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            CHAPTER ONE

          

          HELPING TIMOTHY

        

      

    

    
      The football field glittered as the warm sun kissed the frosted layer blanketing the tall grass. Alex tightened the collar of his black peacoat and slipped his hands into the cover of deep pockets. Margaret was late, and the bell would ring in a few short minutes. She had to make a stop at Buttercooky Bakery for her first period class. In an attempt to understand the second language that was a common exchange in the McKenna/LaBoccetta household, she decided to take Italian, and the class was having a “Tastes of Italy” day. Since Margaret was all about desserts and knew nothing of the baking world, she settled on the decadent treats from her favorite go-to for anything sweet.

      “What a lovely morning. Don’t you agree, Alex?”

      Alex glanced over his left shoulder. May Cunningham smiled softly as she gazed out toward the open field.

      “It’s nice, but I think I’d prefer it a few degrees warmer.” Alex scrunched his shoulders.

      “After that hellish realm you were in, I should think the crisp air would be a welcome change.”

      “What are you up to this morning, May?”

      The celestial form glided up a few rows of the bleachers and sat down. She patted the empty space beside her. Alex took the cue and followed, settling down next to her.

      “Nothing, really. It’s been fairly quiet since your last case. Word in the spirit world is no one should mess with Alex McKenna. He’ll have you banished to the underworld.”

      “You’re kidding, right?”

      “I pinky swear it’s true. You’ve become quite the man in the realm of the dead. But you should be careful—you know better than most that being feared also makes you a target for those who wish to gain your power.”

      “I will. Thanks, May.” Alex nodded and smiled.

      “Where’s the lovely Margaret today?”

      “She’s coming, just running late.”

      “Well then, you have a nice day, Alex, and try to stay out of trouble.”

      “I always do, but you know trouble never cooperates.”

      Alex grinned. Over the years he’d met many souls, May was by far the kindest.

      Alex stepped down, sending his left leg up in the air as he scooted on one foot to regain balance. The slick surface of the aluminum bleachers had been drenched from an early morning mist, and he nearly became a victim of his own preoccupations.

      “There he is, the weirdo of Floral Park.” A harsh voice beat its way to Alex’s ear.

      “What do you want, Kyle? Are you getting on the field or here to give me crap?”

      There was a time when he would have avoided the bully at all costs, but after the things Alex had done over the past two months, Kyle was no more than an inconvenience. A large one, but a blip in his day, nonetheless.

      The rest of the football team had started to trickle in and make their way to the field. Alex caught Kyle’s eyes following the star quarterback. The guy was new to the school and made first string off the reputation he brought with him. The bully’s eyes never averted from the young man.

      “He’s really good,” said Alex.

      “Who? What the hell are you talking about, freak?”

      “The quarterback. I saw you staring at him.”

      “I wasn’t staring, I was checking out who was on the field. Why would you say that? Don’t put your stupid shit on me. You’re the weird one here.”

      Alex paused. This conversation had taken a turn he hadn’t anticipated, and although Kyle would take every opportunity to attack his character, Alex wasn’t cut the same way.

      “Okay. Never mind.”

      Alex inched to the right, widening the gap between them. “Yeah, you better shut up before I …”

      “Before you what, lard ass?” Margaret chimed.

      Kyle raised his chin, looking down on Margaret’s petite frame.

      “I see you have your guard dog to protect you.”

      Alex laughed. “And a beautiful one at that.”

      Kyle pointed to the both of them. “You two deserve each other.”

      “Hmm, I sure as hell hope so.” Margaret smirked.

      Kyle sneered and ran out to join his teammates.

      “What? Was it something I said?” She grinned.

      “Mio prezioso.” Alex grinned. “Did you get everything you needed?”

      Margaret slipped a pink box wrapped in white string out of her backpack. She waved it under Alex’s nose.

      “I did, and too bad you won’t get any.”

      “That’s just cruel.”

      Alex reached for the lid and she shooed his hand away.

      “It would be if I didn’t pick up this.” She pulled a small white bag from the front pouch. “Two black and white cookies just for you.

      Alex snatched the bag from her fingers and wrapped his arms around her waist. Leaning in, he took a drink of her luscious lips and sighed. She was the best part of the day.

      “Mmm, peppermint. Very holiday.”

      “You like it? I love how it makes my lips tingle.”

      “I thought that was me?”

      “Oh, you make them tingle.”

      A loud peal interrupted the moment.

      “There’s the bell; I guess we need to get to class.” Alex groaned.

      “Yeah, I’m kind of looking forward to first period.”

      “Of course, you are. It has all the elements you love. Dessert, dessert, and more dessert.” He laughed.

      “Not all the elements.” She grabbed his lapel and pulled him close, planting a robust kiss on his lips.

      “Good to know.”

      He vined his fingers into hers as they walked past the bleachers to another day at CTA Academy.

      The rest of the hours went by without stopping to get noticed. Alex grew more tired of high school by the minute. He was looking forward to college and taking classes that actually interested him. When you’ve been to a realm where the dead roam and there is a forever worse than hell, boredom can come easy living the day to day. He had planned on furthering his knowledge in the occult and everything his family tree had given him. He was still learning from his gram and mom, but that was the LaBoccetta and Russo experiences. He wanted to broaden his capabilities and see what else was out there.

      Margaret reminded him at lunch that they needed to buckle down and study for midterms. They had been so busy solving two big back-to-back cases that school had become secondary—not good if you want to get into the college of your choice, though Alex had no thoughts of grandeur regarding striving for an ivy league. His life was too complicated to warrant that kind of four-year commitment. He decided staying close to home and being able to expand his interests was the best of both worlds.

      Margaret was going to stop home for a quick change into comfy clothes and then come over to his house. They planned on a night of pizza, books, and no ghosts—the latter being a must to get through the series of tests headed their way.

      The last bell rang, and he made the decision to walk home. After a brief exchange with Margaret, explaining the peace he sometimes needed from his solitary walks, he watched her pull away. Rounding the corner from the school into the neighborhood, he felt exhilarated. It was his favorite Alex time; a chance to clear his mind and enjoy the serenity.

      Enjoying a walk alone by choice, or has that girl finally smartened up and left you?

      Alex shivered. The goosebumps on his arms were at high attention.

      Hello, Victor, don’t have anything else to do besides follow me?

      Victor had mastered the art of communicating through thought, which was good for Alex, because walking down the block talking to someone who isn’t there can be damaging to a seventeen-year-old boy’s reputation, and his was tarnished enough.

      Oh, my boy, I’m not following you. I was merely here when you passed by. I was minding my own business and you invaded my space.

      Whatever. I hope you’ve been behaving yourself.

      Or what? The great Alex McKenna will put me down?

      Or when I crossover, I’ll make sure I don’t give you a moment of peace. I’ll follow you wherever you go for eternity. I don’t mind waiting.

      Victor’s biggest fear was the day Alex would leave the living world for the celestial. He knew what the boy was capable of in life and didn’t want to be in his sights after death.

      You misunderstand me, Alex. I merely want to see you live a long, healthy life.

      I bet you do. Leave me alone, Victor, and let me enjoy my solace.

      As you wish, Mr. McKenna.

      Alex smirked. Victor could be threatening. His maniacal approach to the living was a hindrance, and on occasion, a dangerous issue. But not today. Today, he’d finish his walk in peace. A bouquet of pine, dried leaves, and smoke billowing from the chimneys of toasty fireplaces followed him on the remainder of his journey home. He got a twinge of goosebumps nearing his house at 55 Geranium Ave., but not enough to trigger a warning. Sometimes he could get them from a passing spirit—a soul on their own journey merely crossing paths with him. Over the years, Alex learned to distinguish between the urgency his goosebump alerts brought him. The time to worry was when he was flooded with them—mapping their way across his flesh, raised at an unusual height of attention.

      Rounding the corner to his block, he noticed two cars parked in front of his house and grinned. Quickening his pace, he took the three steps of the brick stoop in one leap and pushed down on the latch to the front door. It was unlocked; an occurrence that often happened when Wilby was the last one in the house. The door creaked open, allowing the jovial sounds of family to escape and ride the airwaves to the surrounding neighbors. He followed the melody to the kitchen—the place to gather when family and friends came to visit.

      Sitting at the table with a large pink box in the center and cups of black gold in each of their settings were his mom, Uncle Nick, Aunt Jennie, and Aunt Carla. His mom’s brother and two sisters were a barrage of side-splitting laughter when they were all together, often spinning stories about their childhood to Alex and Wilby. They were some of his best family memories.

      “Hey, there’s our nephew!” Nick exclaimed.

      “Bella mia, come here and let me squeeze you.” His Aunt Carla stretched out her arms.

      Alex greeted her with a kiss on the cheek and a tight hug before moving down the line to the rest of them. In his very Italian-American family, it was a sign of respect to greet each other with a warm gesture—especially if they were your elder. When he’d satisfied the requirement of kisses and hugs, he grabbed a cup from the cupboard, poured some coffee, and joined them. His mom slid the box and a small dish his way: the family way of saying, ‘Eat something.’

      In his house, the pink box represented only one thing: Buttercooky. Margaret wasn’t the only one with an affinity for the Italian bakery. Opening the lid was kindred to the discovery of a treasure chest buried at sea for hundreds of years. You didn’t know what to expect, but you knew it was going to be wonderful. Okay, maybe that was a slight exaggeration, but it sure felt like it to him. This time, the treasure was two of his favorites: crumb buns and crullers. The powdery caps on the squares of cinnamon-vanilla goodness made the crumb buns melt in your mouth, and the dunking quality of the stick-in-your-belly cruller was better than any donut on the planet. Alex opted for one of each.

      “What’s everybody doing here in the middle of the afternoon?” Alex mumbled through his chewing.

      Usually, his family dropped by on weekend mornings if they weren’t coming for dinner. The late day, after-school visit was welcomed, but out of character.

      Nick responded, “We came here to see you. There’s an issue we’re having, and we think you might be able to solve it. We’ve all tried, but I think it’s gonna take someone closer to his age.”

      “Who’s age?”

      “Timothy. He’s the son of Aunt Jennie’s friend from childhood. You don’t know her; they’d been out of touch for several years.”

      Jennie lay her hand on Alex’s forearm and gently squeezed. “He’s eighteen, and five weeks ago, he was killed in a motorcycle accident. My friend, Stephanie, is inconsolable. Two days after the accident, she started seeing him in the house. Her husband passed it off as grief, but when I went to see her, I saw him. I tried talking to him, guiding him to the light, but he’s confused. He doesn’t believe he’s dead. Uncle Nick and Aunt Carla joined me in a guidance spell, but he resisted. What makes it worse is that Timothy won’t show himself to his dad. Now Stephanie’s husband is starting to think she’s lost her mind and needs help. He’s talking about placing her in a facility. He’s a good guy, but he doesn’t know what to do for her. I thought maybe if you sit down with Timothy, he might feel more at ease with someone close to his own age.”

      Alex set down the cruller, his appetite suddenly extinguished. He knew death all too well and understood the cycle we all must abide by, but when it was a young person, it strained his ability to reason with the process. To lose life before you really began living was a cruel joke the universe played on the unlucky chosen.

      “When do you want to go over there?” He dusted off his hands, releasing a small powdery cloud.

      Jennie smiled. “If you can spare the time, I’d like to go as soon as possible. Now, if you can.”

      “Margaret’s coming over later; let me text her and let her know I might be delayed.”

      “Thank you, Bella mia. Gina, maybe you and Wilby should come. It would be a good distraction for Stephanie. Nick and Carla dropped by earlier; it may look odd if they return so soon. Her husband’s already on tilt. I’m hoping if we go now, we can be in and out before he comes home from work.”

      “Done. Let me get my beanie and I’ll be ready.” Alex moved away from the table.

      “Tell Wilby to get ready to go too. He’s in his room.” Gina started clearing the plates.

      “Okay. Bye, Aunt Carla, Uncle Nick. I’ll see you later.” The ritual of goodbyes being as important as the hello, he hugged and kissed each of them before heading upstairs.

      His little brother wasn’t happy about leaving, for he wanted nothing more than to eat his snack and play video games. He’d finished his homework early and now it was all for nothing. Or at least that was the whine he served up to Alex.

      They all piled into Aunt Jennie’s car—a little two-door Ford Fiesta. Stephanie lived a town over and a world apart in Garden City. Rolling front lawns, English Tudors, and Mercedes-Benzes was their way of life. Pulling into the long driveway, Alex imagined what it would be like to have so much space. He and Wilby shared a bedroom wall, and there were many times he’d wish he could take up residence in the basement. His little brother tended to be dramatic when playing video games. The sound effects he created, on top of the already loud special effects of the game, were head crunching at times.

      Getting out of the car, he stepped back and peered up. The house was so tall, it practically cracked the back of his neck looking up. Mimicking the architecture of a mini castle, he was surprised when the front doors didn’t fit the classic lines. Modern and sleek, the bamboo design appeared more at home in a twenty-first century abode. Jennie pressed the brass button, and a melodic chime of Greensleeves alerted the residence of their arrival. He’d learned the piece from Victor—a favorite composition of the complicated ghost.

      The woman answering the door was weathered with despair. Her puffy eyes, dark circles, unkempt hair, mismatched pajamas, and well-worn robe, suggested to Alex this must be Stephanie. She forced a half smile and invited them in.

      Timothy stood at her side, clinging to his mom like glue. Wherever the woman moved to, he swayed with her. No wonder she was losing her mind. Her ghost son was literally draining the life force from her body. Gina offered her condolences and the two women hugged. After a few minutes of mindless conversation of how long it had been since they’ve seen each other and how they shouldn’t have lost contact, Stephanie offered them coffee. They accepted. While she was in the kitchen, they solidified their plan to get Timothy alone with Alex.

      “Here we go.” Stephanie walked in with a tray containing cups, napkins, a carafe, and a plate of cookies. She set the server down on the sofa table and poured the coffee, handing a cup to everyone except Wilby. She pulled a container of Yoo-hoo and a straw from the pocket of her robe and handed it to the boy.

      After everyone had settled back with their cups and a napkin, Aunt Jennie proceeded to lay the groundwork for the operation—Timothy’s beginning, a term Wilby was proud to say he invented. Alex laughed to himself. His family had been referring to life after death as the beginning for as long as he could remember, but he’d never take the victory away from his little brother.

      “Stephanie, I want to speak to you about Timothy. I know you’ve been telling your husband that he’s with you.”

      Stephanie stiffened. “So, what, you’ve come to tell me I’m crazy and should go to that terrible place?”

      “I came to tell you I believe you.” Jennie glanced over at Timothy, and the teen’s eyes widened. “We all believe you and we’d like to help.”

      Stephanie broke down sobbing. “How … how can you help me? I’m not sure if I believe what I see is real. Why should all of you?”

      “Because we see him too.”

      “Are you mocking me? I don’t know what you hope to gain from this, but I thought we were friends, Jennie.”

      Gina interrupted. “My sister is your friend, and so am I. Do you remember when we were in high school how some of the kids always gave us a hard time? Called us the ghost sisters?”

      “Yeah, so what?”

      “Didn’t you ever wonder why?”

      “Not really. I figured they were just assholes.”

      “They called us that because we can see and communicate with the dead. My entire family on my dad’s side can. Lisa Cromwell caught us having a conversation with that cheerleader that died in our sophomore year, Mandy Gruber. Remember her?”

      “Sure. She had to have surgery for a brain tumor and died on the operating table. It was tragic. I liked her.”

      “Mandy would hang out at school after she passed. Me and Jennie tried to help her. That’s what Lisa saw that day, but to her, it looked like we were loony and talking to no one.”

      “If this is true, why didn’t either of you tell me?”

      “Would you have believed us? I’m betting you would’ve thought we were nuts just like Lisa did.” Gina folded her arms.

      Stephanie turned to her son and then gazed back to Jennie and Gina.

      “Do you see him now?” Her voice was small.

      Both women nodded their heads in agreement. “He’s standing beside you.”
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        * * *

      

      Stephanie turned to Alex and Wilby. “How about you two?”

      Alex replied, “I do, but Wilby’s abilities haven’t come yet.”

      Alex stood up and faced Timothy. “Bro, want to talk for a minute?”

      “I can’t leave my mom alone.”

      “It’s okay, I’ll be ne. I have Jennie and Gina to keep me company.”

      “Come on, why don’t we check out your room? I promise she’ll be alright for a few minutes, dude.”

      Timothy reluctantly agreed.

      The teen took him up a wide, mahogany staircase. When they reached the landing, he turned left, and they proceeded down a long hallway. In the end, double doors opened to the largest bedroom Alex had ever seen. An enormous hearth surrounded by old brick was the focal point of the room. Timothy glided to the bed and with the flick of a wrist slid an overstuffed chair from across the room and motioned for Alex to take a seat.

      “Wow, this room is awesome,” said Alex.

      “It’s more my dad than me. He likes the old-world look. Me, not so much.”

      Alex leaned forward, resting his arms on his thighs. “You’ve gotten good with manipulation pretty quick. Most spirits take a long time to figure out how to move things. You’ve been doing this for what, five weeks?”

      “Yeah, it just came to me. Plus, it makes it easier to watch out for my mom.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “You know, in case something happens to her, I can be there to help. What good would it be if all I could do was watch? Now I ask a question: How come you and your family can see me? No one but my mom has been able to do that.”

      “My family is sensitive to the dead. It goes back generations. What are you afraid might happen to your mom?”

      “My dad.”

      Alex shifted in his chair. This was not something he expected to hear.

      “I don’t understand. Are you saying you’re worried your dad will hurt your mom?”

      “Yes. He comes off all nice and loving, the perfect guy. But he isn’t. He’s a bastard. Did you know he’s trying to have my mom committed to a nut house? He says it’s for her own good, but it’s so he can get rid of her. He’s got this girlfriend on the side. All the times mom thought he was working late … He was working, alright … on his whore. I’ve known for a while, but I couldn’t break her heart. Now I’m afraid for her.”

      Alex ran his hand through his hair and squeezed. This was a new set of problems that weren’t going to be as easily fixed. Telling his mom you helped her son cross over is one thing; telling her the man she’s married to is a liar and a cheat who wants to have her committed for his own personal gain is an entirely different beast to slay.

      “You have to tell her. If I do it, chances are she won’t believe me. If she understands what’s going on and that’s why you won’t continue your journey, maybe we can solve two problems at the same time. If you know your mom is safe, will you follow the light?”

      “If my mom is safe, I can go, but not until I’m sure he can’t hurt her.”

      “Okay, let’s go downstairs and talk to her. Hopefully, my aunt and mom can help convince her once they hear why you’ve been clinging to her.”

      Tracing his steps down the hallway to the staircase, Alex noticed a bedroom door slightly ajar. Curiosity took hold and he pushed it open. The room held a truth about Timothy’s dad that was visible at first glance. Standing on the threshold, he hesitated to go in.

      “What’s this room?” he asked Timothy.

      “This is my dad’s study. We’re not supposed to go in; he doesn’t want any of his things disturbed. Once, when I was a kid, I wandered in. You know, tell a kid not to do something and what’s the first thing they do? Anyway, I was playing, and my dad walked in. I never knew someone’s face could get that red. I thought he’d bust a vein the way his temples were throbbing. It scared the crap out of me. That was my first introduction to his belt.”

      “He hit you?”

      “He did. And that wasn’t the last time. After that, it was like it became easy for him. What’s weird is he’d never done that before. It was like once it happened, he got some kind of sick permission in his head that said it was okay to keep it up.”

      “Did your mom ever try to stop him?”

      “She doesn’t know. He always managed to beat me when she wasn’t home. You know, preserve the perfect picture of a loving father. He’s a creep.”

      Alex stepped into the room. Immediately, his goosebumps multiplied, taking over the smooth derma and turning it into a topography of biting torment. He wrapped his hands around both forearms and proceeded to the center of the space. Slowly turning to scan the four walls, droplets of sweat beaded along his upper lip and forehead. His head swayed as the area slightly spun in a counterclockwise motion. Two shadowy silhouettes appeared in front of him; they seemed to be in a heated discussion. Surmising by the shape of the form that the larger darkness was male and the smaller female, he gasped when the man raised his fist to the woman’s face, knocking her to the floor.

      “What are you looking at?” Timothy asked.

      Alex turned to Timothy. “Has your dad ever physically hurt your mom?”

      “What? No. I don’t think so. Why? What did you see?” “Something happened in here, and it wasn’t good. Come on, let’s go talk to your mom.”

      Stephanie, his mom, and aunt were in the kitchen, sitting on bar stools that butted up to a large granite countertop. The conversation must have been uncomfortable, because his mom’s eyes immediately caught his and widened—her way of conveying she needed help.

      Alex took a seat next to Gina, and Timothy stood by his mom.

      Stephanie’s face revealed a story of a mom filled with pain. She reached for him, slicing through the ghostly figure with tears in her eyes. “The worst is seeing you and not being able to hug you.” She stood up and faced him. “Did you talk to Alex?”

      Timothy averted his gaze to the floor. “I did.”

      “Alex, can you help my son?”

      “I can. But first, you have to help him and yourself.”

      Stephanie abruptly turned her head. “I don’t understand what you mean?”

      “I saw something in your husband’s office.”

      “You went in there? You had no right.”

      “Mom, just listen to him.”

      Stephanie furrowed her brow. “Go on.”

      I saw two people having an angry discussion. The man punched the woman, and she was knocked to the floor. Has your husband ever hit you?”

      “What? No! Never. I don’t know what you think you saw, but you’re mistaken. My husband would never hurt anyone. Sometimes he’s a little moody, but he would never raise a hand to another person.”

      “Timothy, it’s time for the truth,” stated Alex.

      “What is he talking about?” Stephanie asked her son.

      “Dad’s not who you think he is. He’s mean.”

      “Timothy, what are you saying? Has your father hurt you?”

      “More than once, with his belt  mostly. It’s always when you’re not around.”

      Stephanie covered her mouth with her hand and melted into the bar stool. “How can this have happened? I … I was so blind.”

      “No mom, you weren’t. How could you know? I never said anything, and he’s good at playing the role of perfect husband and father. I’m sorry. I should’ve told you sooner. Maybe I wouldn’t be like this.”

      “What do you mean? Did he do this to you? I’ll kill him myself.” Stephanie pounded her fist on the counter.

      “We had a huge fight that day. He tried to hit me again, but I stopped him. I told him the next time I’d do more than just grab his arm—I’d break it. I threatened to tell you and said things were going to change around here. Then I left. I got on my bike and the rage I felt … I wasn’t paying attention when that truck weaved into my lane. Maybe I could’ve swerved out of the way, I don’t know. I’ll never know. But there’s something else.”

      Timothy glided away from his mom and hovered next to Alex. “It’s okay, dude; she needs to hear everything.”

      Timothy hesitated, avoiding the reveal a few seconds more.

      “Dad has a girlfriend. He’s been seeing her for a long time. All those nights you thought he was working late; he was out with that cheap excuse for a human.”

      “Timothy, don’t talk like that. I appreciate that you tried to protect me, but I already knew.” Tears streamed down Stephanie’s cheeks. “I was trying to protect you. I thought he was a wonderful father and I didn’t want to hurt your relationship with him. I even know who she is.”

      “Who?” Timothy flew to his mom.

      “It doesn’t matter, none of it does. It’s time I start taking control, and you, my precious baby, must let go. I’ve got this.”

      “No. Not until you’re okay and he’s out of this house.”

      “He will be. I have friends to help me.” She smiled at Jennie. “If you’re safe, happy, and at peace, then I can do what I need to do. Do you understand? I don’t want to let go, but we both need to.” Stephanie fought through the tears to get her words across to her son. “You are the love of my life and nothing will ever change that. I will see you again, I know it. Alex, can you help him find his way?”

      Alex nodded yes. “Your mom won’t be alone, and your dad …  don’t worry, he’s not hurting anyone else.

      “Alex, I’m afraid.”

      “You’re gonna be okay.” Alex offered a closed-mouthed smile.

      Both Gina and Jennie stood up.

      “Mom, I love you.”

      “Me too, baby.”

      “Alex, what do I do?”

      “It’s pretty easy. Just let the light find you. Clear your mind and picture a beautiful, white, warm glow surrounding your soul.”

      “That’s it?”

      “Yup. Dude, I promise, it’ll be good.”

      Timothy nodded and closed his eyes. “I think … I see it. Alex, it’s like you said.” His eyes opened. “It’s right there. Can everyone see it?”

      “Nah, it’s just for you.”

      “Bye, Mom. Don’t forget me.”

      “Never.” Tears streamed down her cheeks.

      In a blink, he was gone, and Stephanie collapsed into Jennie’s arms.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The car ride home was more of a thinking than speaking drive. Jennie had decided to stay behind and be with Stephanie when she confronted her husband. A witch with a few well-honed protection spells might be a good way to start the new life her friend was facing.

      Alex was fighting his own emotions. Timothy was so young, and his entire life was gone because of a one split-second bad decision. He’d kept his secret hidden. Maybe if he had said something to his mom, the outcome would’ve been different for him. And yet, Alex understood the guy’s reasoning. He often kept things from his mom and gram to shield them from pain. Mostly about his transition. His meds did make him sick occasionally, and he downright lied when they asked him. Or all the bullying he endured in middle school. Yeah, they knew a little bit, but not everything. He was tortured almost every day. Kids can be really cruel, especially when they don’t understand something. Timothy did what he thought was best for his mom, but telling the truth was probably the better way to deal with a problem head-on.

      When they got home, Alex needed to decompress. He told his mom he was gonna hang out in his room. He needed thinking time.

      Thank goodness Gina understood her son and let him be. The last thing he needed was to be prodded about his feelings and asked if he was okay. She knew he would be in his own time.

      The one person he did need to hear from was his love, Margaret. She could always soothe even the worst day. He opened the blinds to his window and peered out. A canvas of pewter grey disappeared under the strokes of midnight blue. He sighed. Sitting in the growing darkness, he picked up his cell.

      “Hi babe …”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPER TWO

          

          AM I DEAD?

        

      

    

    
      Fall had been a rough season. Too many details had ushered in the winter wonderland that now blanketed most of the neighborhood. White could be a blinding light or a twinkling sea below the stars. Either way, it was too cold.

      Alex had settled in for the mundane. After the recent murders that plagued their town of Floral Park, and a trip to a high school for dead teens, mundane was like a soft blanket newly pulled from the dryer. He wrapped himself up in the routine of school, homework, and Margaret. She had been through the wringer alongside him, and now quiet nights on the couch were their reward. Even if it was spent cracking the books.

      Christmas was nearing, and that meant so was winter break: two full weeks of sleeping in, staying up late, and no worries about AP science, calculus, or any other paper on a deadline. Alex yawned, glancing at the time on his phone. It was ten-thirty-five. The day was nearly over; no wonder he was wracked.

      “I can’t believe that poor guy, Timothy. I can’t get him out of my mind.” Margaret stretched.

      “Me neither. His mom is gonna be okay, though. My ma spoke with Aunt Jennie, and when they confronted the dad, he got angry, but my aunt took care of that. Nothing like the fear of a deceased Russo crashing the party. It changed his mind in a snap.”

      “A deceased Russo? What did your aunt do?”

      “She
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