruptly today, but I needed
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