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Chapter One

 


It was late in the evening on the day after
Christmas, and Evelyn Hernandez should have been at home, warm, and
in bed. Instead, she was sitting on the cold, cushionless seat of a
folding metal chair in an overly bright room located somewhere
inside the County Sheriff’s Station.

The space was not at all like the dimly lit
chamber she’d expected, the one she’d seen so many times on
television with the single, swinging bulb hanging from the ceiling,
handcuff rings welded to the tabletop, and a two-way mirror set
into one wall, but then maybe those rooms were reserved for the
criminals, not the victims. This room had rows of fluorescent
lights set into the ceiling and instead of a mirror to spy through,
the entire wall separating the room from the hallway was made of
clear glass panels, floor to ceiling.

Sitting across from Evelyn at the single
table in the center of the room was a little girl in a
Frozen nightgown using a black ballpoint pen to draw
pictures of snowmen on a sheet of white paper. Her long, brown hair
and dark eyes were in direct contrast to the blonde hair and
sea-blue orbs peeking from beneath the gray blanket that draped her
slender shoulders.

“The nose is supposed to be orange,” the
little girl said matter-of-factly and without looking in Evelyn’s
direction, “but this is the only color I have.”

Evelyn reached into the front zipper of the
backpack she’d brought and produced a tight bundle of colored
pencils. “I might have an orange,” she said, removing the large
rubber band holding the pencils together and carefully setting the
loose pile on the table between them.

Still without meeting Evelyn’s gaze, the
girl retrieved the orange pencil from among the other colors and
proceeded to fill in the carrot nose of her most recent
snowman.

“I like your drawings.”

“Thank you,” the little girl said, glancing
up at Evelyn for the first time. When she was done coloring the
nose, she set the drawing to one side and continued filling in the
noses of each and every snowman she’d drawn, all seven of them.
Then she returned the orange pencil to the center of the table,
carefully stacked her drawings in a single neat pile, and sat back
in her chair with her hands in her lap. Her big brown eyes took in
Evelyn for a moment, and then they looked past her, over Evelyn’s
shoulder, through the glass and out into the hall.

An hour earlier, Evelyn had awoken to the
sound of men’s voices downstairs. Maybe one of her dad’s friends.
She began to drift back to sleep when a woman’s voice, reciting
names and numbers in a sudden burst of radio static, cut through
the darkness and jolted Evelyn out of bed, bringing her immediately
downstairs.

“But what does this have to do with Evelyn?”
she heard her mother ask as she joined her parents in the living
room. The police officer standing just inside the front door saw
her first and, smiling politely, nodded in her direction. It was
Deputy Ramirez, the officer who had questioned her at school about
Aiden’s disappearance, and then later at the hospital, about
Spider, the man who shot Karen.

Evelyn’s parents had turned to look at her
as well, but neither of them had been smiling.

“How old are you?” the little girl
asked.

“Sixteen.”

“I’m almost eight.”

“I like your earrings,” Evelyn said. “Are
they stars?”

“Uh-huh.” She smiled and reached up to touch
the lobes of both ears. “I like your necklace.”

“Thank you, my boyfriend gave it to me.”

“You have a boyfriend?” she asked, her eyes
growing larger.

“Yes.”

“Does your mommy know?” she almost
whispered.

“Yes,” Evelyn said, fingering the tiny
paintbrush and palette hanging from the delicate gold chain around
her neck. “She likes him.”

“Does he…” Now she was whispering. “Is he …
nice to you?”

“Yes, he is.” Evelyn smiled. “He’s very nice
to me.”

“What’s his name?” she asked, as if the
answer were somehow crucial.

“Sammy.”

She seemed to think about this for a moment
before nodding her head. “And what’s your name?”

“Evelyn.”

Her lips moved as she silently repeated the
name to herself. “My name is Isabella. You can just say Bella, if
you want.”

“Okay, Bella,” said Evelyn. “It is very,
very nice to meet you.”

“We picked her up less than an hour ago,”
Deputy Ramirez had explained. “Someone saw her running down the
street in only her nightgown, not even shoes. She said a man had
grabbed her from her house and put her in his car. She said she
opened the door and jumped out when the car slowed down. We think
we’ve identified her parents and are attempting to locate them now,
but—” He had seemed to stop himself mid-sentence, looking suddenly
very uncomfortable. His gaze had darted about their living room for
a second or two before finally settling on Evelyn’s dad. “Look, I
know this is highly unusual, and, well, maybe even inappropriate.
But I just don’t think making this little girl look at mug shots
all night is the right thing to do, and we don’t have a real artist
on staff, and I don’t want to keep her away from her parents any
longer than necessary.”

Evelyn hadn’t waited for her parents to
answer. She was already on her way upstairs to get her backpack and
jacket.

“Are you in trouble?” asked Isabella.

“No.”

She looked past Evelyn out into the hallway.
“Who is that man, then?”

Evelyn turned to look. “That’s my dad,” she
said.

He was sitting in a chair against the
opposite wall of the hallway, pretending to read a magazine. She
didn’t see Deputy Ramirez anywhere, but she noticed that he’d left
the door to the room open a few inches and so she assumed he was
probably standing just behind it. “Let her talk, but don’t lead
her,” he had said to Evelyn on the drive over. “You know what I
mean? Don’t coach her. We’ll be listening. We have to.”

“Is he in trouble?” Isabella asked.

“Who, my dad? No.”

“Then why are you here?” she asked. “People
only come here if they do something bad.”

“But you’re here,” Evelyn said. “You didn’t
do anything bad.”

She didn’t immediately respond but sat
thoughtfully for a moment, eyes fixed on the tabletop before her.
“Or if they work here,” she finally said, “so they could try to
help you.”

“I don’t work here,” Evelyn said, reaching
into her backpack again, “but I am here to help you.”

“What is that?”

“My sketchbook.”

Isabella sat up straight in her chair. “Are
you going to draw me?”

“I can, if you want me to.”

“Okay.” Isabella lifted her chin, squared
her shoulders, and turned her head a few inches to one side. “Like
this?”

“That’s perfect,” Evelyn said, touching her
pencil to the page.

Quickly, she sketched Isabella’s round face,
upturned nose, and plump little cupid bow lips.

Someone saw her running down the street in
only her nightgown, not even shoes.

Evelyn tried not to think about it, to let
her imagination dwell too long on the image of Isabella scared and
alone in the freezing dark. She concentrated instead on capturing
her impossibly large eyes, noticing, only then, the deep-set
shadows that seemed to surround them.

She said a man had grabbed her from her
house and put her in his car.

Suddenly, Evelyn felt her heart leap into
her throat, and she was struck with the overwhelming urge to take
Isabella in her arms, to wrap her in the protective custody of her
embrace. Anyone who would hurt this little girl deserved the worst
possible punishment. They deserved to die. She found her sudden
sense of rage at the situation frightening. Though, admittedly, it
was an emotion becoming more familiar to Evelyn than her previous
feeling of vulnerability and the ache of helplessness that
accompanied it.

“Evelyn?” Isabella asked, her mouth hardly
moving in an attempt to maintain her pose.

She took a deep breath, willed her hand to
stop shaking. “Yes?”

“Can I have a princess crown, please?”

“You absolutely can,” Evelyn said, and then
added, “your highness.”

She flashed Evelyn a wide-eyed grin, and
then quickly regained her regal composure.

Evelyn added a delicate tiara, aglitter with
diamonds, to the top of Isabella’s image. She would serve this
beautiful princess. She would help Deputy Ramirez find the man who
hurt this child, whatever she had to do.

Evelyn turned the sketchbook around for
Isabella to see.

Her mouth shaped a soundless, “Wow.”

“Do you like it?”

“Yes. Can I have it?”

“Of course.” Evelyn folded the page back and
forth a few times and then slid her fingertip along the inside
margin of the book from top to bottom before carefully tugging the
page free.

Isabella examined the portrait closely for a
moment and then placed it reverently on top of her snowmen
drawings.

“May I draw another picture?” Evelyn
asked.

“For me?”

“No, for Deputy Ramirez.”

“The policeman that found me?”

“Yes.” Evelyn slipped her arms free of the
jacket she was wearing, a puffy winter coat with fake fur around
the hood, letting it fall over the back of her chair. Beneath it
were the flannel Batman pajamas she’d gone to sleep in. “He asked
me to draw a picture of the man that … hurt you.”

“Why?” she asked, staring at the symbol of
the bat on Evelyn’s chest.

“Because he wants to know who he is, so he
can find him.”

Isabella’s eyes moved to Evelyn’s. “And get
him in trouble?”

“Yes.”

“Oh.” She fixed her gaze on the tabletop
again, her face emotionless.

“Will it be all right if I come sit in that
chair next to you?”

She looked at Evelyn and then at the empty
chair. “Okay,” she said.

As Evelyn moved to Isabella’s side of the
table, the realization hit her that she’d never done anything like
this before, drawn a real person’s picture from someone else’s
memory. Live models were challenging enough. Where did she begin?
What should she ask?

Isabella must have been wondering the same
thing. “How do you do it?” she whispered as Evelyn settled in next
to her. “How do you draw … him?”

“Well…” Evelyn considered the question, her
pencil poised above the blank page. It seemed they were about to do
a very dangerous thing. Here in this bright room, with her father
just outside and Deputy Ramirez guarding the door, they were safe.
But he was a real thing, a real darkness. Were they about to invite
the devil inside? She touched the pendant at her throat, sliding
her thumb over the miniature palette and brush that hung there. No,
this was necessary, she decided, a necessary evil. “I guess you
describe him to me.”

“Describe?”

“You know, what his face looked like, what
kind of hair did he have, the most that you can remember, and I try
to draw a picture from what you tell me.”

“Oh.”

“Do you think you can do that?

“I don’t know if I can remember.”

“Can you try?”

“Okay.”

Evelyn sketched the basic oval and
crosshairs of a face and then turned toward her princess. “What
should I draw first?”

“His nose?” Isabella offered.

“Okay.” She moved the pencil lightly over
the page, leaving only wisps of lines, suggestions of shapes. “Did
he have a big nose, a medium nose, or a small nose?”

“Kinda big?”

She let the lines darken, the shadows
coalesce. “More round or more straight?”

“More straight.”

“Okay.” She kept her pencil moving. “What
next?”

“He had a mustache … and a beard.”

She darkened the lines.

“No, not on the sides. Not on the
cheeks.”

Evelyn concentrated her lines above the
lips, on the chin, and around the mouth.

“Yes,” Isabella confirmed.

“What kind of eyes did he have?”

“They were mean. He had mean eyes.”

“Big, medium, or—”

“Small,” she said. “They were small.” She
could feel Isabella leaning closer, drawn to the page. “And he was
bald.”

Her pencil moved upward as Evelyn
reconsidered the hairline. “Here?”

“All the way bald. He had a round head.”

She reinforced the lines of her original
oval.

“And glasses.”

“Square or round?”

“Round?”

Evelyn came up with something in
between.

“And wrinkles,” Isabella said, “like this.”
She used the tips of her fingers to draw imaginary lines from the
sides of her nose down around her mouth to her chin. “Big, like
cuts.” She drew more lines across her own forehead. “And here.”

The face taking shape before Evelyn was
becoming more and more familiar. Out in the hall, her father and
Deputy Ramirez were now standing openly at the glass, attempting to
see the image as well. She put her pencil down and sat back in her
chair. Where had she seen this man before? School? Church? This
could be anybody. How could she possibly have drawn a real person
from a seven-year-old’s description?

And then it hit her, in a wave of
disappointment: television. The man in the picture looked exactly
like the lead character from the series Breaking Bad. She
looked up to meet Deputy Ramirez’s eyes and slowly moved her head
from side to side until she saw his shoulders slump. She had drawn
Walter White.

Then she heard Isabella say softly, just
under her breath, “He wasn’t always so mean.”

“No,” Evelyn agreed. “He wasn’t, was he? Not
at first.”

She spun her head to look at Evelyn and then
quickly lowered her eyes.

“That’s not him, is it?”

Now it was Isabella’s turn to shake her
head.

“You don’t remember what he looks like, do
you?”

She fixed her gaze on the tabletop again,
not a yes, not a no, her face an emotionless blank. Evelyn looked
out into the hallway. Deputy Ramirez had disappeared and her father
was drifting toward his seat against the far wall.

“It’s okay, Bella,” she said, gently closing
the sketchbook. “It’s okay to be afraid. I understand.”

Isabella turned, her eyes deep pools of
liquid brown with a blackness at their center so absolute it seemed
to go on forever. Evelyn felt their pull, knew she would soon be
drowning in them. “Someone hurt me, once,” she heard herself say.
“Someone I trusted.”

“What did you do?”

“Well, I wanted to tell on him … on them, to
make them stop, but I was too afraid at first. I was too …
ashamed.”

“Ashamed?”

“I thought it was my fault, but it wasn’t.
It wasn’t my fault.”

“But did you? Did you tell?”

“Yes, I told.” Evelyn remembered sitting in
the school office with her parents, surrounded by the dean, two
policemen, and other people she didn’t even know, all watching the
video of her and Garvey Valenzuela making out and almost having
sex. It was the video her bullies had terrorized her with for
weeks, the reason she began cutting herself.

“Did you get them in trouble?”

“Yes, I did. I got them in trouble,” she
said, “and they stopped hurting me.”

Ten minutes later, Evelyn found herself
staring at a new drawing.

The man in this sketch didn’t look like
anyone she knew, on television or in real life. Everything about
him was average, his nose not big or small, his eyes not mean or
kind, just average. Someone you passed in the mall, or the person
standing behind you in line at the grocery store. Mr. Average.
Isabella had helped her with every detail, whispering her responses
to Evelyn’s questions, leaning close to Evelyn as she sketched. Now
she was quiet.

As Evelyn creased the margin of the page to
remove the drawing from her sketchbook, Isabella sat back in her
chair. When she held the image up, Isabella lowered her head and
focused her eyes on the table’s edge instead.

If Evelyn didn’t recognize this man,
Isabella surely did.

There was a knock on the door and Deputy
Ramirez entered the room. Isabella seemed to grow smaller in her
seat at the sight of him.

Evelyn stood and brought the picture to the
deputy.

“Thank you, Evelyn,” he said, examining the
face on the page. “I really appreciate this.”

“I don’t know.” She lowered her voice, not
wanting Isabella to hear. “I’ve never done anything like this
before.”

“What do you mean?”

“It’s just that he looks so…” She shrugged.
“So…”

“Normal?”

“Yes, normal. How can we be sure he even
looks like that? That could be anyone.”

“It’s something, Evelyn, and believe me,
it’s more than we had before, much more.” He looked at the drawing
again. “Give me a couple of minutes to get this circulating, and
then I’ll get someone to take you and your father home.”

“What about Bella?”

“Oh, yes, her too. We finally made contact
with the mother.”

“That’s good, right?” From the way he said
the mother, she couldn’t be sure.

His eyes moved past Evelyn toward Isabella.
“Apparently, she just got home from work.”

“But who was watching Bella?”

“I don’t know,” he said, “but I plan to find
out.”

Sometime after midnight, Evelyn and her
father were once again in the deputy’s patrol car. Only this time,
Isabella was with them. She sat next to Evelyn on the hard plastic
of the back seat while her dad rode up front. It was only after
they got up to leave the office that Evelyn noticed what Isabella
was wearing on her feet: a pair of men’s black socks pulled up to
her knees and held there by rubber bands. Deputy Ramirez’s socks no
doubt, and just the kind of thing Evelyn’s father would have
thought to do.

The deputy apologized repeatedly for
dragging Evelyn and her father along, but, as he explained, they
were a little shorthanded because of the holidays, and an officer
on patrol would meet them at the address. Evelyn didn’t mind, and
she suspected the deputy didn’t either. It hadn’t seemed right to
just walk out on Isabella and leave her alone at the Sherriff’s
station, or make her ride in the back of a patrol car by herself.
Besides, Evelyn wanted to see this night through, to know Isabella
was in her own home again. She said a man had grabbed her from her
house and put her in his car. But would she be safe there? How
could a seven-year-old child be stolen from her own home? What was
to stop it from happening again?

The car turned a corner and slowed to a stop
in front of a two-story house nearly identical to the home on each
side of it. The weak glow of landscape lights bordered the front
lawn and a single yellow bulb burned next to the front door.
Inside, the house seemed completely dark.

“Is this it?” Evelyn wondered aloud, peering
over Isabella’s head out the passenger side window.

As if in answer to her question, the front
door opened and a woman hurried out without closing the door behind
her. At the same time, a second patrol car turned onto the street
from the opposite direction, its headlights momentarily
illuminating the woman rushing toward them, along with the entire
front of the house. That was when Evelyn saw him, the man in the
upstairs window.

“It’s best if you two stay in the car,”
Deputy Ramirez said, opening his door.

The other officer, a woman, was now out of
her car and walking quickly toward them.

“Oh, my baby!” the mother cried as she
reached the car. “My Bella!”

“Mommy?” Isabella began to pull anxiously at
her seatbelt “Mommy!”

Just as Deputy Ramirez opened Isabella’s
door, a single dull pop sounded from the direction of the house.
“Down!” the deputy shouted, slamming the door shut. “Get your heads
down!”

Evelyn reached for Isabella, covering her
head and pulling her as close as possible with their seatbelts
still on, but her own head remained exposed, unable to look away
from the scene playing out before her.

“Marco, no!” the mother screamed, turning
toward the house.

Deputy Ramirez reached for her but the woman
deputy was already there, wrapping both arms around her from behind
and pulling her back toward the car.

A man’s voice burst from the radio. “Shots
fired! Rubio and Vine!”

Evelyn could see Deputy Ramirez, his gun
drawn, shouting into his shoulder microphone as he moved toward the
open front door. The car radio came alive with voices, a mixture of
codes, questions, and commands. Deputy Ramirez disappeared into the
house. “Stand by,” was the last thing she heard him say, and then
all was quiet.

Evelyn waited, eyes fixed on the open front
door. No one moved or made a sound, not Isabella curled against
her, not her father watching just as intently from the front seat,
and not Isabella’s mother or the deputy holding onto her
outside.

Then Deputy Ramirez appeared in the doorway,
alone, his gun holstered at his side. He looked toward the other
deputy and gave a slight shake of his head.

The mother slumped in the deputy’s arms.
There was the sound of sirens in the distance, more voices from the
radio, and then something else, a noise like the howling of an
animal. “No,” a wailing growing louder and louder, “Marco, no!”

Beneath all of that, Evelyn heard Isabella
whispering, “I’m sorry, Mommy,” over and over again, her face
buried in Evelyn’s lap. “I’m sorry, Mommy. I’m sorry.”

Evelyn thought about the man she’d seen in
the upstairs window, how normal he had seemed, how average. He
could have been anyone.


Chapter Two

 


A week later, Evelyn stood alone outside Ms.
Shipley’s classroom, watching her breath freeze before her in white
puffs of vapor as she waited for the bell to ring. It was the
morning of the first day back from Christmas break, but Evelyn’s
new plaid skirt and matching red cardigan were all but hidden
beneath the roundness of her puffy white winter coat. She felt like
a snowman with wool-covered stilts for legs.

The only other humans in view were a group
of freshman boys huddled near the back fence kicking an unopened
carton of milk back and forth across the asphalt between them. Any
second now, the battered container was bound to split open and
spray milk over one or more of them. This was something Evelyn
thought she’d like to see. She considered listening to music at the
same time, but to get to her earbuds and phone would mean removing
her hands from beneath the warmth of her armpits, and that just
wasn’t something she was willing to do at the moment, so she
watched the boys and waited for the inevitable.

That was probably why she didn’t notice him
walking toward her from the opposite direction, why the sound of
his voice caused her to spin about in surprise, and why she was
momentarily speechless at the sight of him.

It was Garvey Valenzuela.

“I said, I see you’re wearing my favorite
tights,” he repeated.

“What are you doing here?” she demanded.

“It’s a new semester,” he said, as if that
explained everything, as if that explained why he was suddenly
standing there smiling confidently at her, as if that night, and
everything that came after, had never happened.

“But you got suspended.”

“For two weeks.” He shrugged. “It’s already
January.”

“Then where have you been?”

“I finished the quarter at Central, but I’m
a Coyote, man!” He gestured dramatically to the chest of his
letterman’s jacket with both hands. “I don’t want to play for no
Blackhawks.” He grinned, one of his single-dimple smiles, as he ran
one hand self-consciously through the dark waves of hair on his
head. “Besides”—he laughed—“can you see me in orange?”

“Orange?”

“You know, their school colors are—”

“No!” Suddenly, she was angry. “I don’t want
to know. Get away from me.”

“But, Evelyn.”

She could feel her chest begin to rise and
fall rapidly beneath her folded arms. “I said, get away from
me.”

“I just want to—”

“Do you hear me?” she shouted, moving toward
him, arms out at her sides now, fists clenched. “Just leave!”

“Okay,” he said, raising his hands and
taking a tentative step backward. “Okay.” And then he quickly
turned and walked away.

A chorus of shouts and laughter rang out
behind her. She spun about, ready to defend herself, but the group
of boys had already scattered, all except for one unlucky member
left standing there, head down, staring in disbelief at the dark
stain of milk splashed across his sweatshirt and the crotch of his
khaki pants.

“Suck it up, kid,” she said to herself. “The
day is probably going to get worse.”

At least she was no longer freezing.

In first period, Ms. Shipley was eager to
get started on the class’s next project: screen-printing. She
explained the process and even demonstrated some basic prints,
using silk fabric stretched tightly over a wooden frame, a large
squeegee, some paint, and paper cutouts of birds. Evelyn found the
process fascinating and Ms. Shipley’s enthusiasm contagious. By the
end of class, her anger at Garvey’s sudden appearance had become a
distant irritation. What was the big deal, anyway? He’d just
surprised her, that was all. What did she care where he went to
school? He was nothing to her. She even decided not to mention the
incident to Sammy. It was that unimportant.

Her boyfriend, Sammy, was waiting outside,
ready to walk with her to their second-period American History
class. He was wearing the scarlet and gold scarf she’d knit for
him. Not bad for her first try, she thought, admiring it on his
tall, lean frame.

As she drew near, he took her by the hand
and they began to move together through the crowded hallway. “Hey,
you,” he said, smiling down at her as they floated smoothly along
on an otherwise jostling stream of students.

“Hey, you,” she meant to say, but when she
opened her mouth, that wasn’t what came out. “He’s back,” she
announced, just as someone rushing in the opposite direction bumped
against her, nearly knocking her backpack from her shoulder.

“Who?” Sammy asked.

“Garvey.”

“Yeah,” he said, eyes foreword. “I
heard.”

“He came to see me this morning,” she said,
ignoring the voice of caution in her head.

“Came to see you…” He turned to look at her.
“Where?”

“Outside Ms. Shipley’s.”

Now the voice was screaming, Shut up, you
idiot!

“Are you okay?” he asked.

“Are you?”

He seemed confused. “Why?”

“Well,” she demanded, “doesn’t it bother
you?”

He stopped so abruptly the person behind
nearly tripped attempting to dodge around them. “Evelyn,” he said,
pulling her with him up against the wall and out of the flow of
traffic. “What is going on?”

“Well, doesn’t it?” she persisted.

“If you tell me what happened.”

“Nothing happened!” she nearly shouted. “I
was mean to him. I didn’t even let him talk. I feel stupid.”

“Uh, okay?”

“I’m angry,” she said, unable to meet his
eyes. Her hands were clenched into two hard fists. “Why am I so
angry?”

“I don’t know. Don’t you have a right to
be?”

“Do I?” She looked up at him and then
immediately lowered her gaze. “I’m sorry. He just surprised me. I
shouldn’t have even said anything. Now I feel even more stupid.
Please make me stop talk—”

He kissed her, hard on the mouth, and then
more gently as she began to kiss him back.

“Hey, you two!” a man shouted.

Evelyn ducked her head in embarrassment.

“Wrong time, wrong place.”

“Sorry, Mr. Tyler,” said Sammy. “She had
something in her eye.”

“Yeah, yeah,” said the dean. “Just get to
class.”

Evelyn and Sammy hurried down the hall
again, no longer holding hands, their faces serious. As soon as
they’d turned the first corner, both broke out laughing.

“Why are you so perfect?” Evelyn asked,
giving him a quick kiss on the mouth.

He reached ahead to open the door to their
classroom. “The day’s not over yet,” he said just as the tardy bell
rang.

The rest of the morning was uneventful. No
surprise visits from Garvey, no sightings of Brianna, or Vanessa,
or Kevin—or any of her other ghosts—in the halls or at lunch.
Still, there was fourth period to get through, English with Mr.
Schwartz, where it all started.

Evelyn and Denise were the last to leave the
lunch table. Evelyn was double-checking the contents of her
backpack, making sure all her afternoon subjects were there. She
thought about the boy from that morning with the milk stain on his
pants and wondered how he was doing. If it were her, she would have
taken off the sweatshirt and tied it around her waist to cover the
worst of the stain. But did guys do that, tie sweatshirts around
their waists?

“Evelyn.” Denise had on one of her motherly
expressions, a look of amused disapproval, one part smile and two
parts frown. “Do you really think Tyler would put him in any of
your same classes?”

And she was reading Evelyn’s mind.

“Maybe not on purpose, but what if all the
others were full? Or what if he forgot?”

“One call from your parents and problem
solved.”

She hefted her bag onto her shoulder. “Yeah,
I know.”

“Well, come on then.” Denise was already
walking away. “We’re going to be late.”

“Wait.” Evelyn hurried to catch up. “I need
to pee.”

“Stop stalling.”

“I really have to go.”

“It’s nerves.”

“It’s pee.”

Just as Evelyn opened the restroom door, a
girl came rushing out with her head down and both hands gripping
the straps of her backpack. “Watch out,” she said, skidding
sideways to avoid slamming into Evelyn. She was dressed almost
entirely in black: her boots, her tights, her sweater, the
oversized beanie covering most of her head, all black, except for
her skirt, a very pink ballerina’s tutu. She stole a sideways
glance at Evelyn as she passed and then came to a sudden halt.
“Uh.” She looked from Evelyn to Denise and then quickly lowered her
eyes again. “S-sorry,” she said and hurried away.

“What was that all about?” asked Denise as
she followed Evelyn into the restroom.

“I don’t know, but I liked her skirt.”

“Yeah, I kind of liked the hat.”

Evelyn stood in the middle of the empty
restroom and looked about. “You smell it?” she asked.

Denise started to laugh but then stopped
herself. “Oh, yeah … ew, what is that?”

“Permanent marker.”

“Oh, God.” Denise sighed. “Someone just
tagged the restroom?”

Evelyn looked inside the first two stalls.
“Nothing here.”

“You sure someone wasn’t just getting high?
You know, snuffing, huffing, or whatever?”

Evelyn pushed open the door to the largest
stall on the end. “Oh, wow,” she said.

Denise hurried over.

There on the plaster sidewall was an almost
life-size rendering of a blue-haired fairy. She was Tinker
Bell-like, but with enormous butterfly wings instead of tiny
translucent ones. The drawing was extremely detailed and in full
color. Her body was a luminous pale blue and she was naked except
that her right forearm and the inward turn and bend of her left leg
gracefully concealed her most private parts. Her skin appeared to
be scarred in places, darker blue markings on her stomach and
thighs, and her great wings were thin and tattered at the edges.
Her deep-set eyes were bruised and haunting. Evelyn felt their
pull.

“Oh, my God,” said Denise.

“She’s beautiful,” whispered Evelyn.

“Do you think it was the little combat
ballerina who just ran out of here?”

“I don’t know, but whoever did this, it must
have taken all morning.”

“Really?” Denise stepped into the stall,
stretched out her hand to touch the image, but then pulled it
immediately back
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