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      I had dreamed about her for eleven years now. Every time I closed my eyes she was there, as though waiting to greet me. Sometimes the dreams were long and intense and seemed to take up the whole of my nights. Other times they were instantaneous and brief—like quick reminders. Maybe that in and of itself wouldn’t have been weird, but when you factor in that the girl I’d been dreaming about for all those years might’ve fallen into either the ghost or hallucination categories, it was clear that there was nothing normal about me.

      Bam! The sound of wood slamming on wood sent my eyes snapping open. I jolted upright, balling the fabric beneath me in my hands. I couldn’t specifically remember the dream I’d just had, though I knew it was about her. That I could always count on.

      Rubbing my eyes into focus, I waited it out as the rushing in my ears subsided and I began the return journey to reality. I was on the sofa in my apartment, it was sometime in the afternoon, and I’d been getting ready for one of the biggest days of my life, my college graduation. After a week of celebration leading up to the event, the day had finally arrived. At seventeen, I’d become the youngest student in three generations of Yalies to graduate with a degree from Yale University.

      My ears popped the rest of the way, raising the volume on the sound of my roommate’s voice.

      “Dude, glad you woke up. We’ve got to leave soon or Mom and Dad will hand me my ass.”

      Gabe seemed to be talking half to me, half to himself as he ran back and forth across the room, packing his belongings. His California surfer dialect, which was straight out of an eighties teen flick, was misleading. Gabe had a brilliant mind and would be on his way to Harvard Law in a few months. He just wasn’t the most organized person.

      Take packing. He’d put it off for about three weeks. I’d procrastinated too, for about a day, but now I was packed and ready to go as soon as the graduation ceremony ended. Everything, even my toothbrush, was stowed inside the latest insincere present from my father, which sat gleaming in the parking lot outside. Gabe, as usual, was still sorting his stuff out as evidenced by the clothes that lay spread all over his bed. The closet door was flung wide open, which explained the loud bang that had woken me from my nap.

      Gabe’s mother had decorated the apartment before our first year of college. The result was a combination of Senior Citizen and IKEA—almost disturbing, but too contemporary to be tacky. Gabe had managed to trash the place within the time I’d been sleeping. It looked like a textile warehouse exploded in our living room.

      Scanning the disaster area, I found the clock half-buried under Gabe’s favorite T-shirt, a blue one that read “Birds Rock! Support your local aviary.” The green glow of the clock’s numbers peeked out from beneath one sleeve. My stomach twisted. We had ten minutes left to check in before the ceremony started.

      I launched myself off the sofa. “We need to leave. Now.” I glanced in the mirror, my worst fears confirmed. My suit had been tailored to fit me from some Brooks Brothers line that my grandfather swore by, but no amount of custom design could save it from my impromptu nap on the sofa. Wrinkle party. The suit was almost as destroyed as our apartment.

      After making a weak and unsuccessful effort to de-wrinkle my clothes, I gave up and met my own green eyes in the mirror. This was as good as it was going to get.

      When she’d been alive, my gran had always worried about me, calling me such a “skinny thing.” She wasn’t far off. I was thin and lanky, though not unusually tall. I never seemed to gain any weight no matter what I tried. My complexion was pale, though my need to surround myself with books might have been a contributing factor.

      Gabe, who’d been tossing stuff into boxes, threw up his hands and let out a breath. “Yeah, you’re right. There’s plenty of time to get this stuff packed, right?”

      “Sure.” And if Gabe wasn’t packed by the end of the day, his entire family would probably come in and box up his belongings en masse. They did everything as one large, loud group. I loved them all. “You’re good. Don’t sweat it.”

      “Yeah. Right.” He nodded, as though bobbing his head continuously would help convince himself. “We’ve so got this.”

      Without another word, we donned our blue caps and gowns. I grabbed the essentials (keys, phone, and a Snickers) and followed Gabe out the door. I’d almost made it over the threshold when I stopped and glanced back one last time. I would miss our apartment. I’d been allowed to stay here almost as long as I’d been at boarding school, though my shared place with Gabe was more of a home to me than any of my former residence halls. A lump of sadness rose in my throat. I’d been packing for days, so I should’ve felt prepared for this moment. Funny how I wasn’t.

      “K. You coming?”

      “Yeah.” Forcing the lump aside, I tugged the door shut behind me, giving it a second pull to make sure it had truly locked. Soon we were down the steps and out into the beautiful Connecticut sunshine. I glanced at my watch, a gift from Gran that had once belonged to my granda, and straightened my cap. Three minutes left.

      As if reading each other’s minds, Gabe and I simultaneously moved to a jog, and soon Old Campus, along with the designated congregation area for graduates, came into view. We cut across the lawn until we reached the large group of volunteers sitting behind a row of tables. Both of us lined up in front of the table with a large S suspended above it.

      “Name?” barked a commencement volunteer wearing a white baseball cap with “Yale” stitched across it in navy thread.

      “Stewart. Gabriel Stewart.” Gabe adjusted his gown and straightened the cap perched atop his head. Finally, he checked his shoelaces before unfolding himself to his full towering height.

      The volunteer dismissed Gabe with a check of a box and looked at me. “Your name?”

      My feet seemed to lead me forward on their own. “St. James, Kellen.”

      The volunteer didn’t meet my eyes. I got that a lot. People assume a lot of things when they come across a seventeen-year-old on a college campus. Realizing I was a student only confused them.

      “Go on. You’re going to be late.” She didn’t glance up as she jerked a shoulder toward the large line of graduates with whom we’d walk onto the field.

      I made my way to the back of the line where we ended up being sorted into alphabetical order. That’s how I’d met Gabe in the first place—our last names. We’d ended up two seats away from each other at first-year orientation. When the introvert in between us blew off Gabe’s attempts at conversation, he’d moved on to me. We’d been beside one another ever since.

      Gabe waited until the line coordinator left before walking back to me, giving said introvert a wide berth. “So, do you think . . . do you think your father will come today?”

      “Don’t know.” My shoes caught my eye—polished black loafers with the customary tassel on the front—but neither one provided an answer. For weeks I’d been wondering if my father would show. After all, I’d held up my end of the bargain. I’d done exactly what he wanted. I was graduating five years early and from his alma mater. Would graduation mean he’d finally be pleased with me? The realist in me cautioned against it, but hope sprang up anyway. I couldn’t stop myself from wishing my father would change.

      “He knows the date, but since I only speak to him when necessary, I’m not holding my breath.” I did my best to sound like I didn’t care either way.

      “Maybe if you talked to him. You know, worked things out.”

      Gabe frowned and scratched his head again, knocking his cap onto the introvert’s head. She glared at him and handed it back.

      “Thanks.” Grimacing slightly, he turned back to me.

      It was clear that he was concerned. It was easy to understand his perspective. Gabe had a very tight-knit family, and he couldn’t fathom anyone else not having the same.

      “I’m serious, K. Sometimes you just need to talk.”

      On a sigh, I glared at him. This was an old argument. I really didn’t want to have it on the day my life was about to be turned upside down. To be fair to Gabe, he didn’t know about my past, mostly because I hadn’t told him. I hadn’t even shared much about my future. Every time Gabe asked about my plans after graduation, I claimed I didn’t know.

      It was sort of believable. I was seventeen after all. Even if I wanted a traditional job, no one was likely to hire me full-time.

      “Having a heart to heart with my father sounds great in theory, but the execution is flawed. He doesn’t have it in him. Besides, I really don’t care whether he shows up or not.” This was an old lie I told myself. Maybe one day I’d even believe it.

      The line began to move, and Gabe jogged back to his place, only to twist back around partway to grin at me. “If he does come, he’s going to be really pissed when he finds out you didn’t take the premed track.”

      Snorting, I grinned back. He was right. My father, Stephen St. James, would be furious when he found out that he’d been paying tuition for me to study literature and not biology.

      When I first enrolled at Yale, I discovered he’d registered me for a major in biology. I spent the first week vomiting into a garbage can during most of the lessons. It didn’t help that my unusual memory kept me from forgetting the disturbing images in my textbooks along with most of what I read. A career in medicine was not the right path for me, so I changed majors. My professors were relieved. So was my lab partner.

      The humanities were clearly my strength. I’d even been called a prodigy when I was five, though I preferred not to think of myself that way. My life had always been about words. They fascinated me, both the spoken and unspoken. Writing was my first love, and I wrote constantly—novels, short stories, anything that came to mind. Stephen on the other hand, wanted a Doogie Howser, MD in the family.

      Fortunately Stephen had never been a hands-on parent. He just barked orders and expected them to be followed. He wasn’t the kind of person to log on to the parent portal and check grades. The Photoshopped versions I’d sent home reflecting straight As in all things science seemed to do the trick for him.

      The procession picked up and we filed onto the field. The graduating class ranged from the pranksters who were snorting and laughing, to the serious rich boys with their straightened ties and aristocratic heads held high. Gabe and I fit somewhere in the middle. He kept turning around and pointing out women I should ask out, and I would roll my eyes. That was a lost cause. The idea depressed me even more than my father.

      After taking our seats, the keynote speaker, some alumnus and a successful executive who’d founded a charity that donated electronic equipment to underprivileged kids, began his commencement address. It was impressive that he’d managed to cultivate an entirely monotone voice. It didn’t change pitch once. I glanced around me. Everyone, Gabe included, already seemed bored. Straightening in my chair, I did my best to pay attention, but it was no good. The warmth of the sun and the droning voice of the speaker began to lull me into semiconsciousness. My eyelids grew so heavy I had to fight to keep them up.

      We’d gotten about ten minutes into the speech when it happened. Something came into view and hovered in the air behind the speaker. The only way I could describe it was like a spot of . . . green. An oblong circle of color hovering in the air to the man’s right. I blinked. It had to be a trick of the light, maybe even a retinal burn from the sun’s rays, but the green blob remained, almost shimmering. If I stared hard enough, I could almost see through it.

      Again I scanned the group surrounding me. People stared at their shoes, their phones, their programs, the speaker—everywhere but at the green thing. Whatever this was, it was meant for me alone.

      Inch by inch the blob increased in size to about the length of my forearm before rushing forward. It stopped directly in front of me at eye level.

      What the heck? Someone else had to be seeing this. I looked around, but suddenly everything was frozen. Even the light spring breeze had ceased. There were no birds chattering. No keynote speech. It was as if the entire world had been put on pause.

      Then the sound of the ocean caught my ear, seeming to filter through what now appeared to be an opening. I should have been terrified, but there was something familiar about the sound, the color, the . . . smell. And it wasn’t the weirdest thing I’d ever seen.

      With caution, I leaned in. The pounding of waves definitely floated through. Inching forward, I looked inside. There stood my grandmother’s house, bathed in the late-day sun.

      My stomach dropped. I checked my classmates again, but there was no change. Everyone still resembled lifelike statues. And if I’d learned anything from some of my weirder experiences, it was that there was no getting out of something she wanted to show me.

      Expelling a breath, I placed both hands on the base of the hole and pulled downward. The opening enlarged, its edges giving like plastic wrap, and I tugged until it stretched all the way to the ground. I steeled myself and stepped into the hole and onto the grass of Gran’s back lawn in County Clare, Ireland.
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      The instant I climbed through the opening, I noticed two things. My cap and gown and tailored suit were replaced by jeans, a hunter-green sweater, sneakers, and the dinosaur socks my mother had bought me when I was a kid. Also, I’d shrunk. I was no longer seventeen, but six years old. That part wasn’t really a surprise. Whenever I visited this place in my dreams, I was always six, because that’s how old I’d been when I first met her.

      When I was six, I’d come with Stephen and Roger, my brother, to visit Gran. It was the autumn after my mother’s death. It wasn’t our first trip abroad. Stephen took us on annual pilgrimages, insisting we stay in the home where he’d been born. Nothing, not even my mother’s death, would dissuade him.

      Some people would have regarded him as a caring son for visiting his mother so regularly, but they’d have been vastly mistaken. Stephen visited out of some weird sense of duty, not out of love or concern for Gran. It was almost like he needed to come home and hated himself for it. There’d always been something tainted about him.

      The weight of a crushing grief settled on my chest, rooting me in the past. The logical part of me knew I was no longer a child, that my mother’s death had happened long ago. Still, ghostly pangs of loss and loneliness tugged at me, pulling at my clothes and at the unexplored fringes of my mind.

      The little white cottage sat upon a green hill that wound its way to a cliff’s edge. If I walked into the house, what would I find? Would Gran still be there? Or had I somehow stayed in a world where she was gone? Tearing my gaze from the empty house, I focused on the steps that led down to the cove and walked toward them.

      The cove had been my favorite place as a kid. The one place Roger wouldn’t go. He thought the place was haunted, which meant it was a haven from my older brother’s bullying.

      Besides, I wasn’t afraid of ghosts. My mother was a ghost.

      The steps leading to the spot were harder to climb down than they should have been, but I persevered. I had learned long ago that whatever came to me in my dreams was probably the right way to go.

      Once I reached the bottom of the stairs, I walked out onto the gray pebbles covering the shore. It was low tide, but the waves were on their way back in. The frigid water soaked my shoes as it rushed up and over the rocks.

      Spinning around, I searched for the one who’d brought me here, expecting to find some sign that I wasn’t alone.

      “Come on. What was the point in bringing me here if you aren’t going to show?”

      Annoyance sparked to life inside me as silence greeted me. Forget it. I wasn’t going to wait. I had better things to do than stand along the coast, freezing.

      I’d only gone a few steps when I froze. The girl stood ahead of me to my left. My lungs filled with air as if I’d been holding my breath. I knew, without knowing how, that she was exactly my age, yet she seemed so much wiser than her years.

      Chestnut hair flowed down past her shoulders, so thick it reminded me of a horse’s mane. It hung straight, framing her face and complementing her shockingly blue eyes. Even when I’d seen her that first time as a kid, I’d had no problem identifying beauty when it crossed my path, and she was excruciatingly beautiful.

      Initially she gave every appearance of being a normal girl in a gingham dress and tights, but she was a contradiction. Despite the common wardrobe, she held herself with an almost regal air that implied there was nothing ordinary about her.

      Our eyes met with the same intense jolt of recognition that always rocked my senses. It was as if we’d planned to meet here and she was exactly on time. My face burned and my tongue tied itself into a single knot. She was cool and I was . . . not.

      “Hello.” As she greeted me, her smile was so dazzling that my feelings of inferiority melted away.

      Still, I didn’t have it in me to speak.

      In a millisecond she stood before me. She took my hand in hers and a warmth rushed into me, filling me. It washed away all the feelings I’d been fighting against until they stopped assaulting me.

      “Calienta, we must be going,” a man’s voice called from the distance.

      She didn’t let go of my hand. Still, her smile began to fade. I’d seen that expression before. We had only moments left together.

      The sound of rock crunching underfoot had us both whipping around, and we turned to look up as the fading sun was blocked by perhaps the tallest man in the world. He loomed over us.

      The man smiled kindly at me, possibly wanting to reinforce that he truly meant no harm. He was a good man, that much was clear. I respected him. It didn’t matter that I knew nothing about him.

      “It’s time to go, Calienta,” he repeated, touching her arm. His expression conveyed a sense of urgency.

      “I know, Father.” Despite Calienta’s words, she didn’t release my hand but instead squeezed it tighter. More warmth seeped into me, mixed with pride. With her other hand, she traced something on my chest, directly over my heart.

      That was new. She’d never done more than touch my hand before. Why was this visit different from all the others? Yet, just like in every other dream, no sound came out when I opened my mouth. I could only stand there looking like a fish and feeling exactly like the child I appeared to be instead of an (almost) adult.

      Calienta pressed her lips to my cheek and my entire body flooded with warmth once more.

      “I know I shouldn’t have come, but I just had to make sure you were all right.” She tugged her hand from mine and placed it in her father’s. “I don’t want to leave you.” There was an overtone of grave sadness in her voice. She meant what she said. I believed that. But she would leave anyway. She always did.

      My teeth chattered from the loss of her warmth. I couldn’t bear to see her go. It would be akin to losing my mother all over again. I couldn’t explain it, but I needed her to stay with me like I needed air to breathe.

      Before I could reconsider, I ran after them. “Wait!”

      At the sound of my voice, both Calienta and her father stopped.

      “Can’t I come with you?” I sounded as desperate as I felt. It didn’t matter where they were headed. A bleak future awaited me, and I didn’t want the feeling of warmth to end.

      The man looked down at his daughter with such doting adoration, such obvious love, that jealously flooded my veins and took the driver’s seat for a moment. I’d wanted attention from my own father for so long. Watching that kind of caring was torment, like teasing a man who’d been lost in the desert with a cool glass of water.

      Calienta’s father knelt before me. “You cannot come with us today, Kellen. Not yet,” he said in deep, rich tones. “You have much growing to do and a gran that would miss you.”

      But his words cemented me firmly in my seventeen-year-old self. “You’re wrong. My gran’s dead. Nobody cares what happens to me.” I sounded bitter, even to me.

      Calienta and her father gave me twin looks of compassion, but it wasn’t enough to make them stay. In the next moment, they were gone.

      My sneakers were soaked through and caked with sand. The dinosaurs on my socks stood out a brighter green. Still, I remained alone on the beach, unwilling to climb the stairs and revisit the lonely house that was a dim shadow of its former self without Gran.

      “I’m ready to go back,” I whispered, with only a half-hope that it would do any good.

      SLAM! In an instant I was thrust back into my chair in the middle of the commencement speech, winded and dazed. I was back in my cap and gown as if I’d never left. The green spot in the air was gone, and my classmates were unfrozen, though everyone still held the same uninterested expressions on their faces.

      “. . . to move on and let a new generation lead us into further successes . . .” The speaker droned on, sounding just as tedious as when he’d begun.

      My mind reeled. It wasn’t as though I hadn’t dreamed about that day at the cove a million times before, but I’d never traveled there. This clearly hadn’t been a dream. It was something else.

      That’s when I noticed my feet were wet. Slowly, I looked down. I still wore my dress shoes, but they were covered in sand. My socks felt tight, so I yanked up the hem of one of my trouser legs.

      Dinosaur socks.
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      Gabe and I were among the last called to receive our diplomas, and it didn’t take very long to collect them and return to our seats. He cocked an eyebrow at the sand on my shoes but said nothing. Soon we were collectively throwing our caps into the air and laughing.

      “Congrats, K. We did it!”

      I raised my hand to answer his incoming fist bump. “We did it!”

      Yet I somehow felt weirdly detached from it all. My head was still back in Ireland. With Calienta.

      “Hey, man, I almost forgot. Happy graduation.” Gabe handed me a Snickers bar with a ribbon tied around it.

      Sincere presents weren’t a common occurrence in my life, so Gabe’s gift was unexpected. My right hand closed around the candy immediately. “Thanks.” Snickers were my staple food item.

      We patted each other on the back in that awkward way guys have of trying to make it look like they aren’t hugging. Then we spotted Gabe’s family across the lawn. Soon he would be engulfed in a sea of parents, siblings, aunts, uncles, cousins, and other relatives. That would leave me standing awkwardly, the only one without an excited family member in the middle of a green field filled with happy people. It was time to go.

      Gabe must have noticed me backing away because he waved to them and called out, “I’ll meet you at the reception.”

      His mother nodded. “Congratulations, Kellen!”

      “Thanks, Mrs. S.” I waved, wanting to be gone even more. I turned to Gabe. “You should go see your family. They’re waiting for you and everything.”

      But Gabe, as always, was unswervingly loyal. He had always made sure I was included. In every holiday and every school event. “No way. You’re coming with, right?”

      I considered telling Gabe, not for the hundredth time, about that day at the cove. I always worried that he’d think I’d lost it. Sure, Gabe had never questioned anything I’d told him, but a strange girl from the beach who kept showing up in my dreams was a little farfetched. It wasn’t the time for a confession.

      “I’m taking off,” I said, stepping back.

      Disbelief colored Gabe’s face. “What? Dude, what do you mean? I thought you weren’t leaving until Wednesday. Plus, the Commencement Ball is tonight. You can’t miss that. I bet there’ll be a lot of hot graduates there.” He winked.

      Gabe was always talking about “hot girls,” but he never dated much. He was picky. In his freshman year, one girlfriend had dumped him after a month, and he had spent the next three binge-watching romantic comedies and eating mini tubs of Häagen-Dazs. Of course, his track record was way better than mine.

      “I don’t dance. Besides, they all still think of me as jailbait, you know? It’s better not to make them feel uncomfortable.” Shrugging, I turned and headed through the crowd of celebrating graduates in the direction of my car.

      “You’re gonna go, just like that?” Gabe asked, jogging to keep up with me. Irritation pinched his brow.

      I’d always known our good-bye was going to be difficult, which was one of the reasons I hadn’t told him about it beforehand. “Yeah. I need to.”

      But Gabe was having none of it. “Stay an extra few days.” His voice ratcheted up a notch. “My family would love to see you.”

      “I can’t.” I sighed. I should have planned for this better. Sometimes I had no social skills. Most times. “I’ve got a plane to catch tonight and a few things to do before I take off. You have my cell.”

      “Yeah, I have your cell, but where are you gonna go?”

      I stopped at that worried tone in Gabe’s voice. As long as we’d been friends, I often pictured myself as the older of the two of us, guiding Gabe through his important decisions, helping him cope with some of the more challenging areas of his life. Now I suddenly realized that he’d see this as abandonment. He probably felt the same way I had when Calienta had walked away.

      “Kellen! K?” His brows rose above his blue eyes to meet the start of his sandy-brown hairline. “Are you really not going to tell me?”

      We entered the parking area and he waited, one eyebrow still raised, while I walked over to a nearby garbage can. I tossed in the commencement program along with my cap and gown. Neither mattered to me. They represented Stephen’s dreams, not mine.

      I returned, passing him as I unlocked my car and opened the driver’s side door.

      Gabe’s sharp intake of breath made me smile. “Dude. Since when do you drive an Audi TT?” He brushed past me to run a hand over the hood of the little sports car, its black exterior gleaming in the sun. It was a gorgeous car.

      “It was a graduation present from my father.”

      Which was exactly the reason I wasn’t going to keep it.

      “This little beauty is . . .” He finished the sentence by mouthing the word “amazing,” as though afraid to say it aloud. When I didn’t reply, he turned to look at me. “You don’t seem too excited for someone who got such an incredible car for graduation.”

      “This is typical of my father. He can’t be bothered to show up for anything, so he buys everyone off. I don’t want his money and I don’t want his car.” I sounded self-indulgent, even to myself.

      “If you aren’t looking for a free handout, man, I am. Why don’t you call up your dad, eat some crow sandwich, and say thanks?”

      “No. But, hey, give me a penny.”

      Gabe stared at me as if I had two heads.

      “Give me a penny.” I enunciated every syllable as I spoke, as if I was talking to a small child.

      After some more hesitation, he reached into his pocket and pulled out a single penny, curiosity evident on his face. Holding it between his thumb and forefinger, he dropped it onto my open palm.

      I smiled as I caught it and pocketed it. “There’s your handout. You just bought yourself an Audi. If you don’t mind driving to LaGuardia later to pick it up, that is.”

      “Kellen, you don’t want to . . . you’ll want to . . .”

      “This gift means nothing to me, so I have to find something that does.”

      He nodded, but his confused expression told me he wasn’t even close to understanding.

      “I’ll text you the lot and row, okay?” I tried not to get choked up as I leaned over, this time really hugging him. There was no one around to see anyway.

      “Where are you off to? You never said you were going to leave like this.” His words were an accusation, his eyes a reflection of his own disappointment.

      “I’m sorry I didn’t tell you sooner, but I need to get away from here. It’s time to start living a life for myself.”

      “You didn’t answer my question.” He crossed his arms in front of him, an indication that I’d let him down. “Where are you going?”

      “I’m going back to Ireland. I’m going home.” I couldn’t say good-bye—that would make it all too real. With a nod in Gabe’s direction, I hopped in the car, started up the ignition, and sped out of the parking lot, leaving Gabe in my wake.

      I already wished he was coming along.
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      In the years that I’d been at Yale, I’d managed to avoid going home. I’d spent every holiday, birthday, and break with Gabe’s family. The Stewarts always made me feel welcome. I could have gone home with them today. I would even have had my own room at Gabe’s house. Okay, it really belonged to Gabe’s brother, Nate, but he was away at college and didn’t come home much.

      But I hadn’t seen Stephen since Gran’s wake, and prior to that the summer before I started at Yale. I wanted closure—some final separation between the two of us. One more encounter, and then I’d never have to see him again.

      The car purred beneath me as I drove to Stephen’s house. I wouldn’t refer to it as home. It had never been that—at least not in my memories. Perhaps things had been different once, when my mother was alive. But that had been a long time ago.

      It was getting hot. Spring was fading into summer and the temperature had already jumped into the high seventies as the miles counted down between me and Westchester. I shrugged out of my jacket and switched to the next song in my music playlist: “Take on Me” by A-ha.

      I’d always been an eighties aficionado. Gran and I used to watch all kinds of old, corny eighties movies together. Beyond that, they’d been simpler times. Times with sitcoms that featured families who’d been happy, brothers and sisters who got along, and music that made me feel good. I could overlook the wild hair and acid-washed jeans for the normalcy, even if the era was overly colorful.

      I turned up the volume and swallowed hard, pushing the upcoming visit from my mind. But that set my thoughts back to my strange out-of-body experience, or whatever bizarreness had happened during the ceremony. I slowed to a stop at a traffic light and glanced down at my feet. Dinosaur socks.

      Sure, Calienta had been in my dreams countless times over the years. And Ireland definitely had. But I had never traveled while I slept. I’d never woken up with too-tight socks and wet feet.

      Then again, given my previous experiences with Calienta, maybe nothing should’ve surprised me?

      But unless one of those green blobs appeared in my car—correction, Gabe’s car—while I was driving it, today was about me moving on. Thanks to Gran, I no longer needed to depend on Stephen, though I hadn’t gone public with that information.

      Gran had died suddenly about three months ago. It turned out to be a low-key event. She’d enjoyed a nice dinner with a close friend at the local pub before returning home and heading to bed. She’d passed in her sleep with a smile on her face.

      Stephen had always done what society expected of a son. He sent her money every month, visited annually for two weeks, and showed up for her funeral. Shedding a tear was another matter.

      That day ranked up there as one of the most painful in my life. Gran had been my best friend, the person I’d been closest to since my own mother’s death. When she died, part of my heart had gone with her.

      Gran and I had always stayed in touch, even after I left boarding school early for college. I’d called her often, making sure Yale billed all international phone charges to my school account so Stephen would pick up the tab. In turn, Gran had sent care packages every two weeks filled with chocolates and treats that were only available in Ireland.

      They’d continued, too, right up until last week. I suspected my grandfather, Alistair, had been behind the deliveries. The last package contained the usual assortment of sweets and baked goods along with a letter addressed to me in Gran’s hand. She’d used her favorite floral note paper—the kind with the lilies and butterflies—and it somehow smelled like her. Having spent only a few months in the world without Gran’s infectious enthusiasm for life, her words connected me to her.

      I hadn’t wanted to read it. Instead I had wanted to hold on to the feeling that there had been more to her story. But I’d known better than anyone that leaving the envelope sealed wouldn’t bring her back. With care, I opened it and began to read.

      
        
        Kellen,

        If you have this letter, then I’m no longer in your world. As happy as that thought makes me, it also saddens me, because it means I won’t get to see you again.

      

        

      
        I’m sorry for the way my son treated you. You deserved a better father. I’m disappointed in the man that Stephen has turned into and that you, my darling boy, had to suffer. But that’s neither here nor there.

      

        

      
        I’ve taken the money that Stephen gave me and saved it for you. It’s in a fund and will become yours upon my death. I’ve also willed you my house and books. I know you’ll take care with them. You may choose to do whatever you wish with the remainder of my things.

      

        

      
        Go and see Alistair. He’ll act as your attorney and negotiate the legalities of it all. Visit quickly—I doubt he’ll handle my death well.

      

        

      
        I’ve tried to reach out to your brother several times, but he has made it more than clear that he finds no fault with your father and isn’t in need of my help. I have an account set aside for him as well. I’ll leave it to you how to deal with him.

      

        

      
        Regardless, you’re free of Stephen and you can get a proper start out on your own now. No matter what happens, or what you learn, you should know that you’re the greatest joy in my life and proof that I didn’t fail in it.

      

        

      
        My love to you,

        Gran

      

      

      It was that letter that opened up a world of possibilities. It wasn’t as if I hadn’t thought of going it alone before. Running away from Stephen, school, and everything was something that I’d considered on an almost daily basis, but I’d been hesitant. Emotionally, I’d been on my own for a long time, but I’d been a kid and I’d never been responsible for my own finances. Gabe and my fellow graduates all had a good five years on me. The risk level intensified with the knowledge that Stephen controlled the purse strings, and I’d had no idea where to go.

      But Gran had provided a plan and the funds I needed. What she’d failed to mention was that she’d invested all that money from Stephen through the years and she’d done well. My account held over a million dollars.

      I planned to invest a large portion of it myself once I made it to London. With any luck, I could ride out many years on those funds until my work got published. Images of me writing for a living in a cottage by the sea danced in my head, and I didn’t bother to fight the smile that filled my entire face.

      At least until I rounded the bend and pulled up to the gates of my father’s Tudor-style manor house. Though Stephen spent the workweek entertaining in his Upper East Side apartment, he always returned to the mausoleum (also known as my childhood home) on the weekends. The building’s stately facade and aged wood exterior would have impressed some, maybe even coerced them to visit each of its four floors and thirty rooms, but it had the opposite effect on me.

      My shoulders tensed, remembered knots from my youth reforming. I didn’t have to go in, but I needed to close the door on Stephen for good.

      Though I hadn’t pressed the bell, the gates slowly creaked open on their own. Gritting my teeth, I eased on the gas, half-expecting to find the circular drive in front empty. It wasn’t, and that ticked me off. Up until that point, some part of me hoped he’d had a reason for blowing off my graduation. Guess not.

      After parking the car, I hopped out and stared at the house in disgust. Though I hadn’t set foot here since I was a child, it was exactly the same. I approached the ornate brass handle that dominated the front door and tugged it open. A moment later, I was inside. The door slammed shut behind me, and I took in the silence that followed. The tall staircase rose up to my left, just after the entrance to the dining room. Someone had set the table for two. Since Stephen didn’t know I was coming, the second seat must have been for Roger.

      Sunlight streamed through a line of stained-glass windows in the upper loft and splashed onto the red carpet at my feet. Paintings of various shapes and sizes hung in the foyer and up the steps. I’d learned long ago not to pay attention to Stephen’s art collection. I couldn’t unsee anything, and there’d been many paintings, especially one in particular, that I wished to blight from my mind.

      Finally I faced the closed double doors on my right. Stephen’s study. Once, I’d seen them as the walls of a fortress, separating me from my father. They didn’t seem any less imposing now. Before I could talk myself out of it, I pushed open the doors to find Stephen sitting at his desk, reading. The expression on his face when I walked in implied that he’d just smelled something unpleasant.

      “At least you had a good excuse for missing my graduation ceremony.” I gestured to the book. “You certainly can’t read Freeing Your Child from Anxiety enough, given that was such a priority with me.”

      I hoped my words would hurt him, that they’d be daggers of ice in the otherwise warm room, but Stephen did little more than grimace, as though my very presence pained him. This response shouldn’t have surprised me, yet somehow it always did. Especially given his profession.

      Stephen St. James was an esteemed professor at Columbia University who specialized in child psychology. Over the past thirty years, he’d earned two PhDs, written twelve books, and been on television countless times. One of Stephen’s books had even been featured in the Oprah Book Club.

      If anyone were to attempt it, they wouldn’t have to dig too deep to unearth the vain bastard he truly was. He believed all his successes were due to his own brilliance, but Stephen had an ugliness to him that grew the more someone pushed him. Few ever did.

      Regardless of the book club, his psychology degrees, and his triumphs in the academic arena, none of these experiences had qualified Stephen to raise his children. His only claim to fame was having a compelling public persona and an even more compelling agent. He’d made a life out of marketing himself. Speaking engagements continued to pile up, along with the money.

      Stephen still hadn’t looked at me. I’d hated this tactic as a kid, how it made me feel small and unimportant. But I was no longer a child.

      “Since you aren’t interested in talking to me, how about I do the talking? Good-bye, Father. I won’t be back. Have a nice . . . whatever.” I turned and strode toward the exit. I’d made it more than halfway over the threshold when he spoke.

      “There’s certainly a note of finality in your tone, given that you’re penniless.”

      I spun around, expecting to meet his cold, dead eyes, but his face remained hidden behind the pages of his book.

      “I’d recommend at least graduating first, Kellen. Then perhaps you can return and do whatever this is again.” He waved me away with his hand as though I were a pest he could shoo with a gesture.

      “You don’t know what today is, do you. I did graduate. Don’t you remember buying me a car?”

      Oh, right. He probably had his assistant buy the car. Purchase something suitable, he would have said.

      Slowly, he lowered the book. Astonishment crossed his face that soon mixed with confusion. His eyes narrowed as he looked at me for the first time, as if it had only just occurred to him that I’d aged at all. “Today?”

      “Today. I’m done. I’ve gotten my degree.”

      Stephen glanced at the desk calendar, his brow furrowing. Then, as if it had just hit him, he narrowed his eyes at me. “What about medical school? Or have you ruined your chances at that? I wasn’t informed of a single interview—you probably didn’t get one. I’ll have to buy your way into some school.”

      “I’m not going to medical school. I’m done.” With so many things.

      I braced myself for his outrage, but it didn’t come.

      “You should reconsider more schooling.” He leaned across the desk. “If you don’t go, I’ll cut off your allowance as soon as you walk out that door.”

      I crossed my arms over my chest. “Don’t care. Besides, I have a nice little stash set aside. I won’t have to worry for a while.”

      “How could you possibly have any money? Insolent child!” He threw his book onto the desk. (Guess those children would have to be freed from their anxiety later.)

      “Think about it this way. How much money do you think I’d have if your mother took every cent you ever gave her and put it in a trust fund for me? That would be a nice little sum, don’t you think? So you’ve got no reason to be troubled over my financial well-being, Father. I don’t need you.”

      His face flushed with something most would have mistaken for anger but for some reason resembled fear. Before I could further dissect his expression, he regained control. If I hadn’t known his measured reactions so well, I’d have missed the moment entirely.

      The man had never struck me in my life. He made sure we were fed and clothed, gave us the best education, and provided a more-than-generous roof over our heads. The only thing we’d ever shared was blood, and I had even questioned that on occasion. Giving his money had been easy, he’d just never given of himself, and that would never change. That had never been clearer to me than at that moment when we stood locking eyes across a mahogany desk big enough to act as a status symbol.

      He drew himself up and stood back from the desk. “I suppose I shouldn’t be surprised. You always did have so much of your mother in you. This is exactly the type of thing that she’d do.”

      My breath caught. He never spoke of my mother.

      He’d forbidden questions when I was a kid, and there had been no pictures of her in the house. She was there one day, a vibrant, beautiful part of our world, and then suddenly, it was as if she never existed.

      In that tense moment, as I stood in the ornate den with a man whose approval I’d never receive, I suddenly hated him with a fierceness that scared me.

      “I’ll take that as a compliment. I’d rather be like my mother than the alternative.” I turned to leave again, before I remembered something. I reached into my pocket and tugged out the penny. “I almost forgot. Thanks for the graduation present. I wanted to let you know I sold it. I thought you should have the proceeds.”

      Before Stephen could speak, I tossed Gabe’s penny high in the air in his direction, turned, and left. I slammed the front door shut just as his scream of outrage began.

      Without a backward glance, I reached the car and hopped over the door Dukes-of-Hazzard-style. I started the little car’s engine and navigated my playlist to The Police’s Ghost in the Machine album.

      I wouldn’t be back. I’d given up on Stephen for good, and I’d given up on Roger years ago.

      Thinking of him, I glanced up at the house. Roger stared down at me from the window on the topmost floor. I waited as he slowly raised his right hand, but after a beat, he extended his middle finger, grinning.

      “He’s all yours, Dog Breath.” Shaking my head, I cranked up the music, threw the car into gear, and tore away from the house, leaving the life and torment I’d known behind.
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      After pulling into the airport parking lot, I sent a text with the location and the pin number for the car to Gabe and hid the keys under the mat. I extracted two small duffle bags and a backpack from the trunk. I believed in packing light.

      Navigating LaGuardia Airport was tricky. Since it was Saturday, mostly families traveled. Weekdays were easier. The seasoned businesspeople always had everything ready to go. Not this crowd. The TSA lines were long, filled with packs of confused travelers. Most still didn’t understand they weren’t allowed to carry on full-sized bottles of water and face wash.

      The weight of all that had happened today settled on my shoulders along with my growing anxiety about the upcoming plane ride. I’d never enjoyed flying. All I wanted was a peaceful flight. For me that meant zero turbulence, unlimited Snickers, and a nap under a hobbit-sized blanket. I was London-bound first, off to Alistair’s at Gran’s request. The following week I’d head to my new home.

      After navigating security and wading through the long boarding process, I finally made it to my seat. A blond woman sat in the row across from mine. She wore her hair in a series of chaotic curls, and as she glanced in my direction, an inviting smile lit her face. Girls my own age avoided me like I was disease-ridden, but for some reason older women tended to be into me. This woman had about ten years on me, though there was no way her interest would last past hearing my age.

      Not that I’d encouraged it. If I were being honest with myself, I’d had the ideal girl in mind for most of my life. I wasn’t willing to give up that dream yet.

      Forcing a small smile, I closed my eyes to blot out her stare and turned my head to the window. The blond’s disappointment was almost tangible.

      As the plane took off, I gritted my teeth and my stomach clenched. I hated flying. I’d be okay once we evened out. Gripping the armrests on either side, I tried to visualize things like a rolling tangle of puppies, movie night with Gabe, anything else but the plane plummeting into the ocean.

      Once we were airborne and the plane steadied, the constant white noise from the engine lulled me into my dream almost at once. I searched the familiar cove for Calienta, but she was gone and it had already begun to grow dark. The tide was starting to rush in. I jogged to the stairs and pounded my six-year-old feet up the steps to find Gran waiting at the top.

      “There you are!” She wrapped me in a plaid blanket. Her weathered hands were soft as she cupped my cheeks. She smelled of lavender. “Where have you been? You’re freezing.” She guided me back to her cottage, though it was the last place I wanted to
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