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      I want to start over. This seems like the only place left on earth that’s out of my past’s reach.

      Heaven, Michigan. Located in the Upper Peninsula, with an upwards of two-hundred inches of snowfall per year and, I’m pretty sure, more bears than people. Population: Me.

      Up here, I’m sure I’ll be lonely. But it’s not like I haven’t been lonely before.

      “Welcome to your new home, Cassia,” Isolde says with a warm smile as I slide out of the car. “Grab your things and make yourself comfortable.”

      Isolde stands before a gigantic wooden cabin, nestled against an array of pine trees. Since this is the only house for miles, the cabin is out of place, a castle in a vast wilderness.

      I know nurses make money, but I didn’t think Isolde could afford this kind of lifestyle. It’s definitely the most illustrious place I’ve ever lived in.

      “Nice place.” I try to give Isolde a compliment as I reach inside the car for my things.

      “I inherited the house from my grandfather,” Isolde says, casting a glance over her shoulder. “It’s been in the family for generations.”

      I pull out a ratty trash bag, which holds all the belongings I possess in the world. Stuffed with worn-out clothes, cheap perfume, two books, and an old stuffed owl from my childhood, it feels like nothing.

      It feels like me.

      Isolde glances at the trash bag before she adds, “We’ll go shopping for new clothes tonight. School starts tomorrow. I bet you’re excited for your first day of your senior year.”

      I’ve been to six different school districts in my life, so I really don’t know how to respond to that.

      I follow Isolde into the house. My jaw drops open. You would think a professional interior designer furnished it. It’s complete with imported furniture and fur rugs, fancy paintings and elaborate sculptures.

      It’s a Northern Michigan paradise. Definitely too high-class for me, the gutter rat.

      A moose head hangs on the wall above the stone fireplace. I swear, it’s staring at me. Unnerved, I ignore it as Isolde leads me past the massive kitchen to a set of winding stairs.

      On the second floor, she opens a door and says, “This is your room. I tried to make it as comfortable as possible.”

      I step inside. The room is outfitted with a double bed and a chest of drawers. It’s small, but certainly more than what I’ve had before. I’m used to sharing a room with my foster siblings. I’m the only kid here.

      “I did my best to decorate it. I… I hope you like owls.” Isolde holds her hands in front of her, clenching them tightly.

      This is as awkward for her as it is for me. I attempt a smile and say, “Owls are actually my favorite. Thanks.”

      She beams in relief. “Great. I’ll leave you to get settled.”

      She heads out the doorway. “Would you like spaghetti for dinner? We can eat before we leave.”

      “Sure.”

      Isolde’s shoes clip-clop down the hardwood, the tension leaving with her.

      At least she’s nice. That’s way more than I can say for my last foster parent. Even if Isolde is some wicked witch of the west, there is no way she could ever be worse than him.

      Thinking about Eric churns my stomach. I quickly start unpacking, to get my mind off him. If I let myself remember what happened I’ll get sick, and this was all about starting over. Time to put it behind me.

      All my belongings are put away in less than ten minutes. I sit on the bed and tap my foot. Everything’s so nice, but it’s not mine. It’s not me.

      I don’t want to go downstairs and bother Isolde. Curious about what my view of the outside world is, I open the curtains and look down. The window portrays an emerald world, coniferous trees as far as the eye can see with a sapphire lake far in the background. The yard leads to a thin dirt path that goes into the forest.

      I wonder where it goes…

      A flash of white catches my eye, and my head whips to the side. Before I can catch what it is, it’s gone, vanished as if snatched out of thin air.

      I stare at the spot for a few moments, wondering if what I saw would come back. The flash of white was huge— bigger than me. If I wasn’t imagining things, I was sure what I saw looked like… feathers. Wings.

      I shake my head. I’m starting to lose it. I snap the curtains shut, but it isn’t another minute before I’m peeking out of them again to see if I can spot the flash of white. Maybe it’s an animal… some kind of large bird.

      A bit of curiosity never hurt anyone, right? I head downstairs, and lean against the kitchen counter where Isolde is filling up a large pot of water.

      “Hey, Isolde? Do you mind if I take a walk in the woods?” I ask, thumbing at the door. “I saw something interesting and wanted to check it out.”

      Isolde grimaces. “I don’t know. There are wild animals out there, and the forest is massive. You don’t know the area. You won’t be able to find your way back if you go too far. This isn’t Ann Arbor, Cassia.”

      I try not to roll my eyes. I guess it would be bad if her foster kid got eaten on her first day here.

      “I know. But I’ll follow the path, and I won’t go far,” I say. “Please?”

      She sighs. “All right. But be back in fifteen. Dinner will be ready.”

      “Okay.” I bolt out the door before she can change her mind. I jog across the large yard before coming to a stop on the path, looking inward.

      The forest is darker than I imagined it. The foliage is thick, strewn across the path and difficult to cross.

      Isolde’s right. I could get lost in there.

      What’s wrong with a little adventure? Taking a deep breath, I head forward and start on the path.

      The forest may be dark, but it’s beautiful. Submerged within the greens, I feel like I’ve finally found a safe place where I can hide and be alone.

      The thought crosses my mind that I won’t see anyone coming until it’s too late, but I shrug it off. I have nothing to be afraid of. This place is safe.

      Just at that moment, a bird flutters out of a bush. I jump about a foot in the air before I settle.

      “You’re spooking at everything, Cassia,” I mutter. “Get over yourself. It was a long time ago.”

      It’s only early September, but already, the air is chilly. I pull my thin jacket around me and shiver. I knew it would be cold here, but even though Michigan’s Upper Peninsula is technically part of the taiga, I didn’t think it would be freezing so early in the fall. Guess that’s something I should’ve thought about when I told the social worker I wanted to go somewhere else, far away from where I was.

      An unexpected crackle in the brush catches my attention. I skid to a halt. Is it another animal? Or have I found the source of the white flash?

      There’s a rustling in a bush nearby. I know I shouldn’t be poking my nose in places where it doesn’t belong, but my nagging curiosity is getting the best of me. Cautiously, I use my hands to pull apart the branches, holding my breath as to what could be hiding behind them.

      Nothing. Hm. Maybe I really am going crazy.

      Just then I’m knocked to the side, hard. My body slams against the ground and I let out a yelp, glancing around. It felt like someone pushed me over, but nothing’s there.

      I go to get up, but there’s a sharp pain in my gut. Someone just kicked me, but someone doesn’t exist. Either that, or they’re invisible.

      “Cut it out!” I shout, getting to my feet. “Whoever you are, this isn’t funny!”

      My head is knocked to the side, and I’m tossed back onto the ground. Either I’m losing my mind, or an invisible man is beating me up.

      I’m gonna go with the second idea, because even though it sounds completely insane, my head really freaking hurts. I pull up my shirt and see that a bruise is already forming on my stomach.

      No way. This isn’t real. It can’t be.

      “I never did anything to you!” I cry, bunching up my fists and stumbling to my feet. “Now leave me alone!”

      I hear something coming, so I take a swing, but my fist flies through thin air and I’m pushed back down again. With the impact, I hear something that causes a shiver to run up my spine… a low, threatening laugh.

      Reality hits. No matter how implausible, I’m being attacked by something I can’t see. And if I can’t see it, there’s no way I can defend myself.

      I came up here to start a new life. But instead of a new beginning, it looks like this is the end.
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      I edge against the trunk of a tree as the dark laughter advances closer. I glance from side to side, trying to figure out where it’s coming from, but it’s no use. I’m totally blind to whatever’s coming at me. My throat clenches as I notice something even worse… clawed footsteps appearing in the dirt, coming toward me. The footsteps are large, and look like something a monster would make… not human.

      A footprint appears by my leg, scattering dust. I let out a shriek and close my eyes, waiting for the end.

      There’s a hissing sound. A halo of light. The creature that attacked me emits a wail. I open my eyes and see that the flash of white I saw earlier is tumbling on the ground, some sort of smoky, black mass in its grasp.

      Now that I’m closer, I can make out details— the plush down of feathers masked by swirling dark smoke. I was right. They are wings, gigantic ones, but attached to what, I don’t know.

      Whatever is happening, I can’t see it, because the wings are too big to see around and the halo of light is so bright, it consumes everything else.

      But it’s not good for my attacker. The thing squeals as if it’s in pain, desperately trying to get away. Branches, rocks and other objects are kicked up and tossed aside by nothing as the white mass battles the dark.

      I try to rationalize what’s going on. I attempt to convince myself it’s not real and that I’m just seeing things, but I can’t. Every inch of my attention is caught up in the fight.

      The black mass manages to get away. It vanishes, becoming completely invisible again, leaving behind only the pattering of footsteps. The white flash disappears on the spot… maybe to chase after it.

      I get to my feet slowly. I’ve barely risen to my full height before I realize it’s time to run.

      I knock aside branches and leap over logs on my way back. Twigs and leaves scratch at my face, but I don’t care. I increase the length of my strides. I’ve got to put some distance between me and whatever just happened out there.

      I’m gasping for breath by the time I make it back to the yard. I bend over, hands on my knees, taking deep inhales. I glance back at the woods. They’re dark as ever, but I don’t think those monsters followed me.

      I hope.

      I hustle inside. I jump again when the door snaps shut beside me. After a second thought, I turn around and lock it. Just in case.

      “You’re just in time.” Isolde stirs a large pot, putting a scoop of noodles on a plate. “Dinner’s ready.”

      When she turns around, her eyes widen at my appearance. “Cassia. There’s branches in your hair— and your face is red. What happened?”

      I can’t tell Isolde the truth. Not if I want to stay. She’ll dump me in the loony bin, or worse, call the social worker. Even though whatever happened just now is terrifying, unexplainable, and maybe even a bit crazy, it doesn’t even compare to the horrors I experienced living with Eric.

      I can’t gamble with the chance that I’ll be put into another foster home. Not when I only have a year left in the system.

      I shrug and say, “I’m fine. Something scared me in the woods.”

      “Was it a bear?” she asks, concerned.

      “No. I don’t know what it was.” Not a lie. “I just got scared and ran back.”

      “Well, I’m glad you’re not hurt.” She sets the food down on the table. “Eat up. We’ll have to be quick if we want to get to town before the stores close.”

      I sit down at the table, trying to act like everything is normal. What was that thing in the woods that saved me? One thing’s for sure, it wasn’t like anything I’d ever seen.

      Isolde chatters on through dinner while I’m immersed in my thoughts. I add in all the proper responses when she asks me a question, but really, I’m far away. I know how to appear like I care about living. If I’m really honest with myself, I could really care less.

      I want to like her. I really do. But I have a plan, and part of it doesn’t include getting close to her.

      If I’m honest with myself, Isolde is just one more foster mom on a huge list of disappointments.
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      I barely know how to use makeup, but I smeared some on before I got to school and threw on an outfit resembling what I think teenagers up here wear.

      It seems I’ve made the right choice, as it looks like a hoodie and jeans are the standard uniform in the north, topped off with a load of unflinching realism.

      Heaven High School barely has a hundred kids, and only six or so teachers. Everyone pretty much takes the same classes, just at different times of the day. It’s so different compared to the high school downstate, where there were thousands of kids at the school and I was able to take whatever class I wanted. You could be invisible in a student populace that large.

      Not so here. Guess that’s what you get for living in the middle of nowhere.

      Whatever. It’s just one more year, I think, shoving my bag upward on my shoulders. I try to keep my head down and stay out of the way, but it’s impossible. I’m sure most of these kids have known each other since grade school, and they don’t get many newcomers around here. I’m fresh meat.

      There are people whispering when I find my locker. I try to ignore the gazes. My hand fumbles nervously with the spines of my textbooks while I try to to grab them from the shelf.

      I end up dropping them all over the floor. Shit. The giggles that chorus around me make my face glow bright red.

      “Hey,” a silken, warm voice asks.

      I look up from my mess of books and see a pair of gentle brown eyes gazing directly at me. I can’t really call the one who’s standing beside me a boy, because he’s more of a man.

      Broad shoulders, a thick jawline, and a pronounced nose are set off by tanned skin and a mess of dark hair. He’s raggedly put together underneath a leather jacket and ripped jeans.

      This guy looks like he just stepped out of a modeling catalog. Talk about sexy.

      “Hi,” I say, letting out a breath. I scowl at my books and say, “Not exactly making a great first impression, am I?”

      “Here.” He stoops down and collects my books for me, setting them back in my arms. “Don’t worry about it. Everyone messes up on their first day.”

      “Oh, so I’m messing up, then?” I ask, teasing him.

      “No!” he starts. “That’s not what I meant. I… uh…”

      As I raise an eyebrow and give him a coy grin, he relaxes.  “Sorry. Let me start over. I’m Thames. Like James with a T-H, not like the Thames River in London. Common mix-up. My mom’s… uh… creative.”

      Thames gives me a broad smile and extends his hand. I grin back, taking it lightly and shaking it. “Nice to meet you, Thames. I’m Cassia.”

      When I touch his hand, I notice it’s incredibly hot. The heat instantly transfers from his thick hand to my small, cool one. “Wow! You okay? It feels like you have a fever or something.”

      “It’s no big deal.” He laughs. “I’m really hot.”

      “I can see that,” I mutter, and Thames blushes.

      I’m astonished at his shyness. Usually, guys like him would eat up the flattery. They’re used to getting the attention from girls, but Thames seems like he’s new to it. I guess when you go to a school where you’ve known everybody since they’ve been in diapers, you can’t see them as anything more, no matter how attractive they turn out to be.

      I’m not beyond a little flirting. It’s always harmless, anyway. I never stay in one place long enough to have a boyfriend, but I should probably go easy on him.

      “Do you know your way around?” I ask, shifting the books in my arms. “I know it’s a small school, but I’m a little lost.”

      “Let me see your schedule.” Thames takes the sheet from me and looks it over. “You have Chemistry your first hour. That means you’re with me.”

      “Great.” The tension leaves my shoulders. Thames seems really nice. It’ll be easier having an ally.

      “I’ll walk you there.” Thames takes my side a little too eagerly as we head down the hall. I notice people are talking about us as we walk into class together. A woman at the head of the room watches as Thames and I take the desks near the back of the room.

      “Good morning, class. I’m Mrs. Rorick. Welcome to your first day of senior year,” she starts. There’s a bit of cheering, and she smiles. “Yes, we’re almost done. Normally I wouldn’t introduce myself, as most of you have had me since your freshman year, but we have a new student.”

      She gazes coyly at me like a cat. I feel vastly uncomfortable as all eyes turn on me. “Please, dear, tell us your name, so we may get to know you,” she asks.

      Swallowing a lump of nervousness in my throat, I rise from my seat and say, “Hi. I’m… Cassia Delamore. I came here from Ann Arbor.”

      “Ann Arbor! How nice. I suppose your parents moved here to take part in the logging business?” Rorick beams.

      I bet in her entire career of teaching she’s never been wrong on that one, because who else would move up here for any other reason? Of course, it’s me that’s here to burst her bubble. “No. I’m a foster kid,” I say, voice hollow.

      “Oh.” Mrs. Rorick blinks. “I see. Very well, then. Welcome to Heaven, Cassia.”

      Mrs. Rorick turns back to the class like nothing has happened and says, “Please turn to page three-hundred in your textbooks, so we may begin.”

      What a disaster. I fall back in my seat, hands shaking as the class opens their books.

      Thames leans in and says, “You handled that pretty well.”

      “I feel like I just got thrown into a shark tank,” I whisper back.

      “You’ll be all right. People up here are pretty friendly,” Thames informs me. “You’ll see.”

      After a fifteen-minute lecture Rorick gives us worksheets, along with a set of vials and an assortment of chemicals. Thames and I cluster around my desk and work on the experiment, me with my back to the class so I don’t see them staring at me.

      “I know what you’re thinking,” I start after he’s been quiet for a while. “How did I end up here?”

      “I didn’t want to be rude.” He glances up once before returning his attention back to the vials. “You don’t wanna talk about it, you don’t wanna talk. Simple as that.”

      “Thanks,” I say, relieved.

      “We’ve all got our own stuff we gotta deal with. It’s your own business,” Thames says, shrugging. “My baggage is probably just as heavy as yours.”

      I’m wondering what kind of dirt Thames is hiding when he moves his arm. The vials we’re working with spill all over the place. I try to jump out of the way, but most of the liquid soaks onto my shirt.

      “Damn! I’m so sorry!” Thames fumbles for the glasses, trying to put them upright.

      “It’s okay, Thames,” I say, holding out my shirt as the rest of the class snickers. It’s completely ruined.

      I jump to my feet and ask, “Mrs. Rorick, may I go to the restroom?”

      “Very well, Miss Delamore,” Rorick says. “But hurry back.”

      I duck my head behind my hair and try not to run outside. Thames’ face is miserable as I head out. I feel sorry for making him feel bad. My lip quivers as the door closes behind me. Thankfully, the hallway is empty.

      Cheer up, Cassia. It’s just a bad day. Not a bad life. I take in a deep breath and try to steady myself so the tears won’t fall. I lean against a locker and wipe away a stray tear with the back of my hand. Just stay strong.

      A shadow diverts my attention. My head whips to the side as a glorious light encompasses me. Just down the hallway and before a large window, there’s the figure of a tall, sturdy man, surrounded by a circle of protective light.

      I can’t make out his features with the halo surrounding him. But somehow, I’m convinced that this is the creature that saved me in the woods last night. The light surrounding him is exactly the same as that which encompassed the wings.

      “Hey!” I cry. I push myself off the lockers and break into a jog.

      The figure sees me coming. He flees in the other direction, the light following.

      He’s fast, but I’m determined to catch up. I increase my strides to a sprint, hoping none of the teachers come out and catch me.

      “I just want to say thank you!” I yell. I whip around a staircase, chasing the light into an empty classroom. The being is boxed in, walls on all sides. I block the only exit.

      “Ha! Cornered!” I smirk. “Nowhere to go!”

      As I advance closer, the halo only grows. I have to shield my eyes as I come closer, but I have to know what it is.

      My trembling hand stretches before me, caressing the fringes of the magnificent halo, fingers nearly stroking perfect skin.

      But before I can reach out to touch him, whatever he is, he vanishes. Completely.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      I know living with Eric made me insane. But I’m not that crazy.

      My hand is still frozen in the position it was when the specter vanished. All the light’s gone from the classroom, as well as the warmth.

      What the hell just happened?

      The bell rings, snapping me out of it. I scramble to look at my schedule for my next class.

      It’s History. I exit the empty classroom and force my way through the crowds of kids, too preoccupied to pay attention to their curious glances. What was it that I saw back there? Am I just imagining things? Is the stress of moving to yet another place getting to me? Or is what I saw real?

      Thankfully, Mrs. Rorick isn’t in her classroom when I return to get my stuff. I grab my backpack and hustle to my next class just before the final bell rings.

      “Hey. You never came back to Chemistry,” Thames says, waving me over when I enter History.

      “We have another class together? Sweet,” I say, and he grins. One less class I have to worry about being alone in.

      I take the seat next to his, and he asks, “Did you get the stain out of your shirt?”

      “Huh?” I had forgotten all about it. I look down, and see that it’s permanently dried into the cashmere. Great. “No. I guess not.”

      He narrows his eyes. “You okay? You look kind of pale.”

      “Yeah.” I nod my head methodically.

      “You sure?” he narrows his eyes. “You were gone for a really long time.”

      I bite my lip. “Okay. It’s kind of weird, but I saw… something in the hallway.”

      “What kind of something?” Thames starts, and leans forward. He seems immensely interested. And a bit too concerned.

      “Probably just my eyes playing tricks on me,” I say vaguely. “I think.”

      “Cass, what did you see?” he asks abruptly.

      I pause. I don’t like people calling me Cass. It’s one of my pet peeves when strangers give me nicknames.

      But when Thames says it, it’s okay. It makes me want to be honest.

      “I don’t know. It was just a bunch of light,” I finally confess. I shake my head. “Whatever. It was nothing.”

      I don’t want to lose the only friend I’ve made here by making him think I’m unstable. I open my book and pretend to be reviewing the syllabus I printed off yesterday.

      Thames seems worried. His brow is furrowed when the teacher starts the lecture. All throughout the session, it stays that way.
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        * * *

      

      The next couple hours go by in a blur. Calculus is boring, but during gym, I make a successful spike at volleyball that hits a snarky-looking prep in the head. I feel bad, but directly afterward, a gaggle of three excited girls grab me and drag me to the lunchroom before I can say I’m sorry.

      “Did you see the look on Veronica’s face when you smacked her with that ball?” a stylish, pretty girl says as she clutches my arm, grinning gleefully. “It was like Christmas!”

      “I wanted to apologize,” I say quickly. “I didn’t mean to hit her.”

      “You really shouldn’t,” a honey-haired girl clips. “She’s rotten.”

      “Completely awful,” the goth adds. “You made our day. I’ve wanted to do that since kindergarten. You’re my hero.”

      They plop me down at a circular table, tell me their names in a flash, and launch into a detailed conversation about makeup sales online, acting like I’ve always been part of the group.

      Thames was right. The people up here are nice.

      “Anything tested on animals does not go on my face,” the goth says as she stabs her salad, which I notice doesn’t have any meat. Her name is Sydney.

      “What about you, Cassia? What are shade of lipstick are you wearing?” the blonde Emalee asks nicely, holding up a napkin to my lips to compare.

      “Oh, um…” I stall. “I actually borrowed it from my foster mom. I don’t know what color it is.”

      “Whatever it is, it’s the perfect color,” Sydney gushes.

      I don’t care that these girls seem superficial. Don’t judge a book by its cover and all that. Besides, at my old school, I usually ate in the bathroom, because I was afraid to be seen eating alone. Anything beats eating a sandwich on the porcelain throne.

      “So we see you’ve been hanging out with the big bad boy,” the trendy Lavonne teases, smacking my shoulder. “Well done. I knew someone would break though that tough exterior eventually.”

      “Who?” I ask, totally lost.

      “Thames Deacon,” Sydney subs in. “Doesn’t let a lot of people in. As far as we know, you’re the first.”

      “He came up to me,” I say, baffled. “Is that not normal?”

      “Thames usually keeps to himself. He’s really quiet,” Emalee says. “It’s surprising that you got him to open up on your first day.”

      “Where is he now?” I ask, searching the room for him.

      “Oh, Thames usually rides his bike during lunch,” Sydney says.

      “His bike?” I ask, thinking of a ten-speed.

      “His motorcycle,” Emalee clarifies. “He won’t be able to ride it much longer. Snow’s coming in soon.”

      “Who does he usually sit with?”

      “No one.” Sydney shrugs. “Thames does his own thing.”

      “When he shows up to class.” Lavonne snickers.

      “Nobody can skip their first day of senior year,” Emalee insists. “Not even bad boys like Thames.”

      I fiddle with my sandwich. Thames didn’t come off that way to me. Yeah, maybe he dressed the part of a bad boy, but cold and distant? He didn’t seem either.

      “Oh, great, here comes the moral police,” Sydney moans. “Just what we need.”

      I follow Sydney’s eyes to the other side of the cafeteria. A group of kids are setting up a long table and putting stacks of t-shirts on it.

      “It’s the school’s Key Club. Here to ruin everyone’s fun,” Sydney complains.

      “They help a lot of people,” Emalee says defensively. “Cut them a break.”

      “All I’m saying is it’s irritating to have a bunch of do-gooders around, acting like they’re better than everyone else because they do some charity work,” Sydney replies.

      “You just don’t like them because they voted down your vegan fundraiser,” Emalee quips back, and Sydney snaps her mouth shut.

      The Key Club has almost lost my attention, until I see someone. It’s a guy, but not just any guy. He looks like someone who descended from paradise. He’s picturesque, with blond hair and pale green eyes. He’s tall, wearing a letterman jacket over a jersey. Football player, maybe?

      “Hold on, guys,” I say. “I’ll be right back.”

      I get up and head toward the table. The boy only seems to get more attractive with each step I take. He’s got a face like a movie star, handsome and masculine. Geez, does this school have a thing for producing incredibly hot guys? There were thousands of boys at my old school, but none of them are half as good looking as the dude in front of me.

      “Hey,” he says when he notices me. His voice is strong and musical. “I haven’t seen you around before. How are you?”

      “My name’s Cassia. I transferred here from downstate,” I tell him. “And I’m just fine, thanks.”

      He flashes me a smile that makes me go weak in the knees. “Nice to meet you, Cassia. I’m Cairo.”

      Cairo. A perfect name for a perfect guy. My hands fiddle with the t-shirts. “So… you’re part of the Key Club?”

      “Yeah. I like helping people.” He grins, and I get a flash of white teeth. I thought only celebrities could have that perfect of a smile.

      “That’s good.” I can’t seem to stop staring at him. His gaze is somewhat hypnotic. He pops another quirky grin.

      I force my eyes downward, but when I do, I let out a squeak of excitement. They’re selling bright green sweaters with cute owls with the Heaven High School initials on them. Cairo’s smile grows broader, and my cheeks redden.

      “You like owls?” he asks, moving around the table and next to me. My heartbeat quickens.

      “Kind of obsessed with them, actually.” I pick up the sweater and observe it. Just my size. It’s such an uncommon thing for me to have new clothes. Isolde got me some yesterday, but I chose boring, standard jeans and t-shirts that were inexpensive, because I felt bad for making her buy me stuff. I can’t remember the last time I got myself a present, just because. My insides burn with longing.

      “Do you want it?” he asks. “Goes to a good cause. We’re raising funds for the children’s hospital.”

      I press the sweater to my chest, as if it’s the most precious thing I could ever have. “I love owls. But I won’t be able to buy one.”

      His eyes are on me as I slowly put it back. “I don’t have any money. Or I would.”

      “That’s too bad.” His voice is sympathetic, but when I look at him, his green eyes have a peculiar gleam within them. “But keep your hopes up. Maybe you’ll get that sweater sooner than you think.”

      “Yeah, right.” I let out a laugh. “I don’t think so.”

      “Don’t have a job?” he asks. “It’s okay if you don’t. Most of us wait until we graduate. Aren’t a lot of places to work up here.”

      “I’ve thought about getting one, but if I do, I won’t be spending money on sweaters. No offense,” I add, backing away. “I’m saving for college, you know. Stuff.”

      I give a really lame shrug. He leans in closer. “Well, it was nice to meet you, Cassia. I hope you like it here in Heaven.”

      Before I can react, he grabs my hand and shakes it. Yet it’s not really a handshake… it’s more of a caress, a gentle touch. A volt of electricity shoots up my arm when his skin touches mine. It’s enough to make me gasp.

      Cairo seems to notice. He pulls his hand away. I turn, forcing myself to leave even though I really, really don’t want to.

      If I didn’t know any better, I’d say we had some sort of connection there. A spark between us. Something that joined him and me together, tying our fates as one.

      Pfft. Sure. Wake up, Cassia.

      “That was so embarrassing,” I mutter to myself as I walk away. “And awkward. Stupid, stupid.”

      When I get back to my table, the girls are ogling me like I’m some animal in a zoo.

      “What?” I ask. “Do I have something on my face?”

      “Cairo Cross talked to you,” Lavonne starts. “That’s what.”

      “Why is that such a big deal?” I ask. Cairo’s a good-looking guy, to say the least. He should have no problems talking to girls.

      “Because Cairo doesn’t talk to anyone,” Emalee says. “Or any girls, really. He hangs out with his football buddies and that’s it. No interest in women at all.”

      “That’s weird.” I cast a glance over my shoulder.

      “Maybe he’s gay,” Sydney suggests.

      “Why is that always the assumption if a guy doesn’t date?” Emalee asks.

      “Look, he could have any girl he wants, and he doesn’t take any of us. He has to be gay. It’s the logical assumption,” Lavonne quips.

      While the girls are arguing about Cairo’s sexuality, I’m watching him. I don’t care if he’s gay, but damn, what a tragedy for the female population if he is. Why would someone like him, a popular kid who has all the girls falling for him, keep himself single, and not even allow himself to speak to someone of the opposite sex?

      Maybe he is gay. Or maybe he’s afraid of getting hurt. Most people would consider that lame, but if he’s in that camp, I can understand.

      I’m in the same boat.

      “You’ve got both Thames and Cairo crawling all over you on your first day!” Sydney says excitedly. “It’s something everybody thought was impossible! Senior year is going to be great!”

      “If I were you, I’d go for Cairo and have Thames as a backup,” Lavonne says.

      “What? No!” I say. “I’m not interested in dating anyone.”

      “Girl, you could have the two guys that every girl in the school wants, and you don’t want either?” Lavonne says, astonished. “You’ve got some high standards!”

      “I disagree with you. I think she should pick Thames over Cairo,” Emalee says, as if she didn’t hear a word I just said. “He’d be more fun.”

      “At least Thames attempts to be normal,” Lavonne argues. “He’s a bad boy, so it makes sense he doesn’t want to shack up. Doesn’t like being tied down. But Cairo’s the star quarterback and he won’t let any girl even come near him. I mean, who does that?”

      “I just talked to them. It’s not that big of a deal,” I say.

      The bell rings. I grab my stuff for my next class. Thank God my English class doesn’t have any of those girls in it. I bet they’ll be texting about me back and forth all day.

      I’m not here to get a boyfriend. I’m here to focus on my academics and be the best student I can be, so I can get out of here.

      I go to my locker to get my next textbook. When I open it, I’m floored to see the green owl sweater neatly folded on the top shelf. It’s in my size.

      I turn my head. Standing at the edge of the hallway, looking directly at me, is Cairo. His pale green eyes, sharp and visible even from a distance, gleam. He gives me a warm grin before sticking his hands in his pockets.

      He then strides around the corner, and out of sight.
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      I can’t help it. The next day, I wear the sweater. It’s just too cute not to, no matter what mysterious circumstances circulate around it.

      I don’t know if I should be more concerned that Cairo managed to figure out where my locker was, or that he bought the sweater for me. It’s not a big deal that he got into it… school lockers are easy to break into… but how did he know where to look, and more importantly, why did he do it?

      Did he see me open my locker that morning, and I somehow didn’t see him? That would mean he was paying attention to what I was doing. I was on his radar before I even knew he existed.

      “Hi, Cass.” Thames is standing at my locker first thing. His eyes flicker down to the owl, and he says, “Nice sweater. Bought one from the Key Club?”

      “No. Cairo bought it for me.”

      I open my locker. Thames has gone very still. “What?”

      “Cairo. He’s the⁠—”

      “I know who he is.” Thames cuts me off abruptly.

      I stop unloading things from my backpack. He grimaces, and says, “Sorry. We don’t exactly get along. But he bought you that?”

      “Yeah. I told him I didn’t have the money to buy one, and it showed up in my locker later,” I explain. “I know it was him. He was looking right at me when I found it.”

      “Huh. He’s kinda weird, don’t you think?” Thames asks as he shoves his hands in his jacket pockets.

      “He’s a Key Clubber. He probably felt bad that I couldn’t afford the sweater, and bought one for me out of sympathy,” I say. I’ve been giving myself this explanation all morning, despite my personal hunch it’s not right.

      “Sure.” Thames nods in agreement, but the frown he wears says otherwise. “Come on, we’re late for class.”

      Thames is sulking. His shoulders stay hunched all throughout Chemistry. He still talks to me, but it’s obvious his mind is elsewhere.

      “I’m surprised you showed up today,” I tease during Chemistry, to try and get him to lighten up. “Word on the street is you like to skip.”

      “I skip sometimes, but it’s just to ride my bike when it’s nice. Or when I have better places to be.” He lets out a huff. “The only thing worth taking here is shop class.”

      “You should probably pay attention. Colleges don’t like to see absences,” I remind him.

      “I’ll be fine. I have a 4.0 and got a 34 on the ACT,” he replies. He doodles something on the corner of his paper.

      “Wow.” My eyes widen. “You must be really smart.”

      “I guess.” He tosses down his pencil. “Smarter than some people here who can get the teachers to pass them based on how far they can throw a football.”

      God, he’s grumpy. “With grades like that, I’m surprised you don’t play sports, too,” I say. “The teams could probably use a big guy like you.”

      “Sports are stupid,” Thames replies. “I’d rather spend my time doing other shit instead of running around on the field pretending I’m important.”

      “Um… alrighty then.”  I turn my attention back to the board. Was that a crack at Cairo? If it was, Thames wasn’t very subtle about it.

      A 34 on the ACT… Thames is practically a genius. For all his bad boy exterior, Thames seems like he’s a real brainiac.

      It’s a starkly different picture compared to Cairo,  who Thames implied skates by on his athletic abilities rather than actually getting the work done. I haven’t been here very long, but it’s obvious to me the two boys are very different.

      The rest of the day passes in a blur. Thankfully, there’s a new rumor going around about the head cheerleader cheating on her boyfriend that sufficiently distracts Sydney, Emalee and Lavonne. It prevents them from gossiping about me.

      I look for Cairo, but he’s not around. I’m disappointed that he’s not in any of my classes.

      “He’s not here,” Emalee says as she sees me staring off where the Key Club table was yesterday. “He and the other club members went to buy toys for the children’s hospital. I guess it was a successful fundraiser.”

      “Oh.” The word whooshes out from my lips, a sound of disappointment. I quickly pull myself together. I can’t believe I’m this obsessed with a person I only met once, and for five minutes. What is wrong with me?

      At the end of the day, Thames meets me at my locker again. He’s fallen into the habit of being there every time the bell rings between classes. Some people would find it annoying, but I actually kind of like it. It’s nice to have someone to talk to, even if it’s just for a few minutes.

      “I’ve got to go home and fix my bike,” Thames says. He seems particularly moody. “Damn caliper is acting funny again.”

      “Do you want me to help?” I ask, a little too soon.

      “Do you know anything about bikes?” Thames asks. He smiles for the first time that day.

      “Not a damn thing,” I reply. “But I’m willing to learn.”

      Being with Thames sure beats sitting awkwardly at home with Isolde. Last night we both went to our separate rooms and stayed there. It’s like she doesn’t know what to do with me.

      “All right. We can take my truck.” We stride toward the door. “I can drop you off whenever.”

      Unexpectedly, he puts his arm around me. Thames’ arm is heavy on my shoulder, and warm. He smells like leather.

      Usually I’d be opposed to physical contact with… well… anyone, but Thames seems different. Is different. He obviously hasn’t had an easy time of it, either. It’s like he understands. We’ve only known each other for two days, but already, I feel so close to Thames. Instinctively, I know I can trust him.

      “I’m not worried about getting back early. My homework’s already done,” I reply. I let his arm sag on me as we walk to the car.

      Thames’ truck is pretty old. He has to play with it to get it started. I text Isolde to let her know what I’m doing and silence my phone, so I don’t check to see whatever she texts back. The truck starts abruptly forward, giving a loud rumble. Thames turns the radio on full blast, to a channel that plays screamo rock music, then takes off.

      Thames is a crazy driver, and I love it. He goes twenty miles over the speed limit the whole way home. He takes turns and corners so fast that the truck nearly tips over.

      Most people would be clutching their seats right now, but not me. This makes me feel alive.

      Thames jerks to a halt in front of an old garage next to a farm house. With a wild look in his eyes, he glances at me. I can’t wipe the grin off my face.

      “Sorry about that. I forgot to ask if you wanted to drive,” he says.

      “I’m not legal,” I tell him. I get out of the car and gently shut the door, so the truck doesn’t fall into pieces at the impact. “I didn’t want you to get in trouble if we got pulled over.”

      “No permit?” Thames, who seems to have no regard for the truck, full-on slams the door on the driver’s side. The truck shakes.

      “I haven’t taken driver’s ed yet. I’m waiting until I turn eighteen to take the test and get my license,” I tell him. “It’s only a few months away.”

      “So you haven’t driven before?”

      “I have. I know how to drive.” I had to learn, in order to get away from Eric.

      “Illegal driving. I like that.” Thames smiles. He walks to the garage and pulls up the door. I take a look at the farmhouse.

      “Do you live here?” I ask. Inside the garage are an array of tools, two old cars, and what I’m assuming is Thames’ crotch rocket. I’m no expert in bikes but it looks expensive, and fast.

      “Naw, my buddy lets me keep my tools here,” Thames says. “I live alone.”

      “Alone?” I ask, surprised. “But… you’re still in high school.”

      “Yeah, but I’m eighteen.” Thames pulls up his pants, which were previously hanging dangerously low on his hipbones. I tried not to look earlier, but it was a bit distracting.

      “How do you get by?”

      “I work nights. Long nights.” He picks up a wrench. “One of the reasons I haven’t gotten a chance to ride until now. I’ve been trying to work on it during lunch time, but the drive here takes up most of it.”

      I sit on a crate. “Sorry, but… why?”

      He rolls the bike to the front of the garage. “Baggage, remember?”

      I guess. But what could be so upsetting to Thames that he felt like he felt like he had to live alone? I mean… working late nights as a senior in high school to support yourself? I’ve been desperate enough to consider it in the past, but ultimately decided that staying in the system and boosting my grades would be a better option than trying to make it on my own.

      But Thames seems like a lone wolf, the type of guy who does what he wants regardless of what anyone else says. Maybe his parents were just too controlling and he felt like had to break out.

      That’s got to be it.

      Mechanic work is equivalent to rocket science in my book. Thames tries to teach me what he’s doing, but I’m clueless. Eventually he gives up and just works on the bike, talking to me about random stuff.

      It doesn’t matter. I’m happy enough just to be here.

      “Finally.” Thames stands up, throwing his tools to the floor. “That was a real pain in the ass. Shouldn’t have taken me so long.”

      I don’t think it took him that long. It’s still daylight out. Thames fires up the bike and grins when he revs it. It sounds mean.

      “You wanna go for a ride?” he asks. He gets on the back of the bike and waddles it toward me. “I have a spare helmet.”

      “I’ve never ridden a crotch rocket before. I don’t know how.”

      Thames puts the kickstand on the bike, handing me a helmet before putting on his own. “You can ride on back. Just grab onto me.”

      I put the helmet on. “Whatever.”

      Thames swings himself over the bike. I hop on back, looking around for something to grab.

      “You need to wrap your arms around my waist, and hold on tight,” he says. “We’re gonna be going fast. Don’t want you flying off the back.”

      I loop my arms around his middle. Instantly, a fresh wave of heat radiates against my skin. Wow, he’s got a hot body temperature. And damn, what kind of a job does Thames have that gives him such rock-hard abs?

      Thames kicks back the stand and drives the bike out of the garage. He goes at a comfortable speed out the driveway, until the tires hit the asphalt. He then revs it into high gear, and the bike jumps backward. The front tire rears a few inches off the street, and I cling tightly to Thames. The crotch rocket goes from a reasonable speed to flying in seconds.

      The trees become a green blur as we race by them. Michigan is a wonderland, consumed by the smell of burning rubber and cold wind rushing across my face. A thrill of exhilaration sweeps through my stomach and up my chest. There’s nothing but us and the bike, balancing on a precious line between life and death that Thames is intent on pushing as our speed climbs higher and higher.

      This is living. This is what I’ve been missing.

      I glance down at the odometer. It’s inching toward one-hundred miles per hour.

      I figure out that Thames is going into a turn too fast seconds before he does. I open my mouth to cry out a warning.

      “Thames, you need to slow down!” I shout over the engine’s roar.

      But by then, it’s too late. Thames tries to save it, but he overcorrects, and the bike jerks roughly to the side. I go flying off as Thames and the bike end up spinning out from underneath.

      My body hurtles through open air, twirling towards a collection of trees, rock, and hard pavement. My brain barely registers what’s happening. I have no way to prevent the death that comes next, the violent end that I’m destined for.

      I figure my life ends here. Until a pair of strong arms wrap themselves around me, and catch me as I fall.
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      I slam against something, but it’s not the road. It’s a body. The arms enclose around me, and hold me tightly as we both go crashing to the ground. Whoever is behind me breaks my fall as we go skidding onto the pavement at a rapid speed. We tumble over and over before finally sliding to a stop on the side of the road.

      My vision fades in and out. I take a few deep breaths and try to calm down. I’m barely conscious. I don’t even know if I’m still alive.

      I try to move my limbs. Miraculously, nothing’s broken. I sit up, shoving down a wave of nausea due to vertigo. I take my helmet off and press a hand against my mouth. My clothes are dirty and torn, and I have a few bruises, but I’m all right.

      This isn’t possible. I shouldn’t be alive.

      There’s only one explanation. Someone caught me, but how? I didn’t see anyone on the side of the road, and even if they were there, there’s no physically possible way they could’ve broken my fall, or even caught me in time. They’d have to be some kind of superhero.

      My mouth drops open when I see that Cairo crouching next to me. Another truck— a newer one than Thames’— is parked next to the fragments of the destroyed crotch rocket.

      “Cassia, are you hurt?” Concern shadows Cairo’s eyes. He parts my hair back, checking for injuries. I’m shaking all over. I must be in shock.

      “Thames,” I whisper. I jerk my head around, looking for him.

      I nearly have a heart attack when I see him nearby, totally unharmed. He’s kicking the remains of his trashed bike, swearing under his breath. He glances guiltily at me before looking down, ashamed.

      No way. We completely crashed. That accident should’ve killed Thames— or at least left him with some very serious injuries. He should be in the hospital right now in critical condition, but there’s not a scratch on him.

      Was the crash not as bad as I thought?

      I remember the odometer and realize that’s not possible. At the speed we were going, both of us should be dead.

      The boys up here aren’t just hot. They’re indestructible.

      “What are you doing here?” I ask Cairo shakily.

      Cairo doesn’t answer, just checks me for injuries. He squeezes my limbs and presses his thick hands against my middle. My whole body starts to shake.

      “You’re going into shock.” Cairo slips off his letter jacket and drapes it around my shoulders, pulling it tightly around me like a blanket. He wraps his arms around me again, pulling me to his chest. “Just try to breathe. You’re gonna be fine.”

      “It’s cold out.” What a stupid objection. I nearly died, and all I can think about is Cairo’s comfort.

      “I’ll be fine.” Cairo is glaring at Thames murderously. “You’ve been through a traumatic experience. Stay calm, so you can process what happened.”

      It’s like Cairo’s reading a from a paramedic manual. I feel like he doesn’t know what to do, though, either. He’s shaking as much as I am.

      “How did you catch me?” I ask. I stumble through the words. “I… I fell off the bike, and you were there.”

      “You’re not thinking straight, Cassia,” Cairo tells me calmly. “Nobody caught you. I was driving by, and I saw the accident. I got here just as you woke up.”

      “No!” I push him away. The letterman jacket slips off my shoulders and plops on the ground. “That’s bullshit! I know you caught me! There’s no possible way I could’ve lived!”

      “Cassia, listen to what you’re saying right now,” Cairo says in a calm voice. “How could I have caught you? I wasn’t here when you were driving by, and even if I was, I’d have to be Superman to be fast enough to catch you before you hit the pavement. Be happy that you got lucky.”

      I know what Cairo’s saying technically makes sense. But at the same time, it doesn’t. First the invisible attack in the forest, then the glowing light, and now this? I’d be convinced I’m losing my mind, but that isn’t right. I’m not under that much stress to imagine all of this.

      I can’t help it. Tears start dripping down my face. Cairo stoops down and picks up the letterman jacket, placing it back on my shoulders. He draws me close once again as he mumbles, “Damn you, Thames. You should know better.”

      Thames keeps his distance. “She was safe with me,” he says in a low voice.

      “Obviously not! I’ve told you that you need to watch your turns!” Cairo bellows.

      “You don’t tell me what to do,” Thames mutters.

      “I wouldn’t have to if you weren’t so careless,” Cairo bites back.

      Cairo starts guiding me toward his truck. That’s when Thames plants himself firmly in front of us.

      “What are you doing with her?” Thames eyes flash with something scary. I’d call it jealously, but that’s not what it is. It’s almost like he’s frightened for me.

      “She needs to go to the hospital!” Cairo barks. “Can’t you see that? Thames, just move out of the way!”

      “Thames should go, too,” I say, subbing in quietly.

      “He’ll be fine,” Cairo says callously, and I’m taken aback by his attitude. Does he really hate Thames so much that he doesn’t care if he’s seriously hurt?

      “Yeah, nothing’s wrong with me,” Thames says quickly, before adding, “But why should you be the one to take her?”

      “You need to stay here and clean up this mess,” Cairo snarls. He kicks a rouge bike part aside, and Thames flinches as it titters away.

      For a second, I think that the boys are going to start a fist fight right here in the road. Thames’ hands are bunched into fists, and Cairo’s grip is firmer on me than before.

      Then Thames turns away. “Whatever.” He glances at me. “Stay safe, Cass.”

      I nod. Cairo opens the truck door for me, and then literally picks me up and sets me inside, like I’m some little kid. He puts the truck in drive, and Thames disappears as we round the corner.

      I really don’t want to ride into anything mechanized after what I just went through, but I don’t have much of a choice. I pull the letter jacket around me and bury myself in it.

      “I don’t need to go to the hospital,” I tell Cairo. “I’m fine.”

      “You could have internal bleeding. You’re not thinking clearly right now.” Cairo drives much more carefully than Thames. He takes every turn almost methodically, like an old man.

      “Seriously, it’s okay,” I argue. I can feel my blood start to boil. Calm down, calm down.

      “Cassia, you’re going.”

      “No, Cairo! I don’t want to!” I shout. I kick the dash in a spout of rage.

      Cairo frowns. I instantly feel guilty.

      “Sorry,” I tell him. “But if I go to the hospital, social services will know, and my foster mom will get in trouble. They’ll take me away. I don’t want that to happen. I just got here.”

      “You’re a foster kid?” Cairo’s eyes soften.

      “Yeah. So can you please just drop it?”

      Cairo hesitates. Then he says, “Okay. I’ll drop it.”

      The question that’s burning on the tip of my tongue slips off. “How could you just leave Thames like that?” I ask.

      Cairo rubs the back of his neck. “I’m sorry you had to see me like that,” he says. He’s turned quiet, soft. Gentle, like before, and not scary. “I didn’t mean to lose my temper. I was just scared for you.”

      “Why? We’ve just met,” I say.

      “Does it matter? You’re a human being, aren’t you?”

      He looks at me, and I don’t respond. Cairo shakes his head. “Look, I’m sure you’ve already heard that Thames and I have a complicated history, but that doesn’t mean I don’t care about him. If I thought he was hurt in any way, I wouldn’t have left him out there.”

      That’s news to me. Thames made it sound like he and Cairo were bitter enemies. Maybe they were former buddies who had a fallout.

      Men, I guess.

      The trees whiz by the window, just like they did on the bike, but not as fast. My mind is still whirling. It never stopped spinning after I was thrown off the bike.

      I shouldn’t have survived that crash. Not unless I have some sort of guardian angel protecting me.

      “Are you going to tell me what really happened?” I ask. I keep my gaze focused on the window, but I can still see Cairo’s reflection. It freezes.

      Silence. Then, “Probably not.”

      “Why?” I turn to look at him. “This isn’t right. You saved me. I know you did. I deserve to know the truth.”

      Cairo looks guilty. “I know you do. But you wouldn’t believe me if I told you.”

      I let out a hollow laugh. “After what I’ve seen the past few days? Try me.”

      He doesn’t ask what exactly I’ve seen, which only heightens my curiosity. And my suspicions.

      Cairo rubs his face and says, “Just… try to convince yourself that you fell off, and weren’t hurt, okay? It’s the easiest thing for you to believe.”

      I make a sarcastic noise. “Fine.”

      We drive in silence. Cairo takes a left turn, in the opposite direction of Isolde’s house.

      “This isn’t the way back to my place,” I tell him. “I don’t live in town.”

      “I’m not taking you back home, not until I know you’re okay,” he says. “You’re going to eat something first.”

      “So bossy.” I’m surprised to find that my stomach is empty, and ravenous. I am starving. “But I don’t have any money.”

      “I’ll pay. Don’t worry about it.”

      “Does that make it a date?” I smirk.

      “It’s whatever you want it to be,” he responds. “You’re the one who lived through a near-death experience.”

      “My clothes are kind of a mess,” I say, looking at my tattered rags. I’ve still got dirt on me from the crash.

      “It doesn’t matter. You’re with me.”

      “So cocky.” I shake my head, but Cairo only smirks.

      Cairo pulls into the parking lot of a small restaurant on the corner of town. He opens my door. I try to refuse him from helping me out, but he takes his arm and wraps it around my waist, lifting me out of the truck with one arm.

      He acts like I weigh no more than a feather. It’s like this guy benchpresses houses in his spare time.

      “I can get out by myself, you know,” I say. What is this guy, Hercules? Or is he just trying to impress me?

      “Not the point. I’m just checking,” he says.

      We head inside, where Cairo immediately goes to a corner table that I’m pretty sure is designated as his. Star quarterback perks.

      Just like I guessed, a waitress is at our table in seconds, carrying a Coke. She sets it in front of Cairo and pointedly ignores me, batting her eyelashes at him. “How are you doing, Cairo? I haven’t seen you around much lately.”

      “Busy with football practice. I’ve been catching meals when I can,” he says.

      Cairo glances at me, and says, “Betty, would you get Cassia something to drink?”

      Betty’s eyes languish on me. I can tell she hates that I’m wearing his letter jacket. “What do you want, darling?”

      “Um, a Coke,” I say. Betty totters away, obviously not pleased.

      I look at the menu and find that it’s filled with Northern Michigan fare. Whitefish, lots of gravy, and not a vegetable in sight.

      “Having trouble figuring what you want?” Cairo asks.

      “I’ve eaten way too many hamburgers and sandwiches in my life,” I say, realizing how impossibly true that is. “Today made me realize that I need to get out of my comfort zone. Try new stuff more.”

      “Get the pasty,” Cairo says. “You’ll like it, trust me.”

      I’ve never eaten a pasty in my life, but I’ll take his word for it.

      Betty slams the Coke down in front of me, and a little bit spills on the table. “What do you want?”

      “Um… I’ll have the pasty,” I say, winging it.

      “Same.” Cairo says. I hand Betty the menus, and she whips them out of my hands. I make a face at Cairo when she turns her back.

      “Don’t mind Betty,” he says. “She’s usually nice, but she gets jealous if I bring girls with me. If I’m by myself or with my buddies, she’ll talk to me the entire time I’m here.”

      “I thought you didn’t
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