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Chapter One

 


 When
I was eleven, I saw angels fighting in a stormy sky.

They didn’t have bird wings but smoky, wispy,
magical wings that shimmered in all different colors of the
rainbow. There were swords too, long ones that flashed in the
sunlight. I didn’t understand at first. I thought they were lovely,
dancing in the sky with other angels who had black shimmering
wings. They swirled through the clouds, chasing each other like
some mad, wild game. It was all very delightful until one of them
fell from the sky and landed at my feet. Dead.

That was the first time I saw the battling
angels and not the last.

“Tevy?”

I jerked and glanced up from the floor to
stare at Dr. Phalr.

“Do you remember telling me that?
When you first arrived, about the angels?”

Of course, I did. I wasn’t stupid or forgetful
just … crazy. “Yes, Dr. Phalr.”

“You finished your new round of
medicine, Tevy. Do you still believe in those angels?”

“No, Dr. Phalr.” I shook my head
and a few locks of blonde hair fell to my face. They tickled my
cheeks but it wasn’t like I could wipe them away. I clenched my
fists to keep from freaking out about the straitjacket. I was still
learning to fight the fear of being restrained.

“It’s been three years without
incident, Tevy. That’s wonderful progress.”

“Thank you, Dr. Phalr. I know now
it was just in my head. The angels aren’t real. It’s a result of
PSTD from my parents’ accident.” I told the lies they wanted to
hear. I’d do anything to get out of the freaking jacket. That
feeling of being unable to move crippled me. I had to dig my nails
into my palms to keep from struggling.

“Very good, Tevy.” Dr. Phalr wrote
in his little notepad with his blue stripped pen and smiled with
those overly large lips on his stupid, tiny face. “And you haven’t
lashed out at the nurses since your last incident … a month ago.
Excellent progress. I believe the jacket can come off.”

I had to control my breath to keep from having
a reaction. The thought of moving again, scratching my nose, not
sitting in bed trying to control the urge to scream. How does a
freaking straitjacket even help anyone? Ever? “Thank you, Dr.
Phalr.”

“Keep taking this new
medication.”

The one that didn’t help but made me so tired
I often fell asleep sitting up.

“We’ll revisit you in a few
months. Ah, I see you’re turning seventeen soon. Perhaps you’ll
celebrate with your release.”

“That’d be wonderful, Dr.
Phalr.” Hold it together, just hold it
together. I curled my toes inside my soft
padded slippers.

“Remove the restraints.” He spoke
to the two guards waiting at the door. “Keep a close eye on her and
we’ll increase her dosage by half.”

It’s coming off!
With the guards’ help, I stood. I wanted to run
to my room, or more like my cell, and get this damn thing off. I
wore it for nearly a month since I had that altercation with a
guard. Lesson learned. Lesson well freaking learned. I shuffled
toward the door as the doctor continued to write in his notepad.
With my ankles chained, I couldn’t even take normal
steps.

“Oh, and Tevy?”

I stilled. “Yes, Dr. Phalr?”

“We’ll be canceling the water
therapy and moving you out of the high-security ward.”

I swallowed hard to keep calm and gave my best
smile. The nightmares from that place would last me a lifetime.
That was the only good thing about those pills, they helped me
sleep through the screams.

The hall was long, filled with dark doors
bolted shut from the outside. There were bars on the windows, just
like in my room. The walls were off-white, padded so we wouldn’t
hurt ourselves. I followed the guards, let them lead me and push me
as they wanted. After all this time in the jacket, I discovered I
was capable of ignoring a lot. When I was in the room, I closed my
eyes and felt the tight strap of the jacket release. Oh, it felt so
good to be able to lower my arms. They removed the jacket, roughly,
then pushed me further into the room. I waited to hear the door
slam shut and the lock click closed before opening my eyes. My
shoulders were stiff, and my elbows too. I swung my arms around,
scratching my nose and my running my fingers through my hair. My
happiness didn’t last long.

I told the truth about those pills. They
didn’t help. Out the window I saw them. Beyond the cloudy sky, in
the shadows they flew. The angels were there, fighting again. I
didn’t care if I was a crazy for seeing them. I couldn’t stand this
place anymore. Showering with ten other girls, being locked in a
room all day like some dangerous animal and having to open my mouth
to show I swallowed my pills. I wasn’t staying in this damn place
even if I had to lie with every breath I took. Even if I had to
ignore the occasional angel battle that took place in the sky. I
sat on the padded floor, willing them to go away. “They’re not
real,” I whispered. Screams rang out down the hall and I covered my
ears. “They’re not real.” I rocked slowly and looked anywhere but
that window.

 ****

“Boys are so weird.” I watched as
Dylan, the new boy next door, pet the frog he’d found.

“And totally gross.” Samantha, my
best friend, scrunched up her nose. It always made her face look
like it was pressed against a window. I never told her that though.
“My mom says if you touch a frog you’ll get warts.”

“What are warts?” I asked, my gaze
moving back to Dylan. He shrugged and gently cradled the big green
frog in his hands.

“Then he’ll be even uglier.” she
continued.

“Sam! That’s mean.” I might only
hang out with Dylan because he was my neighbor’s kid and my mom
kind of made me, but that didn’t mean we had to be nasty. Dylan was
new to town, just him and his father. He was eleven, like us. Dylan
had long, black hair that flopped in his face, which it did all the
time because he always looked down. He was also taller than me and
so skinny I could probably pick him up.

“Tevy, he’s playing with a frog!”
She huffed. “It’s gross and we shouldn’t be up in your treehouse
with a boy. My mom said so.”

Her mother said a lot of things
and they usually made my parents mutter under their
breaths.

“Let’s go, Tevy. Paint our nails
or try on each other’s clothes. I don’t want to sit in here with a
weird boy and his warty frog.” Samantha crawled toward the lopsided
treehouse door and started down the ladder.

I glanced at Dylan, who hadn’t
said a word. He kept petting that frog and looking at the floor.
“Don’t listen to her. She gets grumpy when she’s hungry.” And
everyone knew Samantha’s mom kept her on a strict diet. It seemed
like Sam was always grumpy, um, hungry. “Dylan?”

He looked up, and his soft brown
eyes grabbed my attention. They were kind of pretty they were so
light.

I reached out and used one finger
to pet his slimy frog. The creature sat there contently like it was
a lap dog or a fat cat in the sun. “I think the frog is
cute.”

Dylan finally smiled, small, and
quickly looked back at the floor. “Thanks.”

“I’ll see you around.” I made sure
to climb down the ladder slowly. Dad always warned me to be
careful. As soon as I was in the house, I washed my hands so I
didn’t get that wart thing Samantha talked about. Just in case she
was right. We tried on clothes after that, for nearly an hour. It
was fun. I didn’t have the fancy things she did but my mom had
great shoes. I nearly fell down the stairs when I walked around in
her beige high heels with thick straps around the ankle. I’d
forgotten about Dylan and the frog. Samantha went back to being my
best friend, making me laugh. We peeked at my mom’s makeup too. I
tried a soft pink but Samantha went with deep red. It matched her
shirt and made her brown hair stand out.

I didn’t know how precious those
memories would be.

A few hours later, Sam left and I
heard the jingle of keys in the door, but it wasn’t my parents.
Aunt Jackie was my mom’s sister. She didn’t come around often. When
she came in she could hardly look at me. I knew something was wrong
but not what. She made me cookies of all things, like I was some
kid. I was eleven years old and I wasn’t stupid. I kept asking
where my parents were. When she finally told me, she started to
cry.

“They lost control of the car,
Tevy,” she said, tucking dirty blonde hair behind her ear. Her eyes
were red and it made the lines around her eyes more
noticeable.

I listened, but I didn’t hear. It
was a lie. All lies.

“Tevy, do you understand what I’m
saying?”

I nodded but it was slow, the
world suddenly glitched like one of my old computer games.
Accident. In the car. My parents.

“They’re gone, Tevy.”

Gone? I knew what she meant but I
couldn’t wrap my head around the word. Gone? Like forever? Dead? My
parents. She hugged me, smelling strongly of sweet
apple.

“I’m so sorry.” Aunt Jackie said
it over and over again. When she pulled back to look at me she took
in a shaky breath. “Tevy? Honey?”

I felt … numb. The world around me
had no sound. I walked away from my aunt who began crying again.
Were they really gone? I don’t know where I was going, but I walked
out the backdoor and stared at the treehouse. My dad built it. He
made that for my birthday last year. Dad liked to joke since he
only had one kid and I was a girl that he had to at least give me a
boy’s treehouse. Then Mom slapped him in the back of the head and
said girls have treehouses too. It was funny when they did stuff
like that. Laugh. Smile. Dead.

I climbed the ladder, stood at the
top and stared at the four wooden walls. One was lopsided, leaving
a gap where it met the floor boards. There were windows, which were
just holes in the wall on each side, and a bench he made me. It was
so small I barely fit. I told him that and he’d gotten a stuffed
animal for the seat, a giant dog. It stared at me now, with black
empty eyes. I didn’t know what happened, but I just got so angry.
They left me. They died and left me. I grabbed the stuffed animal
and shoved it out the window. Gripping the back of the bench, I
slammed the thing against the wall. Over and over and over. It
splintered and fell apart. My face was wet. I wiped at my cheeks,
finding tears. I was crying. My parents were really gone. This
wasn’t a nightmare. I fell where I stood, crying harder and louder.
What would happen now? How did I live without them? Why did they
leave me? I cried so hard that I gave myself a headache. It
throbbed in my temples and a pain started above my right
eye.

“Tevy?” Dylan’s shy voice made me
curl up and cry harder.

He lost his mom too. Was I going
to turn weird and have a pet frog now? “Go away!” I shouted and
scooted to the back of the treehouse. I buried my face in my hands.
A moment later, Dylan sat next to me. He hugged me, and placed his
frog in my lap. The thing sat there, sliming up my jeans and
shooting its tongue at a nearby mosquito. I kept crying until I had
nothing left in me. Then I laid my head on Dylan’s shoulder and pet
his croaking frog.

I knew my world was forever
changed but I had no idea how much. Not until two days later,
during the wake. I stared up into gray clouds from an approaching
storm and saw the angels. I screamed and screamed until everyone
gaped with me. But no one saw them! I tried to explain. They sat me
down with water. What was water going to do! Then they started
whispering. I heard, oh, I heard.

“Poor girl’s gone
crazy.”

“It’s trauma from losing both her
parents.”

“This whole situation is so
sad.”

“Her aunt’s going to take her? I
hope she’s ready for that mess.”

I saw the angels again and again.
I told Samantha, but she wouldn’t talk to me again. I told my aunt
and she took me to a therapist. The summer passed, and I kept
seeing the men with the shimmering wings and swords. I explained
everything I saw to anyone who would listen. My aunt yelled at me
when I saw them above the grocery store in the clouds. Embarrassed,
she was embarrassed. I was seeing freaking angels!

Two weeks later, I was afraid to
stare at the sky. Was Samantha right? Was I crazy? My aunt must
have thought so. I woke up one morning to men at the door. They
wore strange white uniforms and my aunt started crying. I don’t
know why she was upset. I lost my parents. I was the crazy
one.

I spent five long years here. Four
walking the halls, eating with the weirdos in the cafeteria and
dealing with the handsy nurses. One year in isolation and
twenty-nine days in a straitjacket. I leaned not to tell the truth
to anyone. Lies meant less drugs. I learned not to fight back with
the nurses. They always hit first. Most of all I learned to lie to
everyone, including myself.



Chapter Two

 


Five years was a long time. The days blended
together, same halls, same people, same crappy meals. I saw my aunt
on my birthdays and she didn’t say much. Maybe she was afraid of
me. Like I was as scary as some of the people in here. There was a
girl who pulled out her hair. She rocked in the corner and screamed
whenever someone touched her. I felt bad for her. There was another
woman, in her fifties, who played cards all day, but she spoke to
them like they were her friends. An overweight man watched
television, but the screen was always black. He just sat there and
stared at it. This place still wasn’t as bad as the isolation ward.
I shivered as I walked through the throng with my stingy cardboard
tray of food. There was an empty table near the barred windows and
I sat there, scrunched down so I’d be as inconspicuous as
possible.

“Your hair looks nice today,
Linda.” The nurse was back. The tall guy with a bald head who was
way too freaking touchy-feely.

I sighed, curled even smaller, and ate my cold
home fires for breakfast. Oh, man. I winced. They hadn’t even put
any salt in them this time.

He hadn’t messed with me since I punched him
in the nose though. I could still see the red line across it where
it wasn’t fully healed. He hadn’t expected me to punch that hard.
Hey, I worked out, kept in shape. Having muscles kept some of the
creepers at bay. It made them think twice, especially, when I broke
someone’s nose. Besides, there was nothing else to do in isolation,
other than hear the screaming and pray that the nurse on duty
wasn’t a pervert. Of course, I hadn’t thought about the jacket as a
consequence though. I curled my fingers into a fist. It was off
now. I stretched my hands over my head. Off.

The first week I was here I was bored out of
my mind. I wrote to Samantha, but she never came to see me or even
wrote back. We weren’t allowed our phones, which drove me nuts. Or
I thought it would. Spending a month in a straitjacket gives a girl
a new perspective. I finished breakfast and sat next to Allison,
the one who pulled out her hair. We didn’t exactly talk, but it was
nice not to be alone for a little while. She seemed to be calmer
when I was near her too. We both rocked in old plastic chairs. She
stared out the window, but I was too afraid to. I pretended to in
case the doc came by so it looked like I was perfectly fine and no
longer seeing anything battling in the sky.

All lies.

A little while later, I went back to my cell,
sorry, room. Five sets of twenty jumping jacks, five sets of ten
pushups, and stretching was my routine. At least that was where I
left off before I went into the isolation ward. The jumping jacks
winded me and the pushups were a struggle, but the stretching felt
wonderful.

Lunch wasn’t long after that where the bald
guy, I never did catch his name, usually freaked out if he didn’t
get precisely twenty peas or carrots or whatever vegetable they
poured out of a can. I don’t know why twenty. Some days they’d give
him twenty-one and the ensuing screaming was followed by a vicious
fight. Those days I sat with Allison and tried not to
listen.

Today was a good day.

After that was therapy time with the doc.
Writing in my journal about how I felt, how I was doing, blah,
blah, blah. I tried to write what he wanted to hear. I just wanted
to get out of this freaking place. Then came the hydrotherapy for
relaxing and focusing on my own feelings. What feelings could I
have besides fear and awkwardness when they put me in warm bathtub
with a bunch of strangers standing around so I didn’t drown myself?
Really relaxing.

Dinner was next, which tended to be some form
of meat. The first meal when I was out of this place was going to
be a big, juicy, rot-your-arteries burger with everything on it. I
stuck my fork into lumpy, probably instant, mashed potatoes. They
were cold again. Great.

We were then filed out one by one, given two
small white cups with our pills and water. They had to check to
make sure each patient swallowed before sending them to their
rooms. In the isolation ward, they held my nose until I had to
breathe. The second my mouth opened, they shoved the pills in. I
was happy to take these suckers with water. Pills in, water down,
open mouth, lift tongue, and back to my room. Some nights I jogged
in place and others I sat there to daydream. Some movies I could
recall by memories, other I made up in my head. After the medicine
kicked in, I’d usually keel over and fall into a blank, dreamless
sleep. Sometimes, my gaze would drift before the blackness could
take me and I’d see the bright shimmer of wings in the night
sky.

This was my life.

Five long years.

Day after day after day.

Until the day I woke up and a nurse escorted
me to the doctor’s office. It wasn’t him I was shocked to see, but
my Aunt Jackie.

“Tevy?” She smiled. Her hair was
shorter, straight and shiny. She looked older too, like she’d aged
twice as fast.

“Hi.” What exactly was I going to
say? Thanks for putting me in here. Thanks for leaving me in here
for five freaking years. By the way, I still see the crazy angel
men, thanks for asking.

“Tevy has made wonderful progress,
and she’s passing the in-house school lessons,” the doctor said
behind his large wooden desk. “She hasn’t had an episode in over a
year.”

Oh, was that what we were calling it? An
episode.

“And since the last incident she’s
been docile. These new pills are working wonders.” He smiled.
“We’ll continue with the therapy once a week and her medicine, of
course.”

What was he saying? Was he saying I could
leave?

“She’ll be in your care, and if
you notice any behavior issues, I want you to call me
immediately.”

Like hell she would. I’d lie and fake my way
to normal to stay out of this place.

“There’s a packet here to give you
all the information on her condition.”

There’s a condition? Other people see
shimmering, winged men? I kept silent and still as my mind whirled
around.

“Thank you so much,
Doc.”

“We’ll have an ambulance escort
you out.” He stood.

“That won’t be necessary. Please.”
My aunt smiled. “I brought my car. I just want her to…” She paused
and took a shaky breath. “I want her to feel normal.”

I was right here in the room. So, what’d I do?
I smiled. Sure, that would fool them.

“Very well. Tevy, I’ll see you
next Saturday for another therapy session.”

“I’m looking forward to it, Dr.
Phalr.” Lies.

“All the paperwork is filed. Good
luck, Tevy.” The doc sat back down as my aunt stood.

“Come on, let’s get you home.”
Aunt Jackie went to touch my shoulder but paused and lowered her
hand.

I nodded, unable to speak. I was getting out.
Each step closer to the door made me feet feel heavier. I was
afraid to look down and find I wasn’t moving at all. Freedom. I
could eat what I wanted, when I wanted. I could read or watch
television. The possibilities were endless. Giddy, I was nearly
giddy as the locked doors clicked open and a guard escorted us down
the long hallway. Those double doors streamed light through the
small square windows. When was the last time I felt sunlight on my
face without it being invaded by the shadows of bars? My breath
actually hitched as she opened the doors. I wanted to run outside,
to shove everyone out of the way and charge toward freedom. It took
all my willpower to control myself and simply step back into the
world.

Sunlight. Fresh air. Oh my God, my eyes
actually filled with tears. I remembered the day they dragged me in
here kicking and screaming.

“Ready to go home, Tevy?” she
asked softly.

Home? Home.


Chapter Three

 


I forgot what it was like to ride in a car.
Each stop caused me to tense and my stomach to flip. I didn’t know
what I expected when I got home. Seeing my house again made tears
blur my vision. In there was the last time I saw my parents, the
last time I was sane. We pulled into the driveway and I sat there,
staring at the door like it would grow legs and walk away. I hoped
this wasn’t some dream because that was a new level of
cruel.

“I didn’t plan a party or
anything. Just you and me, Tevy.”

That was good. I could fake and lie better
without only one person to deceive. Despite that, I kind of hoped
Samantha would be there. She hadn’t spoken to me in five years and
I felt that loss like another hole in my heart. We shared
everything. Where was she? What did she look like now?

My aunt got out of the car and grabbed my bag
in the backseat.

I was tempted to glance at the sky
to see if anything changed, but I didn’t. No need to fight the
crazy as soon as I got home. Oh,
home. I opened the car door and stepped
out. I still wore my white patient uniform and the soft slipper
shoes because my old clothes didn’t fit me. I shuffled forward and
took a deep breath like it was my last. There is nothing in the sky, I told
myself as I walked under the cloudless sky.

“Tevy?”

“I’m just so happy to see it.” I
lied. It seemed natural now. To lie. I thought about my parents and
what they’d think about me now. Crazy. Alone in the world. I jerked
when she closed the car door and started up the walk toward the
steps. I kept seeing their faces. Smiling, angry, sad, asleep.
Blinking a few times helped dry the tears, but I couldn’t seem to
get my feet moving.

“Tevy?” The boy who came out of
the neighbor’s house startled me. He was tall, close to six feet, I
would guess.

I took a step back as he ran across his lawn
and onto ours.

“Hey.” He smiled, black hair,
short but disheveled.

Oh, my God. I knew those eyes. Light-brown eyes. “Dylan?” Wow, he’d
gotten tall and he wasn’t the skinny, lanky boy anymore.

He smiled, rather goofy, and shoved a bouquet
of flowers toward me. “Because nothing says sorry you’re crazy and
spent five years in an asylum like roses.”

 The
amused snort that burst out was a sound I hadn’t heard for five
long years. “Um, thanks.” I took them, keeping my eyes downcast
because I didn’t dare look at the sky.

“Dylan.” My aunt’s voice was
stern. “She just got home. Let her step in the house before you
start bugging her.”

Dylan squished his lower lip between his white
teeth. “Right. Okay.” He glanced at me. “Glad you’re back,
Tevy.”

I didn’t know what to say so I nodded. I
wasn’t expecting him to remember me, let alone be happy that I was
home. That surprised the hell out of me. Five years it’d been. I
walked into the house, my house, and was shocked by how different
it looked. “You changed it.”

She paused in the hallway. “Oh, yeah, yeah, I
did. Just a little.”

A little? All my parents’ furniture was gone.
Their pictures weren’t on the fireplace mantle anymore. The couch
faced a flat television and the dining room table was at a weird
angle. There weren’t any flowers on it. Mom always had flowers on
the table. I felt like I was home but home changed
completely.

“It’s just a few new chairs.” She
shrugged and watched me closely.

“I like it.” I lied as best I
could. I was not going back to that asylum. “It looks
nice.”

She smiled.

“Maybe some flowers on the table?”
Something to remind me that this was my home. This was where Mom
and Dad had been. I lifted the ones Dylan gave me.

“That boy.” She rolled her eyes
but went into the small connecting kitchen and pulled a vase out of
the cabinet.

I waited as she filled it with water and then
I placed it on the table. Mom would have liked them. She would have
smiled and called Dylan adorable. She thought everything was
adorable. Thinking about her hurt so I glanced at the set of stairs
that led to the bedrooms. “Can I go up?”

“Of course.” She smiled. “You
don’t have to ask permission.”

I’d been asking permission to pee for five
long years, habit. I trudged up the steps. They didn’t squeak like
they used to. Dad used to try to sneak down them in the middle of
the night for ice cream. I knew because I’d follow him and get a
bowlful. I shook off the memory and stood at my closed bedroom
door. Did she change this, too?

The room was exactly the way I left
it.

Stuffed animals on the bed, books on the pink
shelves, and even the blanket was the same pink frilly thing. I
smiled. My parents’ pictures were here, on the desk that had been
too big for me then. I grabbed both their pictures and flopped down
on the mattress. Holding those images against my heart didn’t ease
the pain, neither did the tears that finally fell. I thought it’d
hurt less now, five years later, and I still sobbed like a kid. It
wasn’t fair.

Life wasn’t fair.

But it could always be worse.

****

I was so warm under the blankets. The pills
I’d taken knocked me out the moment my head hit the pillow, so I
was still on my back. A sound woke me, one I’d heard a thousand
time before. “They’re not real,” I whispered to those noises. They
weren’t. It was all in my head and I truly believed if I tried hard
enough they’d go away.

Swords clashed distinctly amid the boom of
thunder.

It was just a storm. Lighting.
Thunder. It didn’t mean anything. Storms could be explained by
simple science, or so the doctor told me. Moisture, unstable air,
and lift, that was all this was. I flinched as the sounds came
closer. If I opened my eyes right now, I’d see a storm and that was
it. So why wasn’t I opening my eyes? I pinched my lips
together. Open your
eyes. There was nothing in the sky. I took
a deep breath and opened. The plain-white ceiling greeted me and I
tilted my head to stare at the window that was open ever so
slightly. A breeze ruffled the pink curtain, followed by the rumble
of thunder. “It’s just a storm.” I unfurled from the blankets and
stumbled forward. My hands shivered slightly as I tugged on the
curtains and stared at my reflection. For a moment, I focused on
that sight. My hair grew past my shoulders and my blue eyes were
brighter. I’d gotten boobs and hips while I’d been locked away in
that damn place. I was almost … well, I was kind of
pretty.

Lightning lit up the world outside and
shattered my reflection.

It showed me the shimmering winged men.
“They’re not real.” I clenched my teeth together. “They’re not
real.” There was nothing there, but the more I looked, the more I
could see. Fear made my entire body tremble. “They’re not real!” I
shoved the curtains closed and grabbed the pills. Stupid freaking
pills that were supposed to be stopping this. I shoved two in my
mouth and swallowed them without water. They scratched my throat
the whole way down. The sword fighting got louder, broken only by
the rumble of thunder and the drumming of rain on the windows. I
jerked my hands over my ears. Why did I see them? Why couldn’t this
stop so I could get back to my life? If my aunt saw me like this,
she’d freak out and send me back. I had to hide it. I had to hide
me. I glanced around the room and charged toward the small closest.
Old, small shoes were scattered on the floor. I kicked them out of
the way and sat on the carpeted floor before shoving the door shut.
I could still hear them, but at least I couldn’t see them. My
eyelids suddenly felt heavy. The pills were kicking in. I curled up
in the tightest ball I could and pulled down an old coat to cover
myself. The pajamas were too thin to keep me that warm. “They’re
not real,” I whispered again and again until the darkness took
me.

Every day was a gift. The weekend
passed slowly. My aunt took off work, but she had phone calls that
lasted hours, and then we’d sit awkwardly with some TV show I cared
nothing about. I smiled, I ate, and I even talking about the
freaking weather. See, I’m totally
normal.

At exactly five AM on Monday, I woke. That was
the time the light popped on in my cell, but I wasn’t in there
anymore. I was in … a closet. Right. I uncurled myself, avoiding
the windows as I quietly went downstairs. My stomach growled
something fierce as I stepped into the kitchen. One of the last
times I’d been in here was for dinner with my mom. She was angry
because I’d failed a test at school, but my father told her to give
me some slack. Math sucked. I smiled, remembering the timber of his
voice and the cookie he snuck me. We’d been so normal. I pushed the
memory away and grabbed a banana sitting on the counter.

“You’re up?”

My aunt’s voice startled me so hard I dropped
the food.

“Sorry.” She smiled. “I’m like a
ninja.”

I snorted, sure she was.

“What are you doing
up?”

“Alarm went off,” I lied
instantly. I hadn’t even though of telling the truth that
time.

“Oh, sorry! It must still be
programmed from before…” She shut her mouth and went about starting
the coffee pot. Her flowered robe fluttered behind her as she
walked. “So, Tevy, are you ready for school? I bought you a
backpack and pens and notebooks.”

School? “Already?”

“Dr. Phalr said it’s best if you
get right back to your life. Be normal again.”

Yeah. Normal. “Okay.” I sure as hell didn’t
think I was ready for school. Last night had been a nightmare and
that was one of my first nights back. I couldn’t believe they were
going to shove me out of my house and into a bunch of judgmental
strangers. Then again, it wasn’t my house anymore, was it? Nothing
here was mine expect for an old bedroom from when I was
eleven.

“Tevy? If it’s too
soon…”

“I’ll go.” I didn’t know why I
agreed. Maybe some part of me hoped Samantha would be there and
that I’d be able to talk to her. I missed her a lot.

“Good.” My aunt smiled, pushed her
frizzy hair down as she leaned on the counter. “Go get dressed. The
bus will be here soon.”

I nodded, threw away the banana and grabbed an
apple.

“Put on some makeup too. You look
tired.”

Because I was tired and I had no idea how to
put on makeup. Not really. I forewent any kind of girly things. No
jewelry, no makeup, just the basic black t-shirt, blue jeans which
were kind of tight, and a ponytail. My aunt had estimated my size
clothes and was off the mark. I was glad she got plain shirts and
jeans though. I didn’t want to draw attention to myself. The bus
arrived on the corner of our street and I had to run to catch it.
Those few hours working out each day paid off. I wasn’t even out of
breath when I climbed the wide stairs and faced the real
world.

Teenagers.

Damn, I sounded cynical. And old. I was only
sixteen! I fumbled toward any empty seat that caught my eye and sat
quickly.

“Isn’t that her?”

Yeah, I heard them whispering. I
kept my eyes straight ahead and my hand squeezed my backpack
strap. Just don’t look out the
window. The last thing I needed was to see
those angels when I had so many witnesses. Be normal. Be normal.

“Yeah, she looks
crazy.”

“Do you think she’s
dangerous?”

“Isn’t that the girl that was in
the nut house?”

“I heard she pissed herself and
ran around the yard naked.”

I rolled my eyes on that one.

“Hey, lunatic!”

I stared at the bus floor, not surprised to
find gum and an empty water bottle there. These things hadn’t
changed much.

“Hey, lunatic.” The guy, no, boy,
who sat down opposite me smiled wide. “You feeling crazy today?” He
looked like he was barely thirteen.

I didn’t look at him, but from the corner of
my eye I could see he had blond hair like me, cut short, and
braces.

“Come on, Lun. Tells us what they
did to you in the crazy house.” He smiled wide. “Now, did you piss
your pants every day, or just when you saw things in the sky?” He
laughed and a few people behind me did too.

Ignore them, I told myself. They were idiots. They had no idea what I
went through in that place. They’d be the ones pissing their pants
if they knew.

“Come on, Lun. Talk to us.” He
kicked at my sneakers and grabbed a zipper on my
backpack.

I glanced at him then, eyes narrowed, but I
smiled. It was aggressive and predatory. “You don’t want to mess
with me.” This little shit wasn’t going to intimidate me. He was
barely over five feet. Freshman, probably.

He laughed, actually laughed, and then his
smile fell. “Loser.” He walked away.

The bus rumbled on, through streets, picking
up more kids. I sat back, staring at the back of the seat in front
of me. They still whispered, saying things that made the girl in me
want to cry. Things about me, about my parents. I clenched my teeth
together and tried not to listen. If I had to ride this bus every
day to school, it wasn’t going to be pleasant, but not the worst
thing I’d been through. When these idiots had to walk through a
hallway in a straitjacket with crazy people screaming in each cell
they passed, then they can talk about hell.

I was the last one off the bus, and the minute
I stepped out I knew I shouldn’t have come. This was too much, too
soon. The building was new, but the people weren’t. Some had gone
to school with me before, others had been at my eleventh birthday
party. Not one of them said anything. They stared. Everyone stared.
I swallowed the lump in my throat, kept my gaze down, and walked
toward the front door. Each corner I turned people went quiet and
whispered. It was terrible. I felt so self-conscious. Even in the
office where the secretary gave me my class schedule and a map of
the school. She barely said two words to me. Okay, so I was crazy
and spent five years in a psychiatric center.

I was still a person. I was still just a
girl.


Chapter Four

 


I saw Samantha as I found my locker. People
were still rushing into school, some were grouped up and talking.
She was there, looking prettier than I remembered. Her hair was
pulled up into some kind of bun on the back of her head. She wore
this red dress that ended with a lacy line of black high on her
thighs. There were two sparkling rings on her fingers and a
necklace I couldn’t make out. I stopped in the middle of the hall,
my backpack halfway to my locker. “Samantha?”

Her smiling face fell when she saw me. “You’re
back.”

“Hi.” I left the backpack and the
open locker to walk to her.

“Who’s this, babe?” a big guy
asked and wrapped an arm around her shoulders.

“Hey, that’s Lun.” the braces kid
from the bus shouted as he sprinted by.

“Lun? That’s your
name?”

“Her names Tevy, Henry.” Samantha
pinched her lips. “She’s the crazy one.”

That hurt.

“Oh, the one whose parents…” He
placed a finger to his throat and slid it across.

“Yeah.” Samantha frowned. “I
didn’t know you were coming back.”

I nodded.

“You really going to start talking
to the freak now?” Henry asked, stepping away from us like I was
infectious.

“No. I’m not.” Samantha turned on
her expensive heels and walked away.

Wow. I
hadn’t expected her to be so… When had she decided I wasn’t even
worth a hello? All we’d been through. Another betrayal. Another
loss. I turned back to my locker to find my backpack gone.
Great. I wanted to run
away, just run and never look back. Like that would solve anything.
It was just a bunch of idiots being … well, idiots. I survived
worse. That’d be something I’d have to tell myself over and over
again. I closed the locker and went to my first class.

Surprisingly, Dylan was in my second period,
near the back, tilting his chair and trying not to fall over. His
friend, the one with thick glasses, egged him on.

I shuffled as quickly as I could to the back,
passing him and catching his eye. He nearly fell over as I sat down
behind him.

“Hey.”

I waved, clamping my hands together as the
teacher walked in.

“This is Ben.” Dylan introduced
us, the redheaded glasses boy. I noticed now it was a natural,
almost orange red.

“Hi.” I scrunched down in my seat
as the teacher started writing on the board.

“You okay?” Dylan asked, half
turned in his seat.

“Fine.”

“Where’s your books?” he asked,
turning more toward me.

“Forgot my backpack on the bus.”
Wow, that lie came quick.

Dylan tore a paper from his binder and shoved
it over his shoulder.

At least I had something in front of me. The
paper was followed by a pencil that looked like a starving rabbit
gnawed on it. “Thanks,” I whispered as low as I could.

“Dylan.” The teacher paused and
placed his hands on his hips. “Care to tell us what’s so
interesting back there?” He glanced at me and dropped his hands. “I
want the class to turn to page three hundred and ninety-four. We’re
going to go over last week’s material.”

Sadly, that was the best class I had. The rest
was all gibberish and filled with curious glances. I wished I had
more classes with Dylan. At least he didn’t look at me like I was
some kind of freak. Did everything have to be so damn complicated?
Lunch came and I didn’t bother to go into the cafeteria. Instead, I
sat in the stairwell. My lunch was in my backpack, which was gone,
and I didn’t dare go anywhere with big windows.

School was definitely a bad idea.

“It’s Lun.” Braces boy smiled as
he looked up from the stairs platform.

Just great. “Go away.” I was tired of his
crap. Punching him would probably lead to the doctor being called
and I’d be damned if I was going back into that place because of
him.

“What’s wrong? Pissed yourself
again?”

That got old real fast.

“Lun?” Henry came through the
door.

“Lunatic. Get it?”

This was getting better and better. I stood
and climbed the stairs. They followed. Couldn’t I get a damn
break?

“You should stay away from
Samantha.”

I stopped mid-step.

“She doesn’t want to be seen with
a freak like you.” Henry sneered the words. He climbed the steps to
stand next to me.

I wasn’t going to argue. I already got the
hint that she wanted nothing to do with me.

“You understand that?
Lun?”

Don’t punch him. Don’t punch him.
He’s not worth it. I nodded and climbed
the last two steps. The only place I found solace was in the girl’s
bathroom, sitting on the window sill with my back to the
bright-blue sky. A few girls smiled at me. They probably thought I
was sneaking a cigarette or something. I wished it had been that
simple.

I had three more classes, two with
Dylan, and when that bell rang, I sprinted into the bus for home
like I was on fire. I sat behind the driver and curled myself into
the corner. The ride couldn’t go fast enough. That kid kept yelling
out things. All of which I tried to ignore. They became background
noise as I saw the reflections of the sky in the windows.
Shimmering wings. Oh God, they were up
there. I squeezed my hands into
fists. They’re not there. They’re not
real. I was breathing heavy and trying not
to hyperventilate by the time my stop came. There was no walking, I
ran, not even caring how stupid I looked. I jogged to the front
door, used the key in my pocket to open it, and rushed inside. The
thing closed with a heavy thud and I leaned against it, finally
letting the tears fall.

High school was nearly as hard as trying not
to be crazy.
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