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Chapter One



This should be the life. 

I lay on a lounge floater in the middle of the pool, eyes closed, soaking in the unseasonably warm Memorial Day sunshine. My boyfriend laughed as my twin baby sisters begged him to toss them “again-again-again!” The cool, silky water slid around my calves and drifted past my fingers, while my parents bickered good-naturedly over how hot to make the grill. I mean, it was the epitome of the American Dream, right there in my backyard.

But I felt apart. Distant. An observer instead of a participant, and not just because I was floating by myself. Part of me always felt that way. Most of the time I could ignore it, immerse myself in the details of normal life. Times like these, though, times that should have been perfect moments? Were the worst.

“Roxie!” Addie squealed in my ear. I smiled but didn’t open my eyes. The float rocked as she tried to climb up the overinflated arm on my right.

“Try harder, squirt.”

“I didn’t thurprithe you?”

“Nope. Be a little quieter next time. Don’t tell Tucker what you’re going to do, because I heard you.”

“Okay.” She took my instruction seriously, and sank into the water a little. “Next time, I get you!”

“Roxie, watch her!” my mom called from the patio.

“She’s fine, Mom.” My sisters were better than fishes. At barely five, they could almost beat me swimming the length of the pool.

“Yeah, Mom, I fine!” The float shook. I opened one eye and saw her waving vigorously at our parents, one arm clinging to the float, her pudgy legs kicking like crazy. I reared up, roaring, and rolled over the side of the float into the water. Addie screamed in delighted terror and shoved me under the water before bolting. I sank to the bottom, bent my knees, and pushed off after her, managing to grab an ankle as she landed in Tucker’s arms. He pulled her out of the water and I followed, still holding on to her. She screamed and kicked at me, and Bess, her twin, flung herself off the steps and onto my back, shrieking with joy.

Yeah. One of those perfect moments. I laughed, tickled, splashed, and growled when they splashed me back. And still, nothing felt real. An aching lump crouched in my throat, and my chest was so full of love for these little girls that I knew I’d do anything to keep them as safe and unspoiled as they were right now. When Tucker’s bright blue eyes met mine over Bess’s wild mess of platinum-blonde hair, his feelings for me made my stomach roll. In the good way, of course. But over it all was some kind of patina that insisted I was…out of place, somehow.

The girls clambered out of the pool, their energy too large for its confines. Annoyed that I let this moment get tarnished, I sank down into the water and backed up to the slope into the deep end. Tucker followed, keeping his body close enough that our legs brushed, but not so close that my father would come after him.

“What’s the matter?” he asked, and as usual, I shrugged it off.

“Nothing.”

“Liar.” He leaned toward me, his eyelids lowering slightly, and made the little moue with his mouth that he always did right before he kissed me. It made me smile, so when his lips landed, mine weren’t very soft. He backed up and frowned. “Are you laughing at me?”

“Of course not. I just love…the way you do that.” I touched the pad of my forefinger to his lips. He made an exasperated face but kissed my finger.

“You’re such a girl.” He swam backwards, out of my reach.

“Hey!” I couldn’t smack him, so I sloshed a wave of water in his face.

“Tucker! Tucker!”

The twins were back at the pool entry, brandishing giant super-soaker water guns.

“Have a fight with us, Tucker!” They bounced in place. Addie’s feet danced on the second step into the pool.

“You want me”—he walked toward them, pointing a finger at his chest—“to have a water gun fight”—he pointed a finger at each of them—“with you?”

“Yes!” they screeched.

“All right, if you’re sure.” He stopped a few feet from them and put his hands on his hips. “I’m the champion, you know. At water gun fights.”

“No, we are!” Bess yelled back.

“Okay, we’ll see about that. Where’s my water gun?”

“Right here!” Addie reached to pick up a tiny blue water pistol from the side of the pool. “This one’s yours!”

Tucker stared at it as she handed it to him. It was half the size of his hand. “This is mine?”

They giggled. He looked over his shoulder at me, and I grinned. “You can’t be surprised.” My sisters were devilish, Tucker their favorite target. Well, second favorite, after me.

“Game on!” Tucker bellowed, chasing them up the steps and across the back yard. They dashed away, firing at him sideways and somehow managing to hit him square in the face.

“Ack! Glah! Urgh! That’s it! No more mister nice guy!” He stopped, braced, squirted, and hit them both. They squealed and attacked his legs with hugs.

Okay, maybe not second favorite.

Grinning, I climbed out of the pool and crossed to grab a towel off the pile on the patio table. “Need any help?” I called to my parents.

“Love some!” My mother beamed at Tucker and the girls. “Dry off, you can help me carry stuff out. We’re almost ready.”

I quickly rubbed off the water and pulled my white tank-style cover-up over my multi-colored bikini, then followed her into the house. She started moving stuff around on the kitchen island, her eyes darting everywhere but at me. “So,” she started. The word was laden with “serious talk” signals.

Here we go. I knew exactly what came next. She just wouldn’t believe me when I told her Tucker and I weren’t having sex. I guess she was justified. I’d probably say the same thing even if we were. But the topic was getting old.

“What do you want me to do here?” I waved my hand over the chaos on the counter. I might as well be doing something while she pried into my personal life.

“The stuff for the burgers first, please. Tear the lettuce, slice the tomatoes.” She set each thing in front of me as she said it. “Then chop the onions for the hot dogs.”

I started with the lettuce, fanning it on a platter as I separated leaves and tore them into burger-sized pieces.

“So,” she said again, mixing up the parts of a macaroni salad. We’re nothing if not traditional cook-outers, we Sebastians.

“Yeah, you said that,” I muttered. She ignored me.

“Senior trip.”

Hm. Maybe it wouldn’t be the sex talk. “Yeah, we leave Friday.” Three days at a Vermont resort. Horseback riding, archery, hiking, bonfires, dances at night. We’d have the whole place just for us, and it was going to be a blast. I couldn’t wait. None of us could.

“Right. Now that it’s coming so close, I’m getting nervous.” She braced her hands on the counter. Her freckled forehead puckered under the mass of curly, reddish-brown hair piled on top of her head. “I mean, the level of supervision—”

“We’ve talked about this, Mom.” I tried to keep my tone even, but come on! Did she really think the administration of Appleton High was going to be lax about this? “It’s a ten-to-one ratio of students to adults. Lots of parents will be going, plus some teachers and the principal.”

She pursed her lips and shook her head, digging the spoon deep under the salad to mix it. “Still, they can’t watch everyone at every moment. A group could sneak off—” 

I huffed and rolled my eyes as I started slicing tomatoes. Fast. The sooner I got this tray done, the sooner I could get the conversation done. 

“I don’t care if you and your friends aren’t the type to do that!” she interpreted my huff. “Some kids are, and when they do, they can bring back all sorts of things, and get you in trouble just by being near them, or use you to hide their drugs and stuff. And—”

“Mom!” I smacked the knife onto the cutting board. “It’s not going to be that way!” I wasn’t going to try to claim there weren’t any kids in my small graduating class who would do such things. Even a hundred and seventy-three kids had a handful of losers and morons. “First of all, anyone with demerits or whatever can’t go. So that leaves out most of the dopeheads and alcoholics.” She opened her mouth. I held up my hand. “And, Mother, the resort is twenty miles from the nearest town. We’re going by bus. No one is allowed to have their own car. So no one will be leaving to go to whatever little burg is closest, which I doubt would be big enough to have a club or anything cool to lure them anyway!” I waved my hands and widened my eyes in a parody of parental fears. “I don’t know why you have to be so neurotic.”

That would have been a good moment to storm out with my completed platter of veggies, but I’d only gotten one tomato sliced. I cut into a second one, fuming.

“Geez, Rox, chill.”

I tried. I tried very hard to hang on to my annoyance. But the laughter bubbled up from somewhere under it, dissipating it upward so it forced my lips to curve. A chuckle pffed out, and I gave in. She sounded too funny when she did that—mimicked me and my friends without an ounce of dorkiness.

“I’m sorry, Mom, but you worry too much.”

“I do.” She collected her mac salad and a plate of pickles and stuff and headed toward the sliding door, pausing to kiss me on the forehead. “You know why that is. Get the door for me.”

I heaved a huge sigh, but yeah, I knew. I got it. But I still thought, after this many years, she should be over it.



* * *



The first day back at school after a holiday weekend is a major buzzkill. Not that I’ve ever had a buzz to be killed. I’m a goody-two-shoes all the way, and proud of it.

Anyway, there’s something about that one extra day of sleep and laziness and fun and stuff that makes the grind that much harder to handle. Especially when your best friends pick you up late and don’t let you get coffee before first-period history.

Yeah, I know, being a mocha addict is so cliché. It’s my one vice. I don’t even drink it all the time, only on Monday mornings—or, in this case, the first day of the week—but it’s become such a habit that I can’t jump-start my week without it, and did I mention I have history first period?

“Strings.” Jordan Palese, my female best friend, poked at the radio presets, sighed her disapproval, and snapped off the radio. “Strings” was reference to violins, which was reference to my whining over the lack of espresso in my system. She threw herself back into the passenger seat of Lincoln’s ancient Firebird. “I told you, my alarm broke. I didn’t get up late on purpose to ruin your day.”

Lincoln, our male best friend, slumped deeper in the driver’s seat and draped his left wrist over the top of the wheel. He didn’t fool me with his couldn’t-care-less façade. His right hand had a firm grip on the bottom of the wheel, and he was going the speed limit. The school zone speed limit, even.

“I’m just saying, you’ve got to warn a chick when you’re going off book,” I pleaded my case. “Now I’m all discombobulated and will be all day.” Not that that would be anything different.

Linc turned his head a fraction, and his eyes were outlined in the rearview mirror, looking straight into mine. Dark brown, the exact same color as the hair falling artfully over his forehead, they seemed knowing. As if he’d read my mind, or was calling me out for disingenuousness. (SAT word. So what?) 

I’d never told my friends about the veneer of unreality that coated my life. I’ve known Jordan since sixth grade, when the three elementary schools came together in the middle school, and we’d wound up side by side in homeroom. We were instant best friends that first day, forced together because none of our old friends were in our classes. Neither of us had many friends before that, anyway, and the school’s MO was to shuffle us all up. 

But even though we’d had that instant connection, my problem was something too weird, too indefinable to ever share.

Linc, on the other hand, had only moved to Appleton, Massachusetts, from one town over near the end of the last school year. We’d been assigned as lab partners in bio, which sucked because who wants to label rat muscles with the cute new guy? Gross. But he’d also signed on to manage the girls’ soccer team. I played varsity. We got stuck hauling the gear out together one day, and then…well, I was never really sure how it happened. He joined me and Jordan for lunch or something, and offered me a ride home, and somehow the three of us drove in together every morning and hung out at the library to do homework sometimes, and you know how it goes. We’re friends.

So anyway, it’s weird that someone I’ve known so short a time can give the impression that he knows me so well. Too well. It’s creepy. I wrapped my arms around myself and pressed against the side of the car, staring out the window. It was several seconds before I felt Linc’s eyes shift forward again.

So weird.

“I can’t believe it’s here.” Jordan made a squeeeee sound and shook her fists at her shoulders, like a fangirl watching Taylor Lautner cross the street. “Finals this week suck, but it’ll be so much easier to get through them with the senior trip at the end, and theee-ee-een…” She dragged it out and did a drumroll on the dashboard. “Graduation!” She tried to throw her hands up and smacked them on the ceiling. “Ow.”

“Thanks, Ms. Itinerary,” I snarked. “I think we know what the schedule is.” My stomach felt a little sour. I wanted to blame the lack of coffee and croissant, but knew it was graduation. Everyone—and I mean everyone, even my boyfriend Tucker, who was planning to go to a college halfway across the country from me and should therefore be despondent and trying to get me to have “the bomb may go off tomorrow” sex with him before he goes—was excited about everything.

I wanted to be. But I didn’t know if the major shift in my life would make my sense of disconnect better, or worse. And I was kinda scared to find out.

Linc pulled into the student parking lot and honked at a cheerleader standing in the middle of the aisle, yelling at a baseball player. No, our baseball team doesn’t have cheerleaders, not officially, but they always transfer their attention to the dominant sport of the season. Spring equals baseball. Appleton is a traditional school.

“Move!” Linc honked again and she glared at him, hugging her books to her chest and looking all put-upon. The baseball player circled the car and leaned down to talk through the open window.

“You got a problem, Resse?”

“Don’t start, Tony. I’m just trying to park my friggin’ car.” Lincoln said it indolently, without a hint of confrontation. He didn’t shift position. But something in his voice or his eyes, maybe, sent a message that Tony heeded immediately. He straightened.

“Yeah, okay. Course. Get yer butt out of the way, Britney!” He slapped the top of the car and backed up, and Linc spun into a parking spot.

“You are the master,” Jordan praised and climbed out, holding the seat up so I could unfold myself from the ridiculous back “seat.” “He is,” she assured me.

“I know.” Maybe it was his six-foot-three height, huge even among the basketball players, and the shoulders that shouldn’t be so wide until he hit, like, twenty-four. He never acted intimidating, but managed to do it anyway.

I glanced at my watch. “Shit, I’m so late. I still have to go to my locker.” Which was all the way on the other side of the school from history class. “I’ll see you guys later!” Jordan’s locker was in a different hall, and Linc never went to his. Never carried a book. Never seemed to do homework, either, and somehow still had nearly as good grades as I did. And not because he’s a hacker, because I’ve seen his test papers. He knows the stuff.

“I’ll walk you.” He fell in beside me.

“Why?” I asked, surprised.

“I want to talk about Tucker.”

I stopped walking, zipping right from surprised to shocked. “What about Tucker?” 

“Nothing major.” He smiled with half his mouth and grabbed my arm to get me moving again. “His birthday’s this weekend. While we’re in Vermont.”

“Oh.” I knew that. Even had plans for it. No, not those kind of plans. God.

“Do you have time to run to Foxboro with me this afternoon? I thought I’d get him something from the Pats Pro Shop.” He held the door for me, keeping up with my dash down the hall by ramping his mosey up to an amble. Tucker was a rabid New England Patriots fan, and the pro shop had the most fun stuff. There were outlets that were cheaper, but they didn’t carry pool tables and sofas, and hey, it was Gillette Stadium. Even if it was off season.

I mentally ran through my schedule while I worked the combination on my locker. I needed to study for tomorrow’s final, but I only had one, and that was English, my strongest subject. All my extracurriculars were pretty much done for the year, so…

“Sure. When are you done?”

“Two o’clock.”

“Me, too. I’ll meet you at the car.” The bell rang. I cursed and grabbed my history book, slammed the locker, and ducked into homeroom to tell the teacher I wasn’t absent. She scowled but waved me on. I ran to class, slipping into my seat while Mr. Woolthen’s back was turned. Tucker snuck me a grin from his seat in the upper corner of the classroom, three rows away. I smiled back, a warm buzz rising up, the reverse of swallowing a huge mouthful of Coke slushy.

“Please pass your books forward,” Woolthen said, turning and frowning at us. “Remove the covers, first, please.” Everyone grumbled as they passed the books back and ripped off cloth or paper covers. “Nice of you to join us, Miss Sebastian. You’ll have two fewer minutes for your final. Now remember, this is one quarter of your grade, so—”

I tuned him out while he passed out the test, not bothering to groan at my punishment. I always finished tests ten minutes early, anyway. But as I chewed on the end of my pencil, waiting for the thick sheaf of papers to make it to my desk, my head throbbed once, twice. I should have made Linc get that mocha. I pressed my fingers to my temples and tried to relax my scalp, but the pain only throbbed harder. I hissed and bent forward…and it disappeared.

Splat. The final landed on my desk. I blinked my eyes open. The pain was gone. 

Weird. I shook my head and dug in.

As I expected, I finished before everyone else, but held in my smug smile when Woolthen scowled at me. As I already indicated, I’m a goody two shoes, and most teachers love that. You can get away with a lot when you follow the rules most of the time, but not with Woolthen. He was suspicious of smart, hard-working kids. I supposed he was entitled, given the rarity.

A few minutes later, I paced myself to hit the door at the same time Tucker did. He bent and gave me a quick kiss, barely a brush across my lips. He wasn’t big on PDA, which was fine with me, because I thought people looked stupid macking on each other in the halls. But I liked these small moments, anyway. His blue eyes flashed into mine, and for a few seconds, I felt what I imagined a normal teenager felt when her boyfriend appreciated her.

The glow faded quickly, as it always did, but I wrapped an invisible fist around it, trying to keep it. And then it was back to empty shell, cold façade.  

“I’ll see you at lunch,” Tucker told me, and headed off to his math class. I’d finished all my math credits junior year, so I went to the library for study hall to get a head start on tomorrow’s English final. And while I was hunched over my notes, silently mouthing the lines to Hamlet’s famous soliloquy, that throbbing hit me again. I’d forgotten about it until it swelled, like my brain was too big for my skull, then abated and swelled again. I stood to get a pass to go to the nurse for an ibuprofen, and once again it stopped as if it hadn’t happened. The last words I’d read—And makes us rather bear those ills we have/Than fly to others that we know not of?—echoed in the clarity left behind by the pain, and something sizzle-snapped through me. Like a premonition.

Dude.

“Roxie?” 

My attention shifted to the short sophomore peering up at me. Deena had been on the JV soccer team this spring. She shifted her four large books from the crook of her left arm to her right and looked concerned. The lines of Shakespeare faded out of my brain, taking the weird sensation with them.

“Yeah?” I prodded when she didn’t say anything.

“Are you okay? I said hi and you just stared straight ahead, like you were catatonic or something.”

I managed a smile. “Yeah, just remembered something important. Thanks.” I sat back down, and she left with a cheery goodbye. I rolled my pencil between my fingers, fluttering it against my notebook. What the hell? It was like…well, I thought I was only covering with Deena, but it was like I’d just remembered something important. Suddenly and sharply. Awareness and…almost exhilaration. Not happiness, but knowledge. As if I knew something life-changing.

Except I didn’t. I couldn’t connect those words to anything else in my brain, except what Mrs. Crupp had put there. The longer I sat there digging, the faster the remnants slid away. All that remained was a gloss of uneasiness, like I had to remember to do something but kept forgetting what it was.

The gloss stuck to me through French, PE, and the woodworking elective I’d taken to keep from being terminally bored this semester, but finally I made it to lunch. On Tuesdays Jordan, Tucker, Lincoln, and I all had the same lunch, the only day of the week we did. A couple of hours ago, I’d been eager to tell them about my weird experience. But now, I didn’t know how. I didn’t want to watch them make faces at me, or hear them tease. So I kept my mouth shut. Luckily, Jordan had a rant going before she even hit the table. Literally.

“All I’m sayin’ is that entitlement is to morons as graciousness is to leaders.” She dropped her tray to the table. The plastic banged onto the resin. Mrs. Westfall, the assistant principal who patrolled lunch, looked over but stayed where she was. “How the hell she got elected class president when all she wants is—”

“Why do you care?” Linc slunk into his seat and pulled open his bag of chips. 

Jordan pouted and twisted viciously at the stem of her apple. “I don’t. Except when she wants the guy I’ve been cultivating, and only because he won’t look twice at her!”

“If he won’t look twice at her, what’s the big deal?” Tucker chimed in.

“You don’t get it,” I offered. Hey, chick solidarity. They were ganging up on her. Even if they were right.

“Thank you!” Jordan held up her fist, and I bumped it. “It’s about common courtesy. Morals. The good person winning for once.” She sighed, out of steam. “Anyway. I can forget about pool time with Josh.”

“Wait, who?”

She stared at me. “What do you mean, who?”

“I thought you were talking about Matt.”

“Matt?” She ripped open her milk carton with a disgusted face. “No way. I’m talking about Josh. From the math club?”

Linc and Tucker snorted.

“What?” Jordan and I said together.

“Cecelia is after a math geek?” Tucker laughed. “No freakin’ way.”

“Not that Josh,” Jordan said disdainfully. “The other one!”

“Oooohhhhhhhh,” the three of us said, and that was that. We ate, dumped our trays, and escaped the oppressive noise of the lunchroom to the courtyard, which was nearly as crowded but had the benefit of sunshine and an open roof. Tucker drew me away from the other two, who got caught up in conversation with someone else, and we settled at the base of a tree, kind of hidden between the trunk and the corner of the building. It was as much privacy as you could get without jimmying the lock to the custodian’s closet. And getting caught in there wasn’t usually worth it. I’ve heard.

“Just a few days until the trip.” Tucker wrapped his arm around mine and intertwined our fingers, leaning toward me a little so that he blocked anyone on his left from my sight. We were almost alone, which was nice. We hadn’t been in a while.

“I know,” I said, my heart giving a little jump. “It’ll be great.” Our senior trip was three days at a Vermont resort. Horseback riding, archery, hiking, bonfires, dances at night. We’d have the whole place just for us, and it was going to be a blast.

“I actually bought a pair of cowboy boots this weekend,” he admitted sheepishly. “I know it’s Vermont, but there’ll be horses.”

“You didn’t tell me that!” I giggled at the image. Actually, he’d probably be hot in heeled cowboy boots, a straw hat, a Western shirt. He was tall and lean, sun-bleached blond hair, nice pecs…yeah, I could totally see him that way. My mouth went a little dry, and I couldn’t stop looking at his mouth. But he didn’t do PDAs. I flushed, could feel the heat rising in my cheeks, and wasn’t sure if it was because Cowboy Tucker would be hot, or because I was embarrassed to be thinking about it in the courtyard.

“I forgot. I was too busy being ambushed with water guns.” He grinned. My sisters had drenched him good yesterday. He’d squelched all the way through the Memorial Day barbeque.

“So, want to study together tonight?”

“Oh, um, sure.” I realized how close I’d gotten to him, a bare inch from his face, and backed up so quickly my head bounced off the tree trunk. I pretended it hadn’t happened, talking through the supernovas in my vision. “Wait, it has to be later. I’m doing something with Lincoln when I’m done with seventh period.”

Tucker stiffened. “What?”

“What?” I was fighting not to rub my head. Damn, that hurt!

“What are you doing with Linc?”

I caught the carefulness in his tone, the stillness in his fingers that had been toying with mine. “Oh, please. You’re not jealous?”

We’d had this conversation before. I was friends with Lincoln before I hooked up with Tucker. The school had rented out the local skating rink for a party, and I’d gone with Jordan and Linc and half a dozen other kids we knew. Tucker and I had laughed in the snack bar when Mikey Dunley face-planted, then caught each other looking guilty that we’d laughed. Tucker asked me to couples skate, then hovered for the rest of the night. The next day in history he asked me to a movie, and we’ve been together ever since. Studying, hanging out, watching DVDs, babysitting my sisters. I’d been invited to his family’s house on Christmas day, which to me shows pretty serious commitment from all parties. There was no reason for him to be jealous of Lincoln. We often did things as a group or different combinations of threesome—head out of the gutter, please, again—and Tucker knew Linc and I sometimes did stuff, just the two of us. I’d made it clear from the beginning that we were friends, nothing more, and I wasn’t going to change that.

But every so often Tucker felt threatened. I didn’t know what triggered it, and he either couldn’t or wouldn’t tell me. In this instance, I guessed it was because I was turning Tucker down because of Lincoln. If he had soccer practice or a gig with his band and wasn’t available, he wouldn’t care.

I took a deep breath because being exasperated and annoyed would make it worse. The damage done trying to protect the surprise would negate the fun of it, so I was honest. “He wants to get you a birthday present and asked me to help pick it out.”

And of course, Tucker relaxed. “Okay. Sorry.”

“No problem.”

But I had a feeling that wouldn’t be the last time this happened, and wondered if I had the patience to endure it long term.



* * *



“All I’m saying is that Belichick never had success in New England without Tom Brady.”

“Are you crazy?” I twisted in my seat to face Lincoln. “What do you call 2008? They were eleven and five.”

“And didn’t make the playoffs.”

I scowled. “That was circumstantial, and Belichick’s coaching is only as good as his players’ execution.”

We argued until we hit Route One, then I shut up because watching Gillette Stadium come into sight was glorious. I missed football season. Tucker and I had co-hosted a Super Bowl party at my mother’s insistence. I wondered what going to a live game would be like. Would the energy of the crowd penetrate whatever wall there was separating me from everyone?

That was ridiculous. Next I’d be thinking of bungee-jumping off the lighthouse at the north end of the stadium. Hey, maybe that was why people did such moronic things! They were like me. Interesting thought, that maybe I wasn’t the only one. I wasn’t sure it had ever occurred to me before. I mean, sure, probably everyone feels like an outsider from time to time, but they don’t seem like they do, and definitely not close to twenty-four/seven.

I eyed Lincoln surreptitiously as we crossed from the nearly empty parking lot to the main building. He was kind of aloof, had that edge that made Tony back off this morning. Was it because he, too, thought he belonged to a different life? Was disconnected from the one he was living and everyone around him?

“Let’s hit the Hall first,” he suggested, and I nodded, following him up to the entrance to the Patriots’ Hall of Fame (The Hall at Patriot Place, presented by Raytheon, to be official about it). 

He opened the door for me, his brown eyes so deep and knowing that I had to dismiss my idea as stupid. Lincoln wasn’t disconnected. He fit everywhere. Yes, he was quiet and mysterious, kept to himself, and pretty much just had us as friends. But he was also gorgeous, with dark chocolate hair and those eyes, and bone structure and dusky skin that said his heritage was “none of your business, bitch, but more exotic than you’ll ever see.” Six girls had asked him to prom. He turned them all down and went solo, brooding on the sidelines half the night but never giving the impression he was unhappy.

“Wow.” I had been here before, but not in a couple of years. The vastness of the grand hall kind of made my whole body hush. I watched the giant screens angled off the ceiling, rotating with images of past and current Patriots.

“Come on. My favorite’s the interactive stuff.” Linc dragged me from exhibit to exhibit, as close to gleeful as he ever came. He beat me in the weight game and vertical jump test, but I had better reaction time. The team and league records area bored us after a few minutes, and we headed to the room with the Super Bowl trophies. 

“Shiny.” I studied them, remembering watching the games with my dad, his pride when I delighted him with my knowledge of a play or penalty. It had been simpler back then, before I was old enough to understand the emptiness. I sighed. Why was I dwelling so much on this lately? Because graduation was looming, probably, and that was enough. I pushed the thoughts away and tugged at Linc’s sleeve. We left and went downstairs to the pro shop, wandering among the clothing and collectibles.

“How about this?” Linc showed me a neon wall clock.

“You haven’t been in his bedroom, have you?” I wandered over to check out the snow scrapers. An extra one of those was always smart. 

“Have you?” he asked, amused. 

I smirked. “Not telling. Anyway, he has a lot of this junk. Not that clock, but a similar one. Keep looking.” We considered and dismissed an iPod case—wrong size—and a laptop sleeve—his parents had promised a new laptop for graduation, and they’d probably get the sleeve, too.

“Ooooh! This!” I dashed across the concrete floor and flung myself into a navy-and-white leather recliner that had the Flying Elvis logo at the top. “Sweet! Cupholders and everything!” I searched for the button to recline it, and finally found it buried between the seat cushion and the arm of the chair. I pushed, it glided back, and I sighed. “Ahhhhh. This is perfect!”

“Yeah, not so much.” Lincoln flipped the tag with a finger. “It’s over a grand.”

“Dang.” I reluctantly pulled myself out of the chair, and we kept looking. By the time Lincoln decided on a cheerleader swimsuit calendar—typical—and a T-shirt, clouds had moved in, making it dark as twilight outside. We went out the main entrance and started toward the lot where Linc had parked away from the few other cars. Because it was off season, and late afternoon on a work/school night, few people had been in the building. No one was around now. The wind kicked a piece of newspaper across the blacktop, the scrape with each dip calling up thoughts of every zombie movie I’d ever seen. I shivered and hurried to the Firebird. Static electricity lifted all the fine hairs on my arms and the back of my neck. My headache came back, the pain swelling and ebbing like it had in the library earlier.

“Hurry up!” I called back to Lincoln, trying to joke. “Any second now the zombie hoard is going to lurch around the corner of the building and—holy crap!”

Linc whirled to look where I was looking. No zombie hoard. Nothing, actually, because what I’d seen had been split second. Too fast to register, but real enough to kickstart my heart into overdrive.

“What?” He didn’t seem to move fast, but suddenly he was at my side. “What did you see?”

“I don’t know.” I realized my hand was on my chest, à la fluttery heroine style, and dropped it to my side. “It had to be lightning. Bright light. A really brilliant flash. Nothing makes that except lightning, right?” My eyes were locked on the side of the stadium, curving off into vast, empty parking lot to our left. 

Logic said lightning, but that wasn’t what it had been. I knew what it had been. But I also had no bloody idea.

“We need to go,” Linc urged, but I barely heard him. The light flashed again, a little further away, around the stadium’s curve. I drifted past the car, toward the light. It was kind of like a camera flash, but purer, almost opalescent, and that was impossible.

Flash.

“Rox, come on. It’s getting late.”

“I just want to see what it is.”

Flash. 

Idiot. It’s like one of those crocotta things from that supernatural show, luring you away so it can eat you. I ignored myself, too. I had to know what that light was. It was the answer to everything. A hard core of anticipation formed in the center of my body, and I moved faster, more purposefully. I wanted that light. I had to have it, like a jilted co-ed has to have ice cream. If I didn’t get it, I would die. Lincoln called my name from very far away. He was scared. I wanted to tell him it was okay, but my voice didn’t work. My eyes burned, dry, but I couldn’t blink my eyelids.

Then something hit me, hard, but rolled in midair so I landed on it instead of the blacktop. Before we landed, that light, the same but different, streaked over my head, missing me by inches.

“What the he—”

Lincoln had tackled me better than the Patriots’ star safety could have. He rolled again so he covered me as the world lit up—red, gold, black—and roared. The ground shook under me, the sky wiggled above, and my ears had been stuffed with cotton. Everything slowed, got sluggish, but my brain processed what was happening. I had a direct line of sight under Linc’s arm, to the blazing ball of fire that had been his Firebird. 

My lungs managed to suck in the air Linc had knocked out of them, and with air came chaos. From shoulders to ankles, I hurt from the impact of his tackle. My eardrums cringed from the noise, which, if I concentrated, I could tell was a mix of roaring fire, sirens, and screams/shouts, probably from people who’d been in the pro shop or Hall. My eyes felt seared by the light that had zoomed past, not nearly so seductive and friendly as it had seemed at first.

I didn’t want to ask. But I had to. “What the hell was that?”

“Are you okay?” Linc looked down at me but didn’t get up. I realized he was touching me from shoulder to ankle, something Tucker had yet to achieve. Embarrassingly, excitement zinged me in the expected places. His mouth was too close. His eyes bore into mine, demanding answers, but it was too intimate. He could see way too much, and I hadn’t given him permission.

“Get up.” I turned my head to the side and pushed at his shoulders, disturbed by the quick burst of sensation. “I’m okay, but you’re heavy. Get up.”

“Not yet.” He raised his head, which pulled his body a little bit off mine, and I risked looking at him to see what he was doing. His gaze scanned the lot, walkways, and steps nearby, unceasing, intense. He seemed oblivious to the condition of his car, and was acting as if someone had shot at us or something. And then I understood. 

Someone had.







Chapter Two


“Mom, for the millionth time, we’re okay.” I sat on the edge of a concrete planter about a hundred feet from the charred frame of Lincoln’s car. “I swear. The EMTs looked at us. They didn’t even need to open a Band-Aid.” I straightened, wincing at the sharp jabs across my back. No skin breaks, but tons of muscle damage. I was so going to be hurting tomorrow. Hell, I was so hurting now. 

“We’re only a mile from the exit, sweetheart. We’ll be right there.”

“Okay, Mom. See you in a few.” I tried to hang up, but she screeched at me.

“You stay on the line until we pull into that parking lot!”

I sighed. She was stressing me as much as the fire dying in Lincoln’s car. She hadn’t stopped harping on all the things that could go wrong during the senior trip, and every time I got annoyed she pulled the “you know why” card. She’d never get over it now.

“Mom, the cops want to talk to us.” It was half a lie, a desperate ploy to get off the phone. They’d already questioned us, before I called her to come pick us up. She’d apparently pulled my dad from work and dropped my five-year-old twin sisters at the neighbors, then booked it over here. But another cop—this one in plain clothes, so I assumed a detective—was striding over. Lincoln loomed over me protectively, and I actually didn’t bristle. I thought maybe I needed protection. 

“I’ll see you in a minute.” I dropped the phone to my lap, disconnecting the call as the new guy reached us.

“Roxie Sebastian?” he asked, like I could be anyone else.

“Yes.”

His brows dipped as he turned to Linc. “Lincoln Resse?”

“Yes, sir.”

I twisted to look up at Linc, surprised at the deference in his voice. I was probably the only one who heard the tension under it that turned the deference to insolence, and that made me nervous.

“Please tell me what happened.”

Linc had set his hand on my shoulder, so casual the guy didn’t notice and I barely did until he squeezed. More like a pinch. My nerves escalated.

“Who are you, please, sir?” God, I sounded like one of the kids in Oliver Twist (junior English, required reading). “Can we see your badge?”

I had no idea why I asked that. I mean, he was a cop. What else would he be? But when I looked beyond the trench coat and cheap suit and scuffed dress shoes, I saw something else. He had five-o-clock shadow, but it was shaped, which meant it was deliberate. I know scruff is the style, but I doubted law enforcement cared about style. This guy wore it to make him look older. His face had that softish look guys had until their mid-twenties—I know this because, as a card-carrying teenage girl, I’m a connoisseur of hot guys, and mid-twenties was my target demographic. Or I’m theirs. Whatever. Anyway, when I looked harder, it was easy to see he was too young to have made detective. That was just common sense. Of course, he hadn’t claimed to be a detective, either. 

He smiled sheepishly, and gone was the stern elder. I blinked at the transformation.

“Don’t tell anybody, but I left so quickly when I got the call that I forgot it.” He practically oozed charm, but come on! Even a new detective had to have been a uniform first, and I doubted they ever went anywhere without their badges. It would be like forgetting your pants.

“But what’s your name?” I persisted. Maybe he wasn’t lying. Maybe my reluctance—guided by Lincoln, and what was up with that?—would get me into trouble. But at the very least, I could later verify whether or not he was a cop.

His eyes flicked up to the stadium behind us, then back down to mine. He tapped a pencil on a flip pad. “Drew Rosenhaus.”

I should have snorted in disdain. I mean, come on. Claiming to be the most notorious sports agent in the country? Even if he held the completely sexist, and obviously false, assumption that girls aren’t into football, it was stupid to think Lincoln wouldn’t know the name.

But disdain had fled the stadium like fans watching a blowout game. And not only because Linc’s grip tightened even more. My skin prickled and my stomach rolled queasily. I checked how close the other cops and EMTs and fire personnel were. Pretty far, since they were near the “crime scene” and we were a good, supposedly safe distance away. None of the cars on Route One were slowing to turn into the lot, either. I wanted my parents.

I stood, trying to at least equalize the situation, and was amazed at how it immediately settled my stomach and turned the nerves down to low buzz. Linc’s hand dropped away, but he positioned himself a step beyond me, his left arm angled out, as if he was ready to shove me behind him at any second. Warmth banished oh, maybe half the rest of the nerves.

But I’m no wilting female needing to be taken care of. I stepped forward that step…okay, half a step…and raised my chin.

“If you’re not with the police, I have nothing to say to you.”

Nice bravado, but it was the wrong thing to say. His expression morphed again, astonishingly easy to read, but this time malicious, and real.

“That will make this easier,” the guy rasped, and I squeaked, bringing my arms up in front of me and rocking back as Lincoln blocked me with his body. I touched one palm lightly to his back for balance, to ground myself, so he knew where I was.

“No,” Lincoln said. “It won’t.” He held up his hands placatingly, but his whole body went hard. I could sense it through my touch on his back. I braced for a fight, but what happened—well, it changed everything.

Linc growled a little under his breath and made a tiny pushing movement. The air shimmered outward in about a two-foot oval from his hands, fast and hard, like a concussive wave. “Drew” stumbled back a few feet, the pad and pencil landing off to the side. He scowled, but now there was fear under the maliciousness. He bent forward, as if about to charge, and I bunched my fist in Linc’s jacket, about to pull him back. I just wanted us to get away.

“Drew” growled. Linc braced. I shifted my feet for better run-for-your-life positioning.

And my mother frantically yelled my name from next to the ambulance, cutting through the tension. Fake Drew cursed and stalked off into the darkness, away from the commotion. Lincoln relaxed, and because I was still holding on to him, I felt the shudder go through him. His hand brushed over his forehead, and when he turned to me, he was pale even in the weird lighting cast by floodlights and emergency vehicles.

“Are you okay?” we asked together, and smiled. That pulled relief through both of us, and my legs wobbled. But I didn’t have time to sit or even breathe, because my mother dashed over, my father hard on her heels, and bodyslammed me with a hug.

“Oh, baby, baby, you’re okay, tell me you’re okay!”

“I’m okay, Mom,” I managed against her shoulder. “Dad, help!”

“She’s all right, Dee.” He gently pried her away, but “away” was, like, three inches. Lincoln had backed off and stood a few feet to the side, almost to the edge of the pool of light, and the shadow behind him, shadow on shadow, looked like…wings? I shook off the impression as he nodded at me and walked to the officers around his car. I hoped he was going to report Fake Drew and left him to it. I had my hands full with my parents.

Once Mom got over her initial hysteria, convinced I was actually okay, she drilled me on what had happened.

“Geez, Mom, you should be a cop,” I complained. My head throbbed, not like it had back at school, but a regular stress headache. I pressed my palm hard against my forehead. “You got any ibuprofen?”

She dug in her bag to find some while my dad badgered a pro shop employee into getting me something to drink. I could take the pills dry, but he’s a stickler for doing things right. Taking pills dry supposedly led to esophageal cancer. Whatever. I waited the five minutes it took them to find a bottle of water, time my mother spent interrogating the cops and fire staff, who refused to answer any of her questions except to say they didn’t think it was a targeted attack.

Bull.

Eventually, they let us go. I burned to do my own interrogation. Linc had known something, done something, acted in a way I’d never seen from him and yet that seemed expected. Like when you’re watching a good thriller and all the pieces fall into place, the one missing bit of information makes you reflect back and go, “ohhhh, yeahhhh, that’s why the wife acted like she didn’t even see him!”

Except I didn’t have the missing pieces yet, just the result, and not being able to ask was driving me insane! We sat in the back of my Dad’s car while my mother fretted about Linc’s parents and why they hadn’t come to the stadium—“I reassured them I was fine,” Linc told her, and for some reason, from him that was enough. On the hour-long drive back, they asked us three more times for every detail, and each time, I got more and more vague, because I couldn’t trust what I had seen.

Finally, we dropped Lincoln at his house. I got out to walk him to the door and thank him for taking care of me. At least, that was what I wanted my mother to think.

“WTF?” was what I said instead, when we got far enough away from the car. I stopped halfway up the walk. “Lincoln.”

“I know.” He kept his voice low. “I have a lot to explain. But I can’t now.” Punctuating that, the porch light flipped on and the door opened. “Tomorrow, I promise, I’ll tell you everything I know.”

“I can’t wait that long!” I clenched my fists until I realized all the parents could see me. Punching didn’t go along with thanks, and I forced them open again. “Come to my house later. You can sneak in.” He shook his head with a chuckle. I sighed. “You’re right, you can’t.” Our house wasn’t conveniently structured like those in fiction, with a tree or trellis outside my room at the back of the house. We lived in a ranch house, with my room facing front and sharing a wall with my parents’ room. No way he could sneak in undetected, nor could I sneak out. “All right. Tomorrow. Sometime.” I growled in frustration, ’cause when the heck would that be, with Jordan and Tucker around all the time, and no free periods on Wednesday, plus finals and I had to work after school? 

“Dammit.” I threw my arms up over his shoulders and hugged him hard. “Thanks for saving my life,” I murmured into his ear, and it hit me that was really what he’d done. If he hadn’t tackled me, that light would have blown me up instead of the car. I went weak from head to toe, but forced myself to stand upright when Lincoln released me. 

“I’ll see you tomorrow,” he said, and walked up to the porch where his stepmother, who’d clearly been trying to give us our moment, had crept closer and closer until she was standing on the bottom step.

“Oh, sweetheart!” I heard her say as she started the motherly examination. I grinned and rejoined my parents with a sigh.

This was going to be a long night.


* * *


Did I say long? I meant excruciating. 

My brain wouldn’t stop working, trying to bring order to what it had collected, but there were too many questions and not enough quiet. My sisters were all worked up from the excitement of staying up late and hanging with our neighbor Suzanne and her soccer-playing dog, and it took all three of us to wrestle them to bed. Normally, I loved their joy and bounciness, but tonight…

“Ow! Addie, stop!” I was trying to dry her off from her bath, and one of her bounces knocked her head into my bottom lip. I tasted blood, and snapped. I grabbed her, wrapped her tight in the towel, and glowered fiercely into her shocked face. “You hold still.”

Her chin quivered. “Your lip is bleeding.”

“I know.” But then her eyes welled with tears, and I sighed, my annoyance ebbing. “It’s okay, Addie-cat. You didn’t mean it.” I hugged her around the wrapped towel, multitasking by drying her legs with it.

“I’m thorry,” she said in a little voice. I knew she was playing me, but my heart melted, anyway.

“I accept your apology,” I told her, and she beamed. “You have too much energy, munchkin, and I don’t have enough.”

She turned solemn. “Something bad happened. Susthanne said, on the phone. Lincone’s car blew up!” She threw her arms up toward the sky, the arc nearly catching me on the top of the head, but I managed to dodge. “Bess and me, we were scared, but Mama told us she would bring you home, so we dethided you were okay.”

I laughed. “You’re smart girls. That was absolutely true. Mama wouldn’t lie to you.”

“No.” She twisted her head side to side, her eyes saucer-wide with sincerity. “Lying means you don’t respect yourthelf or the perthon you’re lying to,” she parroted my mother’s lesson.

“That’s right.” I tipped her on the nose with one finger. “Remember that. Now go get your jammies on, it’s getting late.”

I groaned getting to my feet, using the toilet, the side of the tub, the vanity, and all my waning strength to do it. My body had already stiffened, despite the ibuprofen. Maybe I should take a bath, too. I didn’t do that very often, didn’t have the patience. I mean, soaking with a good book, some cool tunes on the iPod, that was awesome. But filling up the tub took so long I usually bagged the whole idea.

But tonight, a bath seemed ideal. And maybe it would be a good way to keep Mom off me, at least until tomorrow.

Sure enough, she came after me as soon as the girls were tucked in. 

“Rox, honey?” She knocked on the bathroom door, then cracked it to avoid yelling over the water thundering into the tub, even though the girls had been in bed thirty seconds and there was no possible way they were asleep already.

I hid behind the door, already naked because personal privacy was very important to her, and she’d be more inclined to give it to me if my need was physical rather than emotional. “Yeah, Mom?” I peered one eye around the edge of the door.

“Oh. You’re already—okay. I was just checking on you. I wanted to make sure you—”

“Were okay. I know. I am. A little sore, so I’m going to take a bath, and tired, so I’m going to bed right after.”

“Okay.” She hesitated, pulled back, then leaned in again. “Do you think…? I don’t want to disrupt anything, but…well, Lincoln was awfully solicitous of you tonight.”

Yeah, I’d noticed. “He’s a guy. They like to protect the womenfolk.”

“No, there was more than that. He never took his eyes off you when we were there, and he was so tense in the back seat, as if he would slash to pieces anyone who came near you.”

I couldn’t tell her he was tense because of her nonstop blather. Besides, that was only partially true. There was definitely something else, though I didn’t interpret it the way she did.

“I’m sure he’s fine.” I nudged the door, but she didn’t move.

“I think…well, I always wondered, but he never did or said anything that really indicated…but tonight… Roxie, I think he likes you.”

Her meaning didn’t take interpretation. I burst out laughing. “No, Mom, he doesn’t.”

“I think he does. I think he hasn’t let on to you, but when your back is turned, there’s this look.” She waved a hand over her face to indicate a full expression. “I think he’s in love with you.”

I shook my head, but this time, instead of making me laugh, the idea sank down into me, pushing up speculation and wonder. No, dammit, I was not letting my mother mess up the dynamic I had with my boyfriend or my best friends.

“He can’t,” I told her, lying bigger than I had all night. “He likes Jordan.” I tried not to cringe. Jordan would murder me if she knew I’d said that. She’d had a crush on Linc, of course, when he first moved to town, but once we all started being friends, she got over it fast. He was more of a brother to her, and irritated her just as much sometimes. And he’d never, ever shown any inkling of interest in either of us.

But he’s never dated anyone else, either. Dammit. The seed had taken root, and I glared at my mother resentfully.

“Can I take my bath now? I really ache.”

“Sure, sweetie. Just be careful, okay? Lincoln and Tucker are both such good kids, I’d hate to see either one of them—or you!—hurt.”

“I know. I won’t. Hurt them.” I might hurt her if she didn’t get out of there. She backed out of the way and I shut the door, wishing I could slam it. I stepped into the steaming tub and moaned as I sank down into the awesome, awesome water. Ooooh, that felt good. I let my body float, but the soothing was only physical. My mother had done a number on my brain.

God! All I needed now was romantic tension. Does he like me? What did that smile mean? Do I like him? How can I like him if I like Tucker? Because I still really like Tucker. Almost enough to…you know.

I hated that, had managed to avoid it through almost all of my teen years. But I’d heard it enough from Jordan and other girls that I knew what to expect if I couldn’t get the idea out of my head.

Frack that. I wasn’t letting this happen. I lurched up, sloshing water, and snagged my cell phone off the vanity where I’d left it when I took off my jeans. Calling up Lincoln’s number, I texted, My mthr thnks u like me. WTH? I hit send and waited. The phone sat silent, every second going by undoing the little bit the water had managed to ease out of my muscles. Finally, it buzzed. I hit the display and frowned. LOL, that was it?

Thats not n answr.

This response came faster. You didn’t ask a question.

My thumbs flew over the keypad. WTH is dfntly a question.

LOL

“RRRRrrrraaaaahhhhh!” I squeezed the phone in frustration and started to respond, but the phone buzzed again. 

JK. No. So don’t worry.

“Whew.” I sagged in relief, barely remembering to keep the phone out of the water. Kthxbai. I set it back up on the vanity and sank into the water again, trying to set my mind free and relax my body. It didn’t work, even after an hour of trying.

I didn’t have nightmares that night. I expected to, but when you don’t sleep, you don’t dream. Instead, I relived those flashes of light, their seduction, and the different, yet same, light that streaked over my head. I thought about how Lincoln had been worried, even scared, and somehow knew what was coming before it came. Wondered who Fake Drew really was, and what he wanted with me. Realized I’d never had any doubt that whatever had happened, I was the target, not Lincoln. And then, finally, I let myself think about the really freaky part.

Lincoln was a superhero.

At that point I was way overtired and very punchy. By dawn, I’d convinced myself he maybe was telekinetic, but that was a documented, though often debunked ability. He wasn’t anything truly supernatural or anything. At least, probably not supernatural. Supernatural evil, though? That I wasn’t worried about. He didn’t talk about himself a lot, hadn’t revealed much of his past, but I always thought that was because his past was boring. I had to admit I was probably wrong on that one, but I couldn’t twist it all the way around to evil. He hadn’t done or said anything to make me think that.

But the “great power/great responsibility” line from Spider-Man went through my head plenty as the night turned to day.

Morning seemed to surge with urgency, and it drove my every movement. I texted Lincoln first thing, demanding he make sure we have time for coffee, and, as a second, better thought, texted Jordan the same, claiming late-night studying. Whether or not she’d buy that was a fifty-fifty proposition, since she constantly whined that tests were so easy for me. That didn’t mean I didn’t have to study. Or so I’d tell her when she complained.

I got barely a minute alone with Lincoln in the café while Jordan gave her very specific instructions to the counter clerk.

“What period can you skip?” I asked him quickly. “We so need to talk.”

“I can’t.” He at least looked sorry about it. “I have three finals today. What about lunch?”

I shook my head. “Different lunches. Plus, Tucker and Jordan.” He nodded. We’d never get rid of them. If we shared an afternoon class, we could probably claim to need to study, but even then, they’d want to come with us. “Study hall?”

“PE.”

“Dammit.”

Jordan trotted up, beaming. “It’s perfect. They finally made it perfect!” She showed us the writing scribbled in Sharpie all over her cup. I blinked to give my eyes a break. Her strawberry-blonde hair was tied up in multiple pigtails, all with a different color butterfly clip or barrette, and all the colors matched her swirly tunic, which she wore over striped leggings. Jordan called herself an individualist, but she just didn’t care what anyone thought but herself, and somehow, that trait made her belong everywhere. You could call it irony that she was my best friend, or synergy, it didn’t matter what it was. I loved her. But today, I couldn’t look at her.

“Can you tone it down a little?” I griped, holding up my hand to shield my eyes. “I’ve got a homework hangover.”

“Oh, drink your mocha, you big baby. You’ll ace that test anyway, I don’t know why you even bothered.”

See? What did I say?

Lincoln didn’t hold the door for us like he usually did. Instead he went out first, pausing right outside to look up and down the sidewalk and scan the parking lot and the busy road beyond it, then stepped out so we could follow. He stayed right in front of me as we walked to the car, and then steered me toward the driver’s side of his father’s sedan. Jordan eyed us both from the passenger door while he opened the back door for me, still scanning the surroundings while I got in.

I regretted the impulse that had made me lie to her this morning. I hadn’t even thought about it, just typed up the lie about studying. I think I was too wrapped up in the oddities, couldn’t imagine trying to explain them, and maybe, subconsciously, not wanting to “out” Lincoln until I understood what the hell was going on. But my shortsightedness was costing us. When Jordan wanted to know where the Firebird was, we told her it died on the way home from Foxboro. But she’d find out eventually. There’d been some news vans on site. I mean, it was Gillette Stadium. The news would be national, maybe even global, because explosions usually brought terrorism to mind.

I was such an idiot.

Now, apparently, she’d joined my mother’s crazy train. Lincoln’s reassurance last night had helped kill the seed my mother planted, but there was always one little root that was all it needed to survive. I knew Linc wasn’t doing this because he liked-me-liked-me, but I didn’t know why he’d suddenly become Roxie’s Secret Service, so I couldn’t dismiss the possibility completely, either.

And we still hadn’t arranged a time to get together and talk.

Jordan kept up a constant stream of chatter all the way to school, while I slumped in the back and sucked down my triple mocha. I couldn’t come up with a solution, but I for damned sure wasn’t waiting another day. When we got out of the car, I caught Linc’s arm. “Come to the Pickle after work,” I said quickly. Jordan and I worked at The Dirty Pickle, an eclectic kind of restaurant that served foreign food, a few days a week. I knew Lincoln would be at the nursing home where he was kind of an orderly, moving people from place to place, playing games with them, reading to them, and helping with dinner. They ate at four o’clock, and he got off at five. I worked until seven tonight, but Jordan only until five, and hopefully it would be quiet enough for us to talk. If not, we could talk after work, before I went home. 

He nodded and headed off, but even as Jordan and I went the other way, to the side of the building where we had English class, I could feel him watching us, pacing us. Making sure we were safe.

“What the hell
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